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    Parents/Children 
 
    COLT AND SAVANNA (Mitchell) 
 
    Noah (Savanna is his step-mother) 
 
    Christian 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    TYLER AND MIRANDA (Mitchell) 
 
    Isabella, (Izzy or Bella or Bells) Tyler is listed as her birth father on certificate, but he is really her step-father 
 
    Jacob (Jake) 
 
    Jaxson (Jax) 
 
      
 
    CONNER AND AMY (Healy) 
 
    Cassie 
 
    Callie 
 
    Cammie 
 
    Joshua 
 
    The kids are all related to each other as first cousins. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    These meetings had become my lifeline. I was once lost – headed in a direction I hated to admit out loud, but it was that disappointment which kept me strong minded, focused, and convinced I’d never go back to that same person again. 
 
    Being an addict was permanent. I might not be using, but the title would remain. What I’d done to myself and my reputation couldn’t be fixed. Labels were what I’d come to accept. They were important – to me and the success of the program. It was up to me to show others they too could overcome their demons. They could live if they just allowed themselves to do so. 
 
    It had taken me a long time to get to this point; to be able to understand how far I’d come, and what I’d risked to need to change. I had to hit rock bottom to see how close to death I’d gotten. No one could save me, not my family, and most definitely not my friends. I had to save myself, just like every single person staring back at me at this meeting. 
 
    “My name is Addison, and I’m a drug addict. I’ve lied to the people I love. I’ve stolen from those who trusted me. I’ve lost respect for myself along the way. Everyone in this room is here for a reason. You’re not alone, not anymore. I promise you that it gets easier. It’s a long road to recovery, but you can do it. No matter how far gone you think you are, there is always a road to redemption. You have to want it more than anything you’ve ever wanted in your life. You have to be done denying what you are. You have to accept what you’ll never be able to change. It’s about forgiveness. I look out at each one of you tonight and recognize so many. I feel humbled to know we’ve taken this path together. We’re a team, a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    A few people made agreeing comments. One even said ‘amen’ before I continued. “I want to thank you all for coming out tonight. If you didn’t speak because you felt you weren’t ready, we’ll be here again on Tuesday at the same time. If you feel like you can’t wait that long, I have cards with my contact information. You’re welcome to call me any time, day or night. I’m always available. Let’s bow our heads and pray before we say good night.” 
 
    I led my group in our routine prayer, thanking God for more time on this beautiful earth, asking him to give us strength and patience to make it through another day. When I was finished people began standing up. Some stuck around to mingle, while others rushed outside for a nicotine fix. I always tried my best to personally visit the newbies. It was my duty, my promise, to make sure they knew they were welcome, and that this was the first step toward the rest of their lives.  
 
    I knew the statistics. Half of these people would relapse at least once before they either got clean or destroyed their lives, sometimes in an overdose that would lead to death. Reality was sad. I’d been where these people were. Not a day went by where I didn’t think about what could have happened to me if I’d continued on the path I’d taken.  
 
    At twenty three I’d already been through more than most middle-aged adults. My body was no longer that of a young woman. I looked older than I was, and no matter how hard I tried to take care of myself, I knew it was the price I had to pay for my sins. Don’t get me wrong. People still claimed I looked beautiful. They compliment my green eyes wherever I went, and my thick dark hair was always easy to style. I was petite, built much like my sister. We used to share clothes, but since she’s moved out not so much any more. 
 
    While my brother and sister had found love, and looked forward to their futures, I was taking it one day at a time, because it was my only way to survive, especially at first. The happier the people around me seemed to be, the worse I suffered. Inside I was alone. I felt like an outcast.  
 
    Love had brought me back. 
 
    My parents.  
 
    My siblings. 
 
    Cousins. 
 
    Aunts. 
 
    Uncles. 
 
    Grandparents. 
 
    They were all there for me, cheering me on, showing me I was worth the battle.  
 
    My mother – the strongest woman I knew, had refused to give up. She was my rock among them all. She was like an angel, guiding me to repentance. Without her I didn’t know where I’d be. Day after day she gave me what I needed. A shoulder to cry on. A hug in the middle of the night. A late night swing on the front porch. A shared cup of hot tea. No matter what the cause, she was there. 
 
    Most of the people in this room weren’t lucky like me. They didn’t have the kind of support team I’d been born into. My family were well-known for many reasons, but what I valued the most was their faith. Together we were strong, and I vowed to never take them for granted. Above all I’d live to make them proud. I’d be respectful. I’d appreciate them. 
 
    Later that night, after I’d gotten home from the meeting, I walked inside to find my parents on the couch watching television. I dropped my keys in the basket and sat down next to my dad, much like I did as a small child. Without saying a word, he leaned over and kissed the top of my head while pulling me closer. This was my happy place. It was what kept me focused on staying clean – on being true. 
 
    “How did it go tonight? Did you have many new people?” My mother asked. 
 
    “Three. One got up and spoke. She couldn’t have been older than eighteen. I saw a parent picking her up afterwards. Hopefully she’ll come back.” 
 
    “I’ll pray for her tonight, honey.” 
 
    “Yeah, I will too.” 
 
    “Are you hungry? I can make you a snack,” she offered. 
 
    “No. I’m fine.” My mother knew I could help myself, but loved taking care of us kids. She was born to do it. She and my dad were like the couple you read about in epic romance novels. I’d never seen two people so in love. They did everything together, including raising us kids. The values they taught us were obvious to others. I was proud to be a Mitchell, and I hoped that someday I’d be able to have a family of my own and teach the same morals they’d taught us to live by. “I’m content being here with you two.”  
 
    Dad squeezed my shoulder. “That’s my girl.” 
 
    At first he’d struggled to understand where he’d gone wrong with me. I think he blamed my addiction on himself, like he’d somehow had a hand at why I’d made bad choices.  
 
    My addiction had nothing to do with my family, or their money. I’d made the choice to hang with the wrong crowd. I’d gotten involved with things I knew were wrong. They were my decisions alone.  
 
    My dad and I had a strained relationship for a while. It broke my heart, but not nearly as much as his. I once heard him crying to my mother in their bedroom. He kept repeating how he failed me. I’d replayed hearing him so many times I’d lost count. Upsetting him, breaking him down, it was the lowest of lows for me.  
 
    I knew I’d never do another drug again. It wasn’t just a promise to myself. It was a silent vow to him. The moment I shared that with my dad, things changed for us. He no longer carried the burden on his shoulders. Ever since that night our relationship had seem to be repaired. He kept an eye on me because he loved me, not because he expected me to disappoint him. There was a huge difference, one I’d never been good at separating. 
 
    As I sat there with my parents appreciating the quality time between us, I knew there was one thing missing in my life; one thing I’d probably have to wait a long time to have. 
 
    A boyfriend – someone to share my life with. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    There was a rule in Narcotics Anonymous about dating someone else in the program. It was put into effect as a preventative. Statistics have proven that when one partner relapsed, the other was more likely to follow. I was fully aware of this rule, and appreciated the aspects of it. 
 
    I never thought I’d meet someone in the program, because frankly, I took it seriously. I was there to help myself and others. There wasn’t time to get involved. As much as I longed to have a relationship, I didn’t have the time or energy. 
 
    I’ve been working to get my certification as an addiction counselor for about a year now. I love my job, even though the pay is minimal. I do it because it matters to me; because at the end of the day I know these people can recover. I do it because it gives me comfort to help others. 
 
    With that being said, I never expected him to walk into the room during the next scheduled meeting. It was summer, and the heat was treacherous. Despite the fact that most places were air-conditioned, the church our meetings were held in wasn’t. We had fans running, but it wasn’t cool enough to dress fully covered. I was wearing a sundress. It was flowy and kept me comfortable. This guy, the one I’m talking about, he came in wearing one of those male tanks- the ones that show off the biceps and arms. On either side he had tattoos, a large vein running down the middle. His dark hair was disheveled on top, but shaved close on the sides. He wore small hoops in each ear, and had a smaller one on his bottom lip. His eyes, not gray or green, definitely hazel, were on mine immediately. A sly grin formed on his face as he took his seat toward the front of the crowd. There was something familiar about him; something drawing me to want to know why he was there and who he was. 
 
    I managed to get through my greeting without giving him too much eye contact, but it was obvious he was giving off vibes like he was checking me out.  
 
    Once I was able to be seated, it made things easier. I sat facing the speaker in the front row, leaving the mystery man behind me. As each person got up to talk, I could feel his eyes on me. It was both exciting and frightening at the same time. Too many months had gone by for me to not feel nervous to some degree.  
 
    When our time was up, I was thrilled he hadn’t gotten up to share his story. The reddening of my face would have been embarrassing, especially in front of the people who looked up to me.  
 
    After the meeting people always stuck around and socialized. I don’t know why I assumed he’d leave and never come back. Most of our visitors returned at least once. I think more than anything I was curious to know why he was there. My curiosity wasn’t because I was wanted to ask him out. Addicts come in all ages, shapes and sizes, and ethnicities. Being human was our common denominator.  
 
    As the room began to clear out, I started cleaning up, carrying the large coffee thermoses back to the church kitchen. A voice close behind startled me, causing me to almost drop the metal machine. 
 
    “My name is Cole.” 
 
    I turned to get a closer look, obviously still in shock he’d followed me to a more private location. Being that my sister had been a victim of an attack, I often tried to keep myself out of situations that could be dangerous. “You’re not supposed to be back here. Perhaps we could chat out in the common area once I’m done.” At that point I would have said anything to feel safe. He may have been handsome, but I wasn’t about to endanger myself because of it. 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” When I turned around again he was gone.  
 
    Feeling as if I could get back to the task at hand, I washed the container, dried it and put it away before returning to the common area. I looked around twice, and even peeked outside before coming to the conclusion he’d left.  
 
    I didn’t get it. He’d made a point to track me down and introduce himself, only to disappear in a few minutes. Whatever the case may have been, I didn’t have the time or interest to waste it wondering. People like Cole come and go in Narcotics Anonymous. There was a possibility I’d never see him again. For the sake of keeping my legs closed I hoped it was true. I didn’t consider  myself easy, but that guy had it going on. He was my type, which made him dangerous.  
 
    By the time the next meeting rolled around, and Cole hadn’t shown up, I thought I was better off that way. I could stay focused and not be fantasizing about the sexy man I knew nothing about.  
 
    Over the weekend I spent time with my brother and his wife, Shalan, who happened to be a country music singer. Their baby, little Jordan Noah, was getting big, and I liked to help out. Sometimes being around them reminded me of what I might never have. You see, my focus had to stay on my addiction. Sure, I was allowed to have a life, but for me, relapsing was still a possibility. Did I want to use drugs again, absolutely not, but if something emotional happened in my life; a loss, a breakup, anything remotely difficult, I was afraid if I’d be strong enough to handle it on my own. Still, it was impossible to not envision being in love like my brother and Shalan were. It was hard to imagine never being able to have my own child that would love me unconditionally, and never know me as the addict in the family. I wanted that for myself, but I wasn’t to the point where I felt it was a good decision. I needed time; to reflect on my past, and to adhere to the realization that my future would always be a struggle.  
 
    By Monday, after a relaxing weekend, I started out on my weekly trip to the local hospital. After stopping by to fetch a few lattes, I pulled into the large parking garage where my car would sit for most of the day. 
 
    I’d like to think of it as a job recruitment, but I was really there to offer patients the meeting schedules. Each week there were new addicts, either recovering from an overdose, or having been checked in to get clean. When I first started doing this it was difficult. I remember being in their position – lost and feeling like I’d rather die then go through the torture. More times than I liked to talk about, most of these patients would either relapse, or some even kill themselves. It was sad, and unfortunately it was happening more and more every day. Drugs were everywhere, and people were always looking to escape reality. 
 
    After signing in with my visitor badge, I headed to the fifth floor and made it to the nurses station. Sammy, a familiar face I got to see every week, greeted me. “Addy, how are you today?” 
 
    I handed her one of the lattes. “I’m doing great, how are you?” 
 
    “Good. My son made the all-star team. We were at the ball field all weekend, but I wouldn’t trade it.” 
 
    “Awe, make sure you tell Trevor I said congratulations. It’s nice he’s so active.” 
 
    “I know. It’s better than him sitting home playing those horrendous video games.” 
 
    I put the drink holder on the counter. “Where are Trish and Max?” 
 
    “They are admitting a new patient. I’m sure they’ll only be a few more minutes.” She handed me a clipboard full of this weeks patients. “Some of those names you’ll recognize,” she said sarcastically. “It’s like a revolving door.” 
 
    I did recognize a few reoccurring patients. “I’ll start with the veterans and then hit the newbies. Anyone I need to know about in particular today?” 
 
    “There’s a patient by the name of Chase. He came in last night in bad shape. Police brought him in. I’d say he’s gone without substance for at least twenty-four hours now, maybe even more. He’s been sick since he got here.” 
 
    “Family?” I had to inquire. 
 
    “None that we know of. He isn’t being very divulging, if you know what I mean. I don’t think he’d be here if the police hadn’t been the ones to admit him. To be honest, he’s lucky he’s not in jail. At least here we can make him comfortable. Had it not been for the officer who brought him, that’s exactly where he’d be. Lucky for him Joe was working. That man is a saint, I tell ya. If I wasn’t married to a good one I’d be all up on that. Why you won’t go out with him is beyond me.” 
 
    I kept staring down at the paperwork to avoid eye contact. “We work together.” 
 
    “You do not. Addison, he’s a cop. You see him in passing.” 
 
    “It’s a conflict of interest,” I added. 
 
    “It’s you being scared to date someone who knows you were an addict, that’s what it is.” She didn’t say it in a mean way. Sammy knew me. We’d gone out a few times to dinner, and she’s been a friend when I needed a neutral listener. “It’s just dinner. What’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    “He told me a while back that a family member had drug problems. He’ll always assume I’ll relapse because he sees it everyday with his job. We’ve talked about this. I can’t be with someone and always wonder if they look down on me. I’ve got to remain positive.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s your choice, but that one is a great catch. I mean, have you seen his hands? My god I’d love to know what he can do with them.” 
 
    I shooed her. “You’re terrible. Don’t you have a crossword puzzle to do?” 
 
    “I’m bad. I know it. I get it naturally. My daddy was a Marine. I was around a ton of men growing up. If you think Joe hasn’t checked parts of you out, then you’re way due for an eye-opener.” 
 
    “Hush. I’m getting to work.” 
 
    “You don’t get paid yet, missy.” 
 
    Getting my certification to be a drug counselor was in the works. I had to still put in the time and complete one more online course, but I was near the finish line as far as making it my permanent career. Soon my volunteer work would pay off and I’d start getting paid for making these visits. “I will soon. Another six months and I’ll be raking in the dough,” I teased. 
 
    “You don’t need to rake anything when Daddy is already loaded.” Her snicker wasn’t uncommon. Everyone knew who my family was. When you come from the Mitchell clan, everyone in Kentucky knows your business.  
 
    Sure, I was lucky. I had a family to not only support me while I seek out a new career and future, but they loved harder than any family I’d ever known. I needed that kind of attachment; commitment even.  
 
    My father may have made a name for our family, but I liked doing things on my own. Part of the reason I got into trouble was because I felt smothered. I wanted to go out and see the world beyond the fence of the ranch, in a matter of speaking. 
 
    Sammy liked to tease me, because for some reason it made me smile. She wasn’t from Kentucky, so often she teased me about my strong accent, or the fact that my father was a full-fledged cowboy. Imagining him being sexy gave me the heebie-jeebies. I mean, what girl wants to look at her dad that way? Eww. 
 
    “You know I don’t like to gloat, Sammy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I just like giving you a hard time.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m getting to work. Maybe you should do the same instead of fantasizing about men’s hands and such.” 
 
    
She laughed again. “Go turn some lives around, Miss. Kentucky. I’m going to have to get you a crown.” 
 
    I pointed my latte toward her as I spoke. “Keep it up and these here drinks will stop magically appearing.” I winked as I walked away, feeling like I got the last slap at the bantering between us. It made me happy to be well liked, enough to be able to joke around on a daily basis. I felt like I didn’t have to hide behind my problems.  
 
    That being said, this part of my life was often difficult. Seeing people struggling, going through withdrawals, feeling as if they were on death’s door, well it sucks. As many times as I could say that things would get better, they’d never believe it. I’d been at the bottom. I knew what it was like to puke until you felt you were hollow inside. My eyes had sunken so far into my skull at one point that I looked like a walking skeleton. I pretended my family didn’t matter to me, and that life was a joke. I’d felt their pain firsthand. I knew the battle they’d have to conquer. 
 
    My first patient had been to this location several times before. She was a mother of two children, her husband locked in jail for petty theft. She was a victim of the system, collecting government checks to feed her habit instead of her family. Social services usually stepped in, and the last time they’d taken the kids away. I wondered if she’d had enough and was hoping to end her life.  
 
    When I stepped inside I found her watching reality television. She was playing with her hands, unable to still them for even a second’s time. “Rachel, I didn’t think I’d be seeing you in here again. I thought you promised last time you were done with the life?” 
 
    “Well it wasn’t done with me. It figures they’d send you in here. Don’t you think it’s time to give up trying to help people. We don’t want your help.” It was common for addicts to treat me disrespectfully. I’d gotten used to it. 
 
    “This doesn’t have to be a bad thing. I know you miss your kids.” 
 
    “Fuck off. You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    I looked down at my paper, paying close attention to her history. “According to this document you were clean for a while. What happened?” 
 
    “Life, obviously. It doesn’t take a damn genius. Are we done here? I don’t feel like being besties.” 
 
    She was so rude. It had always been this way with her. “I’m here when you’re ready to admit you have a problem, Rachel. The first step into getting those kids back is being clean. You’re here. Now is your chance to make that change. Be the mom they need. I’m sure they miss you.” 
 
    She chucked a styrofoam cup of water at me. It burst on the floor beneath my feet. I picked up the remnants and tossed them in the trash. “I’ll get someone to clean up the mess. I’m leaving my card here. You may think I’m your enemy, but you know in your heart I’m not. When you’re ready to live your life again, you call me. I’ll be there for you, no matter what day, or the time. I’ll be the rock you need, if you’ll let me.” 
 
    “People like you are all the same. Get off your pedestal and leave me the hell alone.” 
 
    “Have a good day, Rachel. I do hope it gets better.” 
 
    Sammy was watching as I exited the room. She shook her head and laughed to herself, obviously hearing from that far away how she’d spoken to me. “Another lost cause?” 
 
    “I don’t get it. She’s got so many reasons to want to get better.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s too far gone.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” 
 
    I kept moving, walking into the next person’s room. Simon had been here twice before. He used street drugs for the longest time, then finally started shooting heroin into his arm. He’d been clean for months, so this newest stint had me in shock. “Hey there, stranger,” I offered as a greeting. 
 
    “Addy. Before you say anything, it was an accident. I had a real bad day at work. They fired me. They said I transferred the wrong file to a potential client. I only did what my manager told me. Now I’m out a job.” 
 
    “So what happened?” I leaned on the edge of his bed while he explained. Simon wasn’t a threat to me. He was kind and gentle. He was the type of guy that women wouldn’t date because he was too nice. Unfortunately that left him with low self esteem. He never felt good enough. Being fired most likely triggered this latest bout.  
 
    “I drove around for a while trying to clear my head. While I stopped to get something to eat, I saw an old buddy of mine I used to get high with. He invited me over, and at first I did good. I declined his offers, but then I envied how happy he was. I wanted to forget about my problems, even if it was only for a short time.” 
 
    “You know you can’t do that. We’re addicts. We always will be.” 
 
    He reached over and touched my arm. I let him, because he needed this kind of connection to feel supported. “I’m sorry, Addy. I know you must think I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “I think you’re human, Simon.” 
 
    “I came right to the hospital when I started going through withdrawal symptoms. I knew if I waited it out on my own I’d use again.” 
 
    “You did good. I’m proud of you for being so strong.” 
 
    “I’ll be at the first meeting when I’m released. I promise. If I’m not you can stop by my house and drag my butt there.” 
 
    I squeezed his hand. “One day you’re going to sweep someone off their feet. I admire your heart.” 
 
    “The offer is still open to take that position,” he reminded me. 
 
    “Yeah, you know the rules. No dating other addicts.” 
 
    “I still love you,” he teased. 
 
    “Yeah,” I patted his leg as I stood up. “Ditto. I’ll see you next week, and if you don’t show up, count on me beating down that door.” 
 
    “I look forward to it. See you then.” 
 
    When I walked out of his room I felt better. Simon would recover. I’d make sure of it, even if I had to personally place myself into his life to remind him he could beat this. 
 
    The next three patients were still having major withdrawals. When that occurs there’s little you can talk to them about. They want to feel better, and listening to someone telling them things is out of the question. I went in and introduced myself, leaving a card with the meeting schedule attached. I hoped I’d see them there so we could start working on staying clean, but one never knew who would follow through. I just had to pray I got to someone. 
 
    My final patient was the newest admission. He was the one Sammy had told me about. Since he’d been brought in by my favorite cop friend, Joe, there was no telling what kind of person he was. This guy could be a hardcore criminal. He could cuss me out and threaten my life for looking at him. 
 
    I entered the room with caution, hoping to God I’d be safe. When I got inside he wasn’t in his bed. I heard hacking coming from the bathroom and cracked open the door. On the floor, curled up against the toilet, the guy was throwing up. He heard me behind him, but didn’t turn around. Through his hospital gown I could see he had tattoos on his back, but couldn’t really make out what they said or were. “Can you get me a paper towel?” He asked in a struggled raspy voice. 
 
    I headed over to the sink and wet some, then handed them over. That’s when our eyes met; eyes I’d seen before. It was the guy from the meeting, the one who never came back, and he most certainly saw me standing over him. “It’s you.” 
 
      
 
    [image: star] 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    “It’s me, addiction counselor in training,” I said in a giddy tone. “I’m Addison, but everyone just calls me Addy.” 
 
    “Addison is a pretty name,” he replied while washing off his face.  
 
    I backed away when he stood up and went to brush his teeth. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll just wait out in the room for you to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Whatever you need to do,” he sarcastically responded before putting the hospital toothbrush in his mouth. 
 
    When I left the bathroom, I stood there with my hand on my heart. It was beating so fast, and I couldn’t understand why. This guy was an addict, yet all I kept thinking about was the way he’d looked at me at the meeting. He was so irresistibly handsome, definitely not in the hard-core criminal kind of way. 
 
    Cole was his name. I glanced down at the paperwork again.  
 
    Cole Chase. That last name sounded familiar, but I’d met so many people I knew I wouldn’t be able to place it.  
 
    He stumbled out of the room with no regard for being in a short hospital gown and a pair of tight boxer briefs. As he passed I tried my best not to look too much, inevitably my curiosity won out. The moment he sat back down on the medical bed I focused back on why I was there. “My chart says you were brought in last night by the police. Is that correct?” 
 
    It was important to have the patient verify certain details in order to start up a conversation and get a feel for their personality. If he was crude or threatening I was supposed to walk out and have a psychiatrist come in to take over.  
 
    “I guess that’s how it would seem.” 
 
    “Seem? Is there something you’d like to tell me?” 
 
    “My foster brother Joe brought me in. It’s like him to keep our relationship a secret, since he’s the law and I’m obviously just a piece of shit.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know Joe has siblings.” 
 
    “Like I said, we’re not. His parents took me in when my mom abandoned me when I was ten. Save me the sad face. I don’t give a shit about her or what you think she did to make me turn out this way. I’m here to get clean and go on about my life.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” 
 
    “I never knew him. Next question.” 
 
    I sat down in a chair near him, not prepared to walk out like he wanted me to do. “I saw you at the meeting the other day.” 
 
    “Joe drove me there. How’s that for a homecoming?” His sarcastic tone was obvious. 
 
    “So you’re not from around here?” It explained why I’d never seen him before. 
 
    “Not for a while. I joined the Army after high school. I was discharged after a few years, but stayed in Georgia until last week.” 
 
    I tried to stay serious, even though I found myself wanting to know more about him on a personal level, which was out of character for me. Sure, I was friendly with most patients, but this guy did something else to me entirely. “You’re here because you’re withdrawing. How long have you been using?” 
 
    “Does it even matter how long?” 
 
    “What’s your go-to?” I inquired. 
 
    He looked over at me, taking me in, making me feel like he was unclothing me with his eyes. He snickered before answering. “What was yours?” 
 
    I tapped my pen on the paper. “I don’t think that has anything to do with you.” 
 
    “If you want me to cooperate you’re going to have to divulge some things about yourself. Isn’t that why you’re here? They want someone who I can relate to.” 
 
    “I dabbled in a lot of things,” I looked away from him as I continued. “When I reached my breaking point it was heroin.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s strong shit. It definitely does the job from what I hear. I prefer pills – any kind of opiate I can get my hands on. Of course let’s not forget the meth. The clinics don’t tell you it’s just as addicting. Then there’s the Roboxines. They were my choice. Once I had a week of them I knew I found a new favorite, even if it killed me.” 
 
    “Why are you still here then?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” He reached forward and grabbed the underneath of his knees, stretching out his muscular arms. His tattoos were intricate. Whoever worked on him was a real professional. “I’m here to get clean.” 
 
    “What changed?” 
 
    “Well, I lost my job. Then I lost my apartment, my girlfriend, and finally my motorcycle. I had to call Joe to come pick me up, but he’d only agree to it if I got help. I did good for the first couple days. The medicines were still lingering, and I’d brought a few to wean myself with. While I was out at the meeting the other night, the one you met me at, Joe went through my bags. He found my stash and the rest is history.” 
 
    “I have to ask,  do you want to be clean, or are you doing this for the people that care for you?” It was so important for this guy to want to get help on his own, not be forced into the decision.  
 
    “Does it matter? Seriously? Do you care about my well-being? Will your life end if I don’t care either way?” 
 
    “My life has nothing to do with yours. I’m simply asking a question.” Giving it to him straight was important. He needed to know he couldn’t get under my skin. This was what most addicts did. They put blame on others, or made conversations about them instead.  
 
    Cole got up and ran into the bathroom again. I waited a few minutes, but then heard him in excruciating pain. Rushing into the bathroom was my first instinct. It was hard seeing him in such a state, clung to the black rimmed seat for dear life. I grabbed him a wet paper towel and handed it over. In between spews he said, “You really want to ask me if I want this today?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s protocol.” 
 
    “Fuck protocol. Come back tomorrow and see if I survive the night. I’m done talking.” 
 
    I backed myself out of the room. “It gets better, Cole. I promise it does.” 
 
    Sammy was still sitting at her station when I exited the room, hunching over to calm down. Being around Cole in this situation only made my own memories come back. I hated that person I was when I was using, but I’d be lying to myself if a small part of me didn’t remember the feeling of being numb from the world. Life was hard, and it was obvious Cole had it bad.  
 
    “You okay?” She asked as I finally walked toward her. 
 
    “I’ll have to come back to talk to him at a later time. He’s in no condition to be drilled by the likes of me.” 
 
    “The only drilling you need done is a -.” 
 
    I threw up both hands. “Okay, okay. Enough of the jokes today. Seriously, he’s in bad shape.” 
 
    “He’s in the best of hands. We’re keeping an eye on him. The doctor said she’ll give him some anti-nausea meds if it keeps up. We’ll have to give him an IV soon to get fluids in him.” 
 
    “Do me a favor. Make sure he has my number tonight before you leave. I don’t know if he’ll want to reach out to anyone. If he does, he’s going to need someone to reassure him this can be done.” 
 
    “Look at you, always around to save the day. That’s why Joe wants to get in your pants so bad. You’re like a real life angel.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Give me a break.” 
 
    “It’s true. I admire you, chick. You’re a tough cookie. I don’t know how you don’t bring this home with you at night. I hate it. I see so many come and go, half don’t make it. They leave behind families, children even. It’s disgusting.” 
 
    “We all have our demons, Sammy. I’m just trying to make up for the bad I’ve done. One day at a time, ya know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” 
 
    When I headed out, I wanted to check in on Cole again, but knew not to push it. He needed to rest, and my bugging him for answers wasn’t going to help. Cole was different from the other addicts. He still knew what he was doing, and the pain it inflicted on others. He still cared. There was hope. I just needed to help him see it. 
 
      
 
    That next morning I was supposed to have class. I downloaded my work onto my laptop, but couldn’t focus to save my life. My mind had been on Cole since I’d left the hospital. Since I wasn’t due back there for another six days I had no reason to show up unannounced, and I’d never come back for one single patient. One thing about my job that I took seriously was being professional. I’d never had favorites, but for some reason I couldn’t help from wanting to help him, at least if it was just for guidance. 
 
    Instead of heading straight there I decided to take a different approach.  
 
    Joe Carter was a local state trooper. He’d made it obvious last year that he wanted to date me. Every time I turned him down he’d come up with another reason why we should go out. He was easy on the eyes, clean cut, pretty fit, and super sweet; the opposite from what I’d always been attracted to. 
 
    Joe’s eyes lit up when I pulled into the place he always sat to do traffic stops – another thing I hated about him. He was predictable. 
 
    I waved a coffee and a bag with a pastry in his direction. He unlocked his passenger door and started to open it for me. “Are you stalking me now?” 
 
    “Shut up. I needed to talk to you about something. Since you’re the most predictable cop I’ve ever known I figured I’d catch you here.” 
 
    “Did you come here to finally invite me to meet your daddy?” 
 
    Of course he’d assume that. What was with men thinking they would get what they wanted if they kept pushing? “No. Actually, it’s not.” I offered him the coffee and bag with the pastry. “Here. I got you these.” 
 
    “Um, I hate to break it to you, but I didn’t get this body from eating doughnuts.” 
 
    “It’s not a doughnut. Just say thank you and hush for a second.” I fidgeted with my hands, because I knew this wasn’t going to be the conversation Joe wanted to have. “Tell me about Cole.” 
 
    Right away he rolled his eyes and lightly punched the steering wheel. “Seriously? That’s why you’re here?” 
 
    “Why have you never mentioned him before?” 
 
    “He’s a deadbeat. Why would I want to? My family took him in when he had no one else. They felt sorry for him, because his mother was a crack head. She’d leave him overnight and go out to party with her friends and not come home until days later. He went days without baths, and sometimes being fed. My mom and dad couldn’t ignore it. When social services came into the picture they offered to foster him. I think he was around nine or ten. By the time he was seventeen he’d been in trouble more times than I could count. He got caught with a bag of marijuana on school property and was expelled two days before graduation. They mailed him a diploma, probably because they didn’t want him coming back for another semester at any school in the county. After that he joined the Army. For once he did something right, but it didn’t last. He was discharged early from having an altercation with a superior officer after sleeping with the guy’s wife. Why he wasn’t court marshaled and locked up I’ll never know. It would have served him good. After that we lost track. He didn’t call during the holidays or on birthdays. It was like he forgot everything we’d done for him. Then, out of nowhere he shows back up.” 
 
    “Was he high?” 
 
    “I don’t even care. He went out and got high, so what’s the difference? He’s a lost cause, Addy. If you’re trying to help, don’t. It’s not worth the time. He’ll be out of here as soon as he figures out there’s nothing left for him.” 
 
    As much as I hated the way it seemed like Cole had used Joe’s family, I couldn’t help thinking of a little boy, alone and scared in the world. He’d been dealt a tough life from the beginning, but that didn’t mean everyone had to give up on him. Cole was fixable, he just needed to want to do it. “I’m sorry for asking. It’s obvious you don’t get along.” 
 
    “I always wanted a brother. For a while Cole was it. Then he changed. Our lives went in different directions.” 
 
    “I get it Joe. Sorry for making you talk about it.” 
 
    I went to climb out of the car, but he pulled me back inside. “Wait. Is that all you wanted to know?” 
 
    “I was trying to follow up for the hospital. It’s important to be able to put someone down as a contact for him. It wasn’t listed. They thought you brought him in after picking him up. No one knew it was personal.” 
 
    “I want it to stay that way. Please don’t tell anyone, especially Sammy. You know how she talks.” 
 
    “Yeah, I sure do. It’s fine. I won’t tell her.” This wasn’t for the hospital anyway. It was for me. Now more than before, I knew I’d be the only person checking up on Cole. As good of a man as Joe was, he wasn’t equipped to understand someone like Cole. He’d been sheltered from it, and as far as he was concerned anyone on drugs was a criminal. Why he put me on a pedestal I’ll never know. “I better get going.” 
 
    “Are you ever going to have dinner with me?” 
 
    I leaned back in the car. “Maybe some day. I’ll let you know.” 
 
      
 
    My next stop was to the hospital. He’d told me to come back. I was trying to help him, because if I could do it for other people I’d feel like my life was worth something. 
 
    Cole had better color to him when I walked in the room. His curtains were pulled open, and he was searching through the channels on the television. I assume he thought I was a nurse checking on him, because he never turned to address me coming in. I got up to his bed before he noticed who I was.  He shuffled in his bed, seemingly uncomfortable that it was me instead of a medical worker. “You told me to come back.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think you’d listen.” He looked down to my hands and then back up to me. “Yesterday you had paperwork.” 
 
    “That’s because today is a courtesy visit. I’m not on the clock.” 
 
    He snickered loud enough to sound amused. “I know I didn’t make a good impression yesterday, so unless you have a sick fetish with needy men, you’re going to have to enlighten me.” 
 
    I pulled up a chair and sat down. Then I extended my hand to him. “We met at the meeting, but let’s make it official. I’m Addison Mitchell.” 
 
    He did a double take, like all of a sudden my being there was shocking. “Come again? Did you just say your last name is Mitchell, as in the Mitchell Ranch? That family?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “You need to turn around and leave. Just pretend you never met me.” 
 
    “What? Why?” It wasn’t a shock that he recognized the name. My family even donated money to this hospital. I suppose we were sort of famous in these parts.  
 
    “Trust me. You need to forget you ever saw me. If you see me on the road turn around and walk the other way.” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “Let me be clear. I don’t know why you’d tell me to do that, and I don’t care. Whatever your beef is with my family has nothing at all to do with me. I’m a grown woman. I can make my own decisions. Now, with that being said, I’m here for a reason. I don’t do this often, so I’d appreciate it if you give me a chance. Can you do that, Cole?” 
 
    He crossed his arms like I had mine, almost mocking me. His smile was contagious. I had to turn my head to avoid him seeing me blush. My heart was racing, and I knew it was from being so outspoken. I wasn’t an aggressive person. Usually I was the person avoiding confrontations.  
 
    “I’ve never been good at turning a beautiful woman down.” 
 
    I tried to ignore his comment. “Good.” I crossed my legs and loosened my posture up a bit. “So tell me about you. What brought you here? How did it get to this point?” 
 
    He sighed. “You don’t let up do you?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Fine, I’ll play along. Some might say I had a rough upbringing. My mom abandoned me.” 
 
    “I know that much. Tell me what made you give up?” 
 
    “Why would you think I have?” 
 
    “Because you’re here.” 
 
    “I haven’t given up. I’m trying to change, but it’s hard when everything is against you. Take my foster family for instance. They’re all I have, but they treat me like I’m an alien. Nothing I’ve ever done is good enough.” 
 
    After talking to Joe, I knew Cole was probably telling the truth. “I’m sorry you feel that way.” 
 
    He pointed toward me. “Take you for instance. You come from a huge family. You’re seen in public together, and everyone is always smiling. I’m the kid in the Christmas picture that’s hiding behind someone. You want to know me, that’s all I’ve got to offer you.” 
 
    “So you started using to compensate the life you thought you were missing out on?’ 
 
    He let out an air-filled laugh. “No. I messed around with drugs in high school for fun. When I joined the Army I had to give it all up. I was clean, happy even.” 
 
    “So what happened?” I practically interrupted while on the edge of my seat with interest. 
 
    “I met a woman, isn’t that always the case? Love?” 
 
    I smirked. “I’m guessing it doesn’t end well.” 
 
    “For starters I didn’t know she was married, especially to my commanding officer.  I didn’t find out until a couple months into the relationship, after I’d grown to have strong feelings. We used to sit for hours and I’d listen to her tell me how bad her husband treated her. He would cut her down and leave marks on her body. So many nights she called me crying, wishing she could find a way out. After a few months I decided to move off base so she could come with me. We had our whole future planned out, down to the wedding.” 
 
    “She talked about marrying you and she was still with her husband?” 
 
    “Yep.  One day I get called into my commanding officer’s quarters and that’s when he told me his wife was having an affair with someone on base. I didn’t know at the time he was wanting me to confess. He already had me tailed and knew we were together. He started tossing me around, all while I was in shock. I’d been played by that woman. He wasn’t beating on her, or doing anything like that. The man was a wreck. Anyway, long story short I was discharged soon after. He made up some shit about failing a physical, but that’s not true.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Well I obviously moved. I had to. I stayed in an apartment doing tattoos on the side until my money ran out. Then I hit bottom. I had nothing, I still don’t really. I wanted the pain to go away, and a friend of mine introduced me to pills. From there I started dabbling in other things, and before I knew it I was tattooing people just to make enough to party. I didn’t care who I hurt, because they didn’t care about me.” 
 
    “Tattooing? Is that what you do now?” 
 
    He looked at his arms. “Can we talk about you for a couple minutes?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Tell me about Addison. What does your boyfriend think of you helping junkies all day?” 
 
    “If I had a boyfriend he’d have to understand that it’s my job.” 
 
    “Wow, I assumed someone like you would want a big, strong boyfriend to protect her.” 
 
    “Someone like you?” I laughed when I said it. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way, but why not?” 
 
    “I don’t date people in the program.” 
 
    “Because we’re trash?” 
 
    “No!” I felt the need to correct him immediately. “Because I’m an addict too. Weren’t you listening at the meeting you attended?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you said you were, but nothing about you screams drug addict. You’re too good of a person.” 
 
    “Good people can’t do drugs?” 
 
    “One would think with your family you’d be protected from making mistakes.” 
 
    “My family didn’t know until it was too late. I was a wild child. I liked the attention. You used drugs to have fun, while I did it to escape. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “I’m sensing a bit of hostility. Are you like this with all the patients, or just the ones you’re attracted to?” 
 
    I stood up, flabbergasted he’d assume that. “What? Why would you even go there? I’m here to offer you support to help get you clean. It’s my job.” 
 
    “So is that a no for dinner a week from today?” 
 
    “Are you always this sarcastic?” 
 
    “I’m one-hundred percent real, precious. Trust me on that.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    He grinned. “I think you’ve got everything you needed. If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go back to watching a Lifetime movie in peace.” 
 
    “Wait, I wasn’t finished.” I wanted to offer him my support, because I knew he wouldn’t get it from anywhere else. “Cole, you’ll need a sponsor.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering? You’re seriously going to be there for me twenty-four-seven? You’ll stop what you’re doing because I feel the need to use and you are the only person who can talk me off the ledge I’m dangling from?” His humor wasn’t amusing me. He was mocking my offer. 
 
    “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m offering.” 
 
    “Why? Do you always recruit people from the hospital?” 
 
    “On occasion, especially when I feel they have the potential to be better. You’ve been dealt a bad hand for far too long. It’s time you make some changes and better yourself. If I could do it, so can you.” 
 
    I stood and handed him my card. “My cell is on the back. Let me know when you get released. I’ll make sure you have a ride to the meetings, even if I have to pick you up myself.” 
 
    I started walking out when he said one more thing. “I look forward to our next date, Addison. Next time I’ll wear more clothes, unless you preferred I not.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Cole.” 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    Cole was going to be hard to deal with, that much was a given. He’d give me a run for my money, and it would be worth it in the long run, because I knew he’d challenge me. Showing him he could change, being the supporter that he needed, it would give him hope; something he’d never had before. 
 
    It was clear he didn’t have a support group to cheer him on. For me, my family was a necessity. Without them I’d probably have a needle in my arm. I depended on their love and sponsorship. They gave me reasons to remind me I was better than that. 
 
    Cole needed that kind of push. All jokes aside, my only interest was helping him. I wasn’t concerned about him flirting, because it was one-sided. There was no way I’d get involved with someone like him. I couldn’t let myself, even if he was uber sexy, with a good sense of humor. I wouldn’t let his handsome smile, and strong muscles deter me from reaching my goal. He wasn’t going to get under my skin, and that was final. 
 
    The next morning my phone started ringing. I was still in bed, enjoying that it was a cloudy day and the sun wasn’t blasting through my sheer curtains. I didn’t bother looking to see who was on the line before answering. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Precious, did I catch you at a bad time?” 
 
    I sat straight up in my bed, wide-eyed and alert. “Cole?” 
 
    “Do you have any other boyfriends calling?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and plopped back down in bed. “It’s too early for jokes. Don’t you know it’s not nice to wake a woman?” 
 
    “I never said I was nice. So, I was wondering if your offer stands.” 
 
    “What offer? There are no meetings until tonight.”
“I don’t have a ride from the hospital. Joe is working, and my foster parents are at some retreat in New York for the week.” 
 
    Knowing he didn’t have a friend to call, it was important to prove I could be there for him, like I’d promised. “I can be there in half in hour.” 
 
    “Make it forty-five minutes. It’s not nice to make a good woman wait.” 
 
    “Oh brother, are you for real?” 
 
    “I’m always for real, precious. I’ll see you in a bit. Wear something low cut for me. I want to know if it’s as sexy as I dreamed about last night.” 
 
    “Do you always talk to strangers like this?” I was very curious. Maybe he was a player. 
 
    “We are hardly strangers. We’ve met three times, and yesterday I pretty much told you about my past. I’d say that makes us friends. It’s only a matter of time before you admit you like being around me.” 
 
    “I told you I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see about that. I’m not good at many things, Addison, but I can be irresistible if I want to. You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “I’m hanging up now.” He was full of himself for sure. If he thought for one second I’d go for his come-ons he was dead wrong. Guys like him needed to be castrated. 
 
    “See you soon, precious.” 
 
      
 
    Climbing out of bed and knowing I had to pick him up left me with a headache. I was all of a sudden looking through my closet for something suitable; something that said ‘I’m not interested no matter how much you make me blush’, but I was coming up empty. Being that I had no other choice, I raided my mother’s closet, pulling out the most hideous of her dresses. She wore this particular one to church, and even my dad hated it. The dark green color was drabby. The arms came down to my elbows and were lined with a frilly lace. That same pattern came up around the high neck-line. It was perfect. 
 
    I skipped putting on makeup, but did manage to wash my face before throwing  my hair in a messy bun and headed out the door. 
 
    About halfway to the hospital I burst into laughter. I must have looked like basket case, and I’d done it all to avoid getting hit on by Cole. When I pulled up I wanted nothing more than to root through my trunk and find something to change into, even if it was dirty. Unfortunately, Cole was already waiting for me. He approached the vehicle as I was getting out. After one quick once over, he simply shook his head and chuckled. “Really?” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. “What? You can’t handle my style?” I tried to play it off like I looked hot. 
 
    He walked over to the passenger side and waited for me to unlock the door. When he climbed in he buckled his seatbelt and turned to face me. “Do you know where Joe lives?” 
 
    “Sort of. I know the area.” 
 
    “Good. Just head that way. I’ll give you directions when we’re closer. Oh, by the way,” he said as I pulled away. “Aren’t you going to congratulate me?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I’ve been clean for three days. I say it’s cause for a celebration. How about I buy you breakfast?” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that. This is just a ride.” 
 
    “So, you got all dolled up for just a ride, huh? It makes sense – not! Keep playing hard to get, woman. When you crack, you’ll kick yourself for waiting so long.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’ll crack? You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “Go to breakfast with me and we’ll rectify that. It’s just a meal. I’m not asking to cop a feel under the table. I’ve had hospital food for days, and I’m starving. Besides, I don’t know anyone else around here. Come on. Who doesn’t love pancakes?” 
 
    Was I crazy? If I spent time with this guy was I setting myself up for failure? I felt strong until I was near him, and then my head was messed up. It was like he put a spell on me. Maybe I was so darn desperate that my vagina was making decisions before I could step in and rationalize with the repercussions? “Fine, just breakfast. Then I’m dropping you off and going back to my day. This is just a pit stop because I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Whatever you need to tell yourself.” 
 
    I went to a local pancake house my family frequented after Sunday service. It was the one time of the week where we were all together, including my grandparents. They reserved a large table in a separate room where they had banquets. We’d chat up a storm until well after lunch time. Usually we had the same waitress, but today there was someone new. She looked to be around my parent’s ages, but a rough life had made her appear older. She had tattoos on both arms, and none were done well. Her voice was hoarse, like she smoked way too many cigarettes. Her nice demeanor made up for the way she appeared. The waitress led us to a corner table, handed us some menus and told us she’d return later for our orders. From the moment I sat down across from Cole, I could tell something was wrong. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He wouldn’t look at me. “I just realized I was supposed to be somewhere. Do you think we could hit a drive-thru instead?” 
 
    “Are you serious? Didn’t you practically beg me to come here?” 
 
    He leaned across the table getting closer to me. At first I wanted to back away before I realized he was trying to be inconspicuous. “I need you to trust me.” His eyes were frantic, like he was desperate to get as far away as possible. I didn’t understand. 
 
    “Okay, we can go.” 
 
    Cole kept his head down as I followed behind him, silently wondering what the hell was going on. Once we were in the car he peered out the window, as if I wasn’t sitting next to him. “Are you going to tell me what happened?” 
 
    “Just take me home. This was a bad idea.” 
 
    Since I wasn’t trying to have a relationship outside of helping him, I didn’t ask many questions. I did manage to stop at a local drive-thru to get myself a drink. When Cole wanted food I was even more confused. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    “I thought you needed to get home.” 
 
    “No. I just needed to get out of there.” 
 
    “Care to explain?” 
 
    He raised a brow and smiled. “If I told you that, you might think I like you, and we both know you couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and parked the car. “I hate to break it to you, but I wouldn’t care. My views would still remain the same. I’m here to help you. It’s my job and I take pride in it. You needed a ride, and so I offered it. You said you were hungry, and I was too. Don’t read anything else into it. I can promise you I’m professional.” 
 
    He took me by surprise by reaching over and moving a piece of my hair away from my face. “I have no doubts about your professionalism, but when you feel it, you feel it. It’s only a matter of time before you throw yourself on me, and I’ll just put this out there, I won’t push you away.” 
 
    He was entirely too full of himself. It annoyed me more than anything. After grabbing my purse from the backseat, I headed into the eatery, knowing he was following behind me like a lost puppy. 
 
    I stood to order, but Cole stepped in front of me. He ordered his food, while I stood there assuming he was being rude, but before I could say something smart he turned to look at me. “What would you like?” 
 
    “I can get it myself.” 
 
    “I insist.” Since I figured he didn’t have a lot of money I ordered something small and thanked him. He carried our tray full of food to a nearby table and we sat across from one another. I was trying hard not to look, but I took in his clothes. Cole was wearing a pair of camo cargo shorts. He had a tank top on that didn’t really match, but showed off his strong biceps. His hair was disheveled, probably because he hadn’t had a brush in a couple days. I liked the way it looked, and could tell it was pretty thick. It was a little lighter than I first suspected, being a more dirty blonde in color. When my eyes met his I felt embarrassed. He was watching me check him out, but said nothing until I was caught. “See something you like?” 
 
    “Okay, this needs to stop. You’re pushing my buttons.” 
 
    “You like it.” He winked and took a bite of his sandwich. 
 
    “I do not,” I defended. “You’re too much. Tell me,” I took my first nibble as I asked. “Are you like this with everyone?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” He played with the bun on his sandwich and pulled out a large wedge of lettuce. “I hate when they do that. Who even eats that part of the leaf?” 
 
    He was changing the subject, thank God. “There’s a meeting tonight. Are you planning on coming?” 
 
    “That depends if my new girlfriend plans on picking me up. I’m pretty sure there aren’t any taxis around.” 
 
    I almost choked thinking about a taxi in our neck of the woods. The only time we used one was when we went to the airport. Shalan sometimes hired a car to come and pick her up, but I knew it was astronomical in cost. “I guess I don’t have a choice. I’ll have to come get you.” 
 
    “It won’t be for long. I start a new job in two days.” 
 
    “Really? You got a job already?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know a guy who has a booth open at his tattoo shop. I won’t make much at first since I don’t have clientele, but it’s something. Hopefully I’ll get some of the walk-ins.” 
 
    “Do you like doing that?” I was only attempting to be friendly. 
 
    “You say you’re not interested, but you keep prying. If you must know, I like doing anything that has to do with art. Maybe after we’ve gone out a few times I’ll show you some of my work.” 
 
    “Gone out? You’re still on that?” I continued smiling, and I couldn’t figure out why. This guy was getting under my skin, and he kept pushing. He refused to let up, even if it made me piping mad. “I’ll agree to take you to the meetings, if you promise to stop assuming I want something out of this. This,” I waved my hands between us, “is as far as we go. I said it before, we’re not going to date. I’m not interested in having a boyfriend, especially someone in the program. It’s against the rules. You know that don’t you?” 
 
    He leaned forward. “Maybe you should remind me.” Then he began to chuckle. “I’m messing with you. Sorry. It’s just the way I handle uncomfortable situations.” 
 
    “You seem to be very comfortable.” 
 
    “It’s a façade, however, you are easy to be around. I appreciate that. Not many people give me second chances.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Everyone deserves at least one.” 
 
    He sighed. “Yeah, not me. It’s in my blood apparently.” 
 
    “Coming from someone who lives with a well-known family, I can see where someone would think that, but you’re probably wrong. I bet I have no clue who your family is.” 
 
    “It’s going to stay that way too. You don’t need to know. I’d rather be someone else. Moving back here was a last resort. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have to. Trust me, I’ve already seen all I could handle being here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way. I love where we live.” 
 
    “Like I said before, it’s fine. I’ll deal, especially if I get to see your pretty face every once in a while.” 
 
    “You’re ridiculous, but I’ll accept the compliment.” 
 
    He pulled out his phone and then cleaned up his tray. “We better get going. I’ve already taken up too much of your time.” 
 
    “I told you it was my job. This is what I do. I help people.” 
 
    “And I apparently destroy them, so let’s call it a day.” 
 
    It was weird how he was so negative. It was difficult to figure him out. One minute he was hitting on me, and the next pushing me away.  
 
    I drove him home and watched as he made his way inside of the home. When I was almost back to the ranch I got a message from him. 
 
    
It’s me, Cole. What time will you pick me up for the meeting? – C 
 
    Around six-forty-five. I have to pick up some snacks on the way. – A 
 
    I’ll be out front waiting. Make sure you change. I can’t handle you in that dress tonight. See you then, precious. – C 
 
    I rolled my eyes after reading it and continued on with my drive. When I pulled up at the house my dad was out front. I hopped out of the car and traveled over to where he was bent over a big tractor with a mower deck attached. “Did the belt pop off again?” It was due to be replaced, but my dad never bought anything unless he had to. He was as frugal as they come.  
 
    “Yeah. It’s givin’ me a heck of a time.” He climbed up, towering over my petite frame. “What on earth are you wearing? Is that your mother’s dress?” 
 
    I looked down at what I had on. “Um, yeah. It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go get changed. I’m going to need a hand with this.” 
 
    When my dad requested something from us kids we knew better than to complain about it. It was best to do what he asked and then get out of dodge so he couldn’t keep adding things. 
 
    Once I was in my room, I slid out of the hideous dress and put it in my laundry basket. Then I pulled on some jean shorts and a tank top – my normal farm attire, and met my dad back out front. By the time I got there, Noah was at the opposite end of the tractor lifting it enough for my dad to see better. I crossed my arms over my shoulders and watched as they battled to get the loose belt back on track. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just replace the darn thing?” 
 
    Noah basically growled. He was struggling to hold the heavy equipment. “You done, Dad?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Our father slid out from underneath and brushed off his shirt before standing. Noah relaxed after he’d dropped the deck.  
 
    “Damn, that was brutal.” 
 
    “I can finish mowing.” By offering to do that I wouldn’t have to get dirty, besides, I liked how loud the motor was. It made everything else in the world disappear. My dad, who almost always wore a baseball cap, took his off his head and stuck it on mine. I could feel his sweat band touching me, but tried not to cringe. It was a kind gesture and I knew in his heart I was still his baby girl.  
 
    “I already did the back. Don’t raise the blade. I want it all the same length.” 
 
    I adjusted the large hat on my head and gave him a thumbs up. “Got it.” 
 
    “And don’t trim around the woods. It’s full of poison ivy,” Noah added. 
 
    I spent the rest of the afternoon mowing the front part of our yard, all ten acres of it. Sunburned and thirsty, I headed inside for some of my mom’s sweet tea. I found her in the kitchen bent over the oven. Lightly I smacked her on the butt. “Hey Mama. What ya cookin’?” 
 
    “Venison stroganoff. I made it yesterday. I’m just reheating it.” My mom liked to cook several meals at once, making it easier during the week. All she had to say was deer meat and I was the first one at the table. I also knew for a fact my brother and Shalan would be at dinner to mooch. He loved her stroganoff. “Will Christian be here tonight?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. She and Ethan are meeting with a pool company at their house.” 
 
    “Why do they need a pool if there’s a huge one at Gram’s house?” 
 
    “Your sister wants her own things. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    My sister and Ethan owned land next to our ranch. His family originally held the deed to the property and gave it to him once he graduated college. Ethan was smart, but decided to keep up the family business of farming. Our families had recently combined entities. I think my sister was in heaven. She had the guy of her dreams, and a set future. It took them long enough to get together. I think they’d been in love for years before acting on it. Now they were inseparable. Ethan loved my sister, flaws and all. He was a good man, and still her very best friend.  
 
    Someday I wanted that – the promise of a future. For now I had to settle for one day at a time. I was in no place in my life to meet someone new, and I certainly wasn’t interested in Joe, no matter how hard he tried to get into my pants. Sure, I felt sexually deprived, but I could deal with it, because I was taking back my life, all parts of it. 
 
    “Do you need help with anything?” 
 
    “No. I’m just trying to get it done before your meeting tonight.” 
 
    I sat down on a chair and sipped a bottle of cold water. “I need to leave a little early. I promised someone a ride.” 
 
    “A new recruit?” My parents were huge supporters of what I did. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s new in town, well he was born here, but moved, and now he’s back. Anyway, I offered to get him to the meetings.” 
 
    “Be careful, Addy. I don’t like the idea of you riding around alone with strangers.” 
 
    “He’s harmless, Mama.”
“Your sister thought that too. I just don’t want you making the same mistakes. Be careful, please. If he makes you feel uncomfortable you kick him to the curb.” 
 
    I laughed at her. “Ok. I promise I’ll do that.” 
 
    “How old is this guy?” 
 
    “My age. Mom, he’s a goofball.” She was always Mama unless it was getting serious. I wanted her to know I wasn’t uncomfortable around this guy, and I’d like to think I had a little more experience with people than my sister, who had spent most of her time curled up with a book in her room. Don’t get me wrong, I envied her ability to escape, but I tended to be more sociable. 
 
    Dinner with my family was always a highlight of my day. My mom brought up my new project, also known as Cole. Briefly they grilled me about being careful. My father went as far as to make sure my pepper spray wasn’t out of date. While I wasn’t worried about Cole taking advantage of me in any way, I did find comfort in knowing my family would stop at nothing to keep us girls safe. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Addison 
 
    After I showered and got ready to attend the night’s meeting, I stared at my reflection in the mirror. From being clean, and living a healthy lifestyle I liked the person looking back at me. I was happy with myself, in a good place even. I always tried to look presentable, except for this morning when I wanted to look ridiculous to prove a point. Tonight I wore a pair of khaki shorts with a red T-shirt. I let my hair down and straightened it, because unlike most Summer evenings, it wasn’t that humid to where my hair would start to crinkle up and curl.  
 
    I don’t know why, but I felt nervous driving to pick Cole up. He’d made an impression on me, one I wasn’t sure how to interpret. Despite the fact that I had rules, I knew I still wanted to look good around him, maybe just to rub in that nothing was going to happen. I wasn’t overdoing it. Obviously I wasn’t dressed slutty. I simply wanted to be me, comfortable and in control. 
 
    When I pulled up at the house I saw Joe’s police cruiser in the driveway. I honked my horn once and watched as he came outside first. He was wearing his uniform pants, but had taken off his dress shirt leaving only a white tee underneath. He leaned inside the window when I lowered it. “Don’t tell me he conned you into taking him somewhere. I told you he was trouble.” 
 
    “It’s my job, Joe.” 
 
    “This is not your job. He’s an addict.” 
 
    “So am I, but you still want to date me.” 
 
    “Addison, you’re different. You’re better.” 
 
    “Maybe I am, but there was a time where I was way worse than he is. To be honest, Cole isn’t that bad at all. He’s completely detoxed. He’s got a means for income, and he knows what he has to stay away from to remain clean. That’s more than I can say for half the attendees at the meetings.” 
 
    “Don’t go helping him because you think it’s a favor to me. I don’t give a shit what happens to him. He’s taken advantage of my parents far too long.” 
 
    This annoyed me. “Joe, I’m going to make my own decisions when it comes to Cole.” I saw him coming outside, and I’m not sure if Joe noticed, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of him.  
 
    He was wearing dark shorts with baggy pockets on the side. His shirt had regular sleeves and some kind of design on the front. The blue color was one of my favorites, and my goodness it showed off every muscle on his chest. His hair, completely messy on the top of his head, made me wonder what it would feel like to run my hands through it. “You out here trying to convince her to drive away without me?” Cole asked Joe. 
 
    “If I find out you did something to hurt her, I’ll kill you. Keep that in mind.” 
 
    Cole laughed as he climbed into the passenger seat. “Yeah, whatever, bro. I’ll keep her safe. Don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    I felt uncomfortable. There was no denying I was attracted to Cole. Everything about him was my type, and I think Joe noticed it too. He shook his head before turning around and walking back toward the house. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him, Cole. Joe doesn’t understand.” 
 
    “I know. No matter how much I change, I’ll always be a screw-up to him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter where you came from, it’s where you’re headed. That’s what my dad always tells me.” 
 
    Cole looked at me and smiled as I pulled away from the curb. “I like that.” 
 
    “Try to remember it when you think you can’t change. It helps me.” 
 
    Cole thought he was worse off than he really was. He could have been sticking a needle in his arm, but he never had. Maybe Joe’s overreacting had saved Cole from that fate. Maybe this was exactly where he was supposed to be. 
 
    Cole was quiet for the rest of the ride. He gazed out the window, and I left him to think to himself. I knew when prying wasn’t a good idea.  
 
    He did help me when I went into the grocery store to grab snacks, well if that’s what you’d call it. I used a cart, because it was easier to get around. Every single time I went to fetch a new item I’d come back to ten random things thrown into the basket. He’d pretend he didn’t do anything by looking in another direction. At one point I think we had twenty air fresheners in all scents. I couldn’t stop laughing, which obviously made him happy. When it was all said and done he put everything back, and even carried the bags when we left.  
 
    We rolled into the parking lot of the church with two minutes to spare. Since I had to get everything started, Cole insisted on setting up the coffee stands and trays of snacks for later.  
 
    He came into the room around fifteen minutes after we’d started. There were about ten regulars, and a few faces I saw every once in a while. Cole sat in the back with his arms crossed in front of his chest. A few times I glanced his way just to get a better look at his muscles. It was shameful – I knew it was, even though I couldn’t help myself. As soon as he’d look at me, I’d peer away, fearing he’d caught me yet again. It was a game we were playing. I was in denial, not because of my attraction to him. He was difficult to overlook. I hated myself for wanting to, because I knew he was off limits. 
 
    Toward the end of the meeting Cole came up to the podium to tell his story. I was humbled he was prepared to share already. Most people waited a few visits to get familiar with the environment. They wanted to know they weren’t alone before divulging their sins.  
 
    Since I already knew his story, probably more details than anyone in the room would ever know, I sat quietly listening, feeling proud that he was making an effort. 
 
    After the meeting a few people welcomed him to our group. I chatted with regulars and noted their progress. Once the room cleared out I began cleaning up, making sure the coffee pots were emptied and cleaned. I think I could feel his presence behind me even before I turned around. When I did he was standing within inches. “You scared me,” I announced to see if he’d back up.  
 
    He didn’t budge. “Do you need help?” 
 
    “The dishes need to be dried and put away.” 
 
    I was getting nervous, feeling overwhelmed with how close we stood to one another. His eyes were staring into mine, and I knew what was coming. I knew it with every bone in my body what was about to happen, and I didn’t want to stop it. 
 
    He took one hand and lifted it up to brush my cheek. “It’s too bad you have so many rules, precious. I’m pretty sure I could leave you breathless.” 
 
    My lips parted, but words wouldn’t come out. What was I to say to his statement that he didn’t already know. I wasn’t a broken record. Like it or not, I couldn’t want to explore the chemistry between us. I had to pretend it didn’t exist. 
 
    I reached behind me, took a towel off the counter, and shoved it into his hand. “Here.” 
 
    He shook his head and said something under his breath before proceeding to dry the dishes. 
 
    We worked in silence for a few minutes, which only made it more awkward. We were alone in a church kitchen. All I could think about were his words, and what it would feel like to be touched by a man again. I hated admitting how long it had been since I’d last been intimate. I’d been too focused to get involved. Still now, I worried it would change me. 
 
    I had to remain professional. 
 
    We finished the dishes and locked up the church before leaving. It was a nice night, so I rolled the windows all the way down making it too loud to talk. I wanted to hurry up and drop Cole off before he could get under my skin again. It was already hard sitting so close and smelling the scent of his cologne. I could close my eyes and see myself getting close to sniff his skin.  
 
    As I pulled up to his family home, Cole turned to face me. “Are you proud of me for sharing tonight?” 
 
    “I am. I just hope you continue to come to the meetings. They help. I know sometimes they feel like a waste of time, but I can promise you they’re not.” 
 
    He reached up and ran the back of his hand over my cheek again. “I know I’m in good hands.” 
 
    “Cole,” my voice sounded scratchy as I struggled to remain calm. “I can’t be the one to help you if you keep taunting me.” 
 
    He leaned in closer. I couldn’t budge. I was too afraid of what I’d do if I moved even an inch. “You’re the one taunting me, Addison.” 
 
    “It’s Addy,” I corrected. 
 
    “I prefer your full name, because it’s beautiful like you.” He moved closer, this time making it so I could feel his breath against my skin. He smelled of spearmint, like he’d just put something in his mouth to freshen up for this moment. I didn’t know whether to be flattered or offended that he expected something to happen. “It’s getting harder to avoid what’s happening between us.” 
 
    “It’s one-sided, I can assure you.” 
 
    This made him laugh. He lifted his head up and whispered in my ear. “You keep saying that, but I know it’s not true. I can see it in your eyes when you look at me. In fact, I get the feeling it’s been a while for you.” 
 
    “We just met several days ago. Do you really think I’d go against my better judgment with practically a stranger?” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I’ll see you for the next meeting. Let me know if I need to find another ride.” He climbed out of the car without saying anything else. I watched him walk up the lawn toward the house, pondering on his instigating words. Did he really think I’d let my guard down so easily? I had to prove to him, and also myself that I was stronger. I could deal with his flirting, just like I dealt with Joe. I’d ignore it. I’d pretend it meant nothing. If I showed weakness it would lead to bad things. I couldn’t be that person again. 
 
    That night I went to bed restless. He was all I could think about. I couldn’t remember crushing on a guy like this since high school – and yes, that’s what this was. I was more than attracted to him. He was dangerous, exactly what I was drawn to. 
 
    I’d been sober for two years, and now I feared for my ability to withstand. Every second I spent with him made me question my decisions. 
 
    The next morning I felt terrible. I managed to get up out of bed and do some school work online. It was rare for me to check my social media account, but since I was already on the Internet I wanted to check for messages. Low and behold there was a friend request from a Cole Chase. Since it was obvious I couldn’t stop thinking about him, I decided to creep all over his page. He didn’t have many pictures, but the ones there left me needing to fan myself. Just as I was enlarging one of them my sister came up behind me, startling me as she spoke. “Wow, who is that?” 
 
    I closed my laptop and turned to face her. “It’s nobody.” 
 
    “Yeah right. Open that back up. He’s hot.” 
 
    I fidgeted with my hands, contemplating telling Chris about my situation. “He’s the guy I’ve been helping. He keeps hitting on me, even though it’s against the rules.” 
 
    “Who has to know? I mean, I’m not trying to make decisions for you, but he’s clearly good looking. I get that the program frowns upon dating, but you share something in common. In my opinion, it would only make it easier to connect with him.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. I keep fighting it, but it’s hard when he makes comments about the two of us having something every time we’re together. Maybe it’s best if I get someone else to sponsor him.” 
 
    “Or maybe you should enjoy life for once instead of living in fear. Don’t get me wrong, none of us want to see you fall back to your old ways, but we all deserve the comfort a relationship offers.” 
 
    “I have a feeling our parents wouldn’t feel the same. They want me on the straight and narrow.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you to run off and marry the guy, Addy. Just have some fun. Do you want me to bring Ethan on a double date?” 
 
    “No. I’m not even sure if I’m interested.” 
 
    “Of course you are. Now open that back up and let me see the picture.” 
 
    I flipped the lid and watched my sister checking out Cole’s attributes. She backed away and shook her head. “What was he into?” 
 
    “Pills mostly. Opiates.” 
 
    “I’m not you, so I can’t make the choice, but I don’t see what’s so wrong if you go on a date. You could decide you don’t like him.” 
 
    “That’s highly unlikely. He’s everything I’m attracted to.” 
 
    She giggled. “I was starting to think you were going to join a nunnery.” 
 
    “Only Dad would appreciate that choice.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. If I brought someone other than Ethan home he’d be different. I got lucky.” 
 
    I looked behind her, and then back into Christian’s eyes. “What are you doing here anyway?” 
 
    “Mom said she made chicken soup. I wanted to take some home for later.” 
 
    “You have a huge kitchen. Do you ever use it?” I asked sarcastically. “You’re such a mooch.” 
 
    “Mom offers it. Noah does the same thing.” 
 
    She was right. My brother would come over to eat even after he had a house full of children. “True.” 
 
    She kissed the top of my head. “If you need to talk about the sexy guy on the screen you can call me. I’m out of here.” 
 
    When she left I flipped to some more pictures of Cole. There were a few where he was in full military fatigues. I’m pretty sure a spot between my legs raised in temperature. My god, he was irresistible.  
 
    Against my better judgment, I accepted his request then quickly turned off the Wi-Fi so I couldn’t prowl anymore. A few hours later I had completed all of my classwork. I turned on the Internet to email my assignments in and noticed I had new messages. My body began to tremble as I clicked on the first one from Cole. 
 
      
 
    From Cole Chase: You’re not real friends until you make it official on the Internet. 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: I only accepted so I didn’t hurt your feelings. 
 
    I started laughing at myself for replying that way.  
 
    Immediately he returned a message. 
 
    From Cole Chase: Are you like this with all men, or just the ones you want to get with? 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: Who says I want to get with you? I’m your sponsor. It’s my job to be nice to you. 
 
    From Cole Chase: I think you’re lying. Are you afraid I might bite? 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: I’m afraid I might.  
 
    I laughed so hard I had to fan myself because I got lightheaded. 
 
    From Cole Chase: Are you admitting you like what you see? 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: Are you? 
 
    From Cole Chase: I asked you first. 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: I’m not answering. Try another girl on your friend’s list. I’ve seen you have quite a fan base. 
 
    From Cole Chase: Most are clients. Are you jealous? I thought you weren’t interested. 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: I never said I was. Is there a point to this conversation? I have school work to tend to. 
 
    From Cole Chase: I’m bored. I figured you’d miss me by now. 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: I’m not and I don’t. Are you keeping it together? 
 
    From Cole Chase: If I said I wasn’t would you stop what you were doing and come pick me up? 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: If you were being serious I would. You can’t slip up. 
 
    From Cole Chase: I don’t know anyone here except for my NA sponsor and my stepbrother the cop. Who would I get pills from? 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: Addicts always find a way. 
 
    From Cole Chase: Why don’t you come over and keep me company? I’m still new at this. 
 
    I tapped on my keyboard and thought about what could happen if I went over to hang out with Cole. It was a bad idea. I couldn’t put myself in that sort of situation. 
 
    From Cole Chase: I could really use the company, all jokes aside. 
 
    There it was. My decision was made. I had to make sure he wasn’t going to slip up, even if it put me directly where I knew I shouldn’t want to be. 
 
    From Addison Mitchell: I’ll pick you up in a couple hours. We’ll go somewhere public. 
 
    From Cole Chase: It’s a date. See you then. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and closed my computer. This guy wasn’t going to let up. I’d tried dressing hideous. I’d tried to say I wasn’t interested. He saw right through the façade. 
 
    My willpower was fading, and suddenly, when it came to this man, I didn’t know if I cared. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Cole 
 
    I assumed Addison would know I was messing with her about needing support, but when she showed up three hours later with addiction books, I felt bad for making her think I wasn’t strong enough to fight the urges. To be perfectly honest, when I was with her I didn’t think about popping pills, or feeling different. Being near her was becoming a natural high for me. She was beautiful, quirky, and most of all, innocent. She didn’t think she was, but I saw something different. 
 
    When I was alone in my old room at night, it was her face I thought about, her smile that made my problems seem to disappear.  
 
    Moving back to Kentucky was something I swore I’d never do. The only thing remaining in this state for me were the demons that haunted me- the mother who abandoned me – the uncle who died in jail because he’d done the unthinkable. Addison should have been off limits as soon as I found out her last name. When she didn’t seem to put two and two together, I decided not to talk about it. Just because I was blood related to the man didn’t mean I wanted to turn out the way he did. I’d never mistreated a woman, and I had no intentions of stealing from anyone. 
 
    Yeah, I gotten into trouble. I was backed against a wall and wanted to give up, but I was only hurting myself. 
 
    Addison had been the first person I told about my ex-girlfriend; the woman who used me, and left me to the vultures like I meant nothing at all. I don’t know which part of it hurt me worse. I loved her. I wanted to have a future with her – a life she could be happy with. All the while she was lying. Every moment we shared together was a game. Every kiss, confession, and even heartfelt moment was faked, on her part that is. Mine was genuine. I thought she was my future, my forever even.  
 
    After being discharged from the Army my life really went downhill fast. I partied too much, and hung out with people in similar situations. We were like nomads, riding around with no real mapped place to go. When my money stopped coming in I gradually lost everything, down to my ride. That Fatboy Harley was my pride and joy. Now it was probably sitting in an impound lot waiting for the bank to seize it.  
 
    With no resources left, and little cash to spare, I called the one family who’d always seem to bail me out. 
 
    Joe wasn’t thrilled. He’d hated me for years. He meant well. Being a good person, he could only ever see the bad in me. We grew apart in school, and had never been able to reconnect.  
 
    He drilled me the whole way home – making sure I knew I had to be clean to come back. He knew I was still high. I suppose that’s why he thought dropping me off at a meeting was a good idea. Little did he know that Addison would reach out to help me.  
 
    I could already tell how much it was getting to him – seeing her pick me up, knowing she was spending time with me, when he’d tried for so long for that to be him. A part of me wanted to laugh. He’d always gotten everything he wanted, so the fact that he couldn’t have her was entertaining. What was even better was knowing she wasn’t just looking at me like I was a charity case. From the moment she’d come into the hospital room I saw a glimmer in her eyes. I knew what it was, because I shared the same interest.  
 
    Addison was strong-willed, but I was determined. I hadn’t been interested in a woman since I’d had my heart broken. In fact, I hadn’t wanted to be involved with anyone. As soon as I couldn’t shake her from my thoughts I knew Addison was going to be a challenge – one I wouldn’t give up on. The more she denied me, the harder I would try. The chemistry was there. I just had to get her to admit it.  
 
    Don’t misconstrue my motives. I didn’t want to taint her beliefs. Fighting the urge to come on to her was getting to be a task. She was like a new drug, and I was dying to try it. I wanted to know her, everything, even what she feared the most. 
 
    I looked down at the books she’d brought with her. “You didn’t have to bring me the library.” 
 
    “You said you were bored. I figured that would give you something to do instead of bothering me when I’m trying to get work done.” 
 
    I snickered and put the books in the backseat. “You liked messaging me. I know you did.” 
 
    She wouldn’t reply. While she kept her eyes on the road, I moved my head to the side and kept watching her.  
 
    She smiled and glanced my way for a moment. “Oh my gosh, would you stop it? You’re such a weirdo.” 
 
    “I like the view. It’s nice. You look good in teal.” 
 
    “You think I look good in everything I’ve ever worn.” 
 
    “I bet you look even better naked.” I knew I was overstepping, but I was tired of holding back. I wanted to date this girl. I liked being around her and she knew it. 
 
    “You’re not ever going to find out.” 
 
    “Don’t make promises you know you won’t keep. You want me to take it one day at a time, fine. I’ll do that, but only after you admit you want me. I know you checked me out online.” 
 
    “No I didn’t.” 
 
    “You mentioned the amount of girls on my friend list.” 
 
    She was doing something with her mouth, perhaps to keep a straight face. I guess she didn’t think I’d notice how bad she began to blush.  “I’m going to turn this car around and take you home.” 
 
    “As long as you come inside, I’m totally up for it,” I teased. 
 
    She was grinding her teeth. I could see the way her jaw was moving. I lightly grazed my hand over the smooth skin on her arm. “Tell me what you look for in a man.” 
 
    “Skinny. Glasses. I like my men to be short. I like nerds.” 
 
    Obviously she’d pick everything I wasn’t. I kept a straight face so she wouldn’t feel like she was getting to me. “That’s a shame. You’ve probably never experienced what it was like to be satisfied then. It’s a pity really. Guys like me have so much to offer.” It was hard to not laugh at my stipulation. 
 
    She pulled up to the gates of her family ranch and I almost asked her to turn around and take me back. Addison didn’t know how her parents would react if they knew who I was; where I came from, whose blood was running through my veins. “I don’t know what you have to offer, but we’re here, so you better be nice.” 
 
    “Here?” I played dumb, because if she sensed I knew all about her family she’d kick me out of the car and never talk to me again. “This is your family’s ranch, huh?” 
 
    “Yep. For as far as the eye can see. Behave, or I’ll bury you somewhere no one will be able to recover.” She giggled when she announced it. “I’m kidding. I’d totally have my brother, Noah do it.” 
 
    “Are we meeting parents today? I’m not really dressed to impress.” 
 
    “No. I’d warn you first. We’re going to spend the day at the library. I just need to grab a few books that are due.”  
 
    We pulled up to a huge home made of logs. It was situated between three sides of woods. Out front was a pasture and a few horses were munching on some long grass. It was exactly how I pictured her house to be. “Wow, this is nice.” 
 
    She stepped out of the car and leaned back in. “I’ll be just a second. Do me a favor, don’t touch anything, or get out. We have a very mean dog who is trained to attack strangers.” 
 
    I stayed in the car, not because I was afraid of a mutt, but because I really didn’t want to have to introduce myself to any of her family. Luckily Addison was quick. She came out carrying two more books and sat them in the backseat. When she climbed into the front she looked toward me. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Didn’t you bring me books?” 
 
    “Yeah. I own them. My sister got them for me. The ones I’m returning are for school. I have to write this stupid paper for my psychology course. I wasn’t allowed to base it on drug counseling, so it took a bit of research to complete. Do you have any other questions, or am I allowed to get going?” 
 
    “Did something happen to make you all snippy?” 
 
    “No. I’m being me. If you want to hang out, it will be on my terms.” 
 
    I waited until she was at the entrance to the ranch to put my two-cents in. “Look, I don’t know what happened when you went in that house, but I’d like the real Addison to come back and play. Now, if you want to go to the boring library I’m game, but I think we should return the books and spend the day doing something fun. It’s nice out. Come on. Live a little.” 
 
    She looked at me and then turned onto the main road. “What do you have in mind.” 
 
    “You have to trust me.” I wanted her to. 
 
    “I barely know you.” 
 
    “You can tie my hands behind my back.” When she didn’t seem amused, I changed the stakes. “If you don’t have fun I promise I’ll find another ride to all the meetings. I’ll never ask you for anything else again. I seriously don’t have anyone to hang out with. Joe is a tool, and I’m already bored as shit. I’m not planning on going out to score. That’s not me. I know it was a shit decision to get hooked on the pills. I’m clean now, and it’s going to stay that way. Instead of being two addicts, how about we’re two normal people for once? Please, will you just spend one damn afternoon with me?” 
 
    “I’ll do it, as friends only. If you can promise me that, I’ll agree. If you make one move, I’m done.” 
 
    I let out an air-filled chuckle. “It’s a deal.” 
 
    I wasn’t happy about not being able to flirt, but somehow I didn’t think it would matter. I’d show Addison a good time, and hopefully she’d want to do it again. If she didn’t I’d back off, because I wasn’t desperate. 
 
    One way or another I was going to make this woman see what was happening right in front of her naïve face. 
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    Chapter 7 
 
    Addison 
 
    We’d been driving for nearly twenty minutes, and now we were going down a dirt road surrounded by thick vegetation. “If you’re taking me someplace to kill me, I’ll have you know I can fight. I carry a taser too.” 
 
    He laughed, throwing his head back like he couldn’t control his amusement. “I’m not going to kill you. You’re way too pretty to waste.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    He pointed to an opening in the road. “Turn left up here.” 
 
    When I did so, I noticed a bunch of cars parked. Some people were standing behind an old pickup truck with the tailgate lowered. Inside was a cooler. 
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    “It’s a secret spot. There’s a large lake down that hill over there.” He was pointing again to show me. 
 
    “How come I’ve never heard of it?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably because you’ve never had to leave your property for a good time. I’m sure your fancy school friends didn’t hang out in places like this. This is where the poor kids spend their summers.” 
 
    I felt strange when he explained it that way, almost like I was too good to know a place like this existed, because I was privileged and he wasn’t. I’d never throw my families wealth in someone’s face. It hurt me that he would. “It’s not true, you know. I don’t differentiate myself from other people. I feel we’re all equal, especially in the end.” 
 
    “You never cease to amaze me.” He quickly opened the door and exited the vehicle. “Hurry up, we’re wasting time.” 
 
    I climbed out slowly, wondering why he’d take me to a swimming spot with no bathing suits. “If you think for one second I’m swimming in the nude you have another thing coming.” 
 
    He hunched over and pointed again, this time to the group of teenagers. They were looking at me like I was crazy. When I peered over the hill I saw everyone was in bathing suits or fully clothed. No one was naked. Leave it to me to assume it would be some kind of nudist group. I shook my head and felt like an idiot. “My bad.” 
 
    He walked over to the young group of people standing around drinking beer. “Hey, man.” He addressed one particular guy. “Have y’all been here long?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude. We were about to bounce.” 
 
    “I’ll give you twenty bucks for two waters and one of those blankets you’ve got thrown in the back.” 
 
    “Twenty bucks?” The young guy verified the amount. He looked to his girlfriend who just shrugged. “Yeah, fuck it. Less shit I’ve got to take back.” The female fetched us two cold waters out of a cooler and handed them to Cole, while the male reached in the truck bed and grabbed the blanket. “Here ya go.” 
 
    Cole pulled a twenty out of his wallet and handed it over. “Thanks, man.” 
 
    When he turned back to me he lifted his arm for me to latch onto so I wouldn’t fall walking down the steep hill. It was the first time we’d touched in this way, and as reluctant as I was, it was impressive at the same time. I wrapped my arm inside of his and held on tight, focusing on where we were headed instead of the strong, irresistible man I was holding on to. 
 
    Once we made it to flat ground he spread the blanket. “Don’t get any ideas. This thing has probably seen a little too much action.” 
 
    “Eww. That’s disgusting.” 
 
    “Just sit down.” While he said it he pulled his shirt over his head. My mouth dropped, literally, as I sat there watching every single psychical attribute coming to life. He was so defined. I silently wondered what it would be like to run my hands up his strong chest, what it would feel like to dig my nails into his pecks as he brought me ecstasy. “Addison. Hello? Up here.” Embarrassingly enough, he was waving for me to pay attention. How was I supposed to respond? He’d caught me checking him out again. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Sorry. Your tattoos are distracting,” I lied. 
 
    He fell down beside me and opened a bottle of water. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what you were seeing.” 
 
    “Why do you do that?” 
 
    “What? Speak the truth? I told you I wouldn’t flirt. I didn’t say anything about ignoring what you were doing with those suggestive, gorgeous green eyes.” 
 
    It was already hot outside, but I could feel my body overheating. I tried to take deep breaths to steady myself. “Fine. You have a nice body. I’m sure you know that.” 
 
    “I work hard at it. I try to eat healthy, aside from the occasional breakfast binge. I’m a sucker for pancakes.” 
 
    “So you’ve said.” I played with my hair, putting it up in a bun to get it off my shoulders. 
 
    I looked out at the lake. A few people were swimming in what appeared to be underwear. There was no way lace was included in any bathing suits around where we lived.  
 
    “I’m getting in. You should join me.” He jumped to his feet quickly, extending a hand for me to come with him. 
 
    “You’re crazy. I’m not dressed for it. It’s not like I can just take off my clothes like you.” 
 
    “Well, you could, but it’s not what I’m asking. Come on. Live a little. For once think about something other than being good. I bet there was a time when you were adventurous.” 
 
    I smirked. If he only knew. 
 
    “See, I’m right ain’t I? Come on. Wear your clothes if you need to. Let me see the real Addison, the one who throws caution to the wind and has fun, because we’re young and we can.” 
 
    I thought about it. What would it hurt if I swam in a lake? I wasn’t breaking any laws. 
 
    He bent over and tucked his wallet under the blanket. I’d left my things in the car and locked it. Lucky for me I had a touch pad to unlock them from the outside of the vehicle. 
 
    I stood up slowly, unsure if I wanted to get wet and have my already tight clothes showing off every curve of my body. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Please. I want to know the real you. Show me what you’re hiding from everyone else. I won’t tell a soul.” 
 
    I don’t know why it felt so easy to place my hand in his. While Cole watched me I lifted my tank top over my head. My bra wasn’t anything fancy. It resembled a bathing suit enough. When I dropped my shorts I swear I saw him crack a smile. “It’s not fair you get to keep your shorts on.” 
 
    “I won’t look.” He turned around, not that I cared at this point. He was bringing something out in me that I’d kept hidden. I wanted to feel alive again; the rush of being adventurous.  
 
    My bra and panties didn’t match. Obviously I hadn’t seen the day going like this. My red bottoms and black top were plain enough where I didn’t feel like everyone would be staring, but I still ran into the murky water to hide myself. Cole stood there for only a second watching me, before finally running in until we were face to face, chest deep in the water. 
 
    He went under and came up behind me. I spun around again, watching as he disappeared underneath. The sound of bubbles emerging let me know he was behind me again, this time not giving me time to twist and catch him. I felt hands on my hips. I should have swam away, or at least stood my ground. I should have told him he was going against his promise, but I didn’t. I think he was testing me. When I placed my hands over his, still holding my sides, he brought me back against his chest and whispered in my ear. “Being with you is like being high. The closer you get the better it feels.” His lips drug over the lobe of my ear, causing my head to fall back and eyes to close.  “Tell me to stop and I will.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” I whispered as his lips found my neck. 
 
    His hands began to rise, taking mine with them. Just under the wire to my bra he stopped. A million different feelings were running through my head, but none of them were fear. In this moment I knew exactly what I was doing, and I wouldn’t have been able to stop it if I tried. “Just go with it. Don’t be afraid of me. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    I turned my body around, now face to face with Cole. His eyes up close were so undefined. They weren’t green, or blue – not even gray. Every color was speckled together to make a hazel tone. I stared in them, breathless and prepared for what I knew was about to happen. “I’m not afraid of you, Cole. I’m more afraid of not being able to stop myself.” 
 
    “I’m not a drug, Addison. I’m just a guy, who likes a girl that happens to share a common struggle in life. Just because we’re addicts doesn’t mean we can’t live. In the years I’ve been taking pills, nothing has felt more real to me than being around you. We’re strangers, I get it. Except, being around you, especially like this, it feels right. Let’s go with it. We don’t have to tell anyone. It can be our secret.” 
 
    I don’t know who made the first move. I felt my lips closing in on his and let my eyes shut. I wanted this to happen; so bad I could feel it before it did. The seconds our lips brushed for the first time I was crumbling. My values were tossed aside because this man; this handsome, crazy man, took my breath away. Cole placed small kisses around my lips before our first full-fledged lip-lock. It intensified quickly after that, to the point where my legs were wrapped around his waist and his hands were holding my ass. I didn’t want it to end. Our tongues played against one another, perfectly dancing together like we’d done this a million times.  Everything around us disappeared. There were no other people, no critters, not even the water around us. Even though we were cooled off, my body was on fire, and he was both the ignition and the extinguisher.  
 
    When we finally took a second to catch our breath, neither of us let go. I clung to him now. It was easy, almost natural. “It took you long enough,” he said in a teasing manner. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll admit it. You broke me. You’ve got me where you want me. Now what?” 
 
    He kissed my nose. “Now we spend our time getting to know each other, instead of arguing about who wants who more.” 
 
    “We never argued about that.” 
 
    “That’s not how I saw it. Precious, you’ve been wanting this since the moment we met.” 
 
    “You were in the hospital. I felt bad for you.” 
 
    “At the church. We met at the church, and I know you haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    I let my head fall on his shoulder as I laughed. “You call me out on everything.” 
 
    He lifted my chin and softly brushed his lips over mine again. I could feel his smooth tongue licking over my bottom lip before he pulled away to speak. His own eyes opened so slowly. “Don’t be embarrassed. I’ve thought about you since that night. To be honest, I didn’t think you’d give in so easily. I thought I’d have to drop my shorts first.” While he chuckled at his comment I lightly smacked his chest. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, I was fully prepared to do whatever it took.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. You totally caved.” 
 
    I brought one hand to my mouth and giggled. “I totally did.” 
 
    “Now is when the fun begins.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He grimaced and licked his bottom lip. “That’s for me to know, and you to find out afterwards.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. That’s why it’s going to be so damn good.” 
 
    “One day at a time, Cole,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Damn, I was hoping to get you naked.” He cackled to himself. “I’m playing. Don’t get me wrong, precious, I’d love to get a piece, but I’ve got a feeling you’ll be worth the wait.” 
 
    I wasn’t offended he was assuming we’d sleep together. I’d be in denial if I didn’t admit this encounter was making me feel things that had been dormant for far too long. I’d make him wait, but when it did happen we’d both enjoy it, I could guarantee I would. 
 
    Cole and I made out in the water until our skin was pruning up. He carried me to the beach, displaying his strength even more. I don’t remember disconnecting from him when we got down on the blanket. His warm body was against mine almost immediately. He hadn’t taken this thing between us any further than touching, and honestly, he wasn’t trying to grope. Cole held me, his lips staying around the area of my head and neck. He was gentle, passionate even. It swept me away. 
 
    A little while later we were still camped out on the blanket. “What would you have done if someone wasn’t here to buy a blanket and drinks off of?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I would have let you sit on my shirt while I stayed in the sand.” 
 
    “Why do you call me precious?” 
 
    “Because you are. You’re like a porcelain doll. You’re beautiful to look at, but you’re fragile. I need to be careful with you. We wouldn’t want you to crack.” 
 
    I wanted to smile, but Cole had brought up a good point. I was fragile. On the outside I appeared strong, but every day was a struggle. Now I’d let him into my life on a personal level. I feared it was going to break me down again, but I couldn’t begin to tell him to stay away, not after the day we’d shared.  
 
    He took our hands and laced them together in the air between us. “I feel like you get me. I don’t have to pretend to have all the answers to life. With you, I can just be me.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” I agreed. 
 
    “It’ll be our secret. If you decide I’m a waste of your time, no one has to know.” 
 
    “What if the opposite happens?” I couldn’t believe I was bringing this up on our first real day of being together like this. Was I glutton for punishment? 
 
    “You mean, what if you fall in love with me? Well, that can’t happen, Addison. You’re too damn good for me.” 
 
    I placed my hand on his cheek. “Don’t say that. You never know where life will take you.” 
 
    “Maybe. I do know your family would never approve of me. Since I like this thing between us, I’m not going to ask you to show me around. Keep it between us, okay?” 
 
    I didn’t understand, but I agreed. The less people who knew I was dating someone I was sponsoring the better. I would be a terrible role model to display my inability to keep things professional, especially in the first week of knowing someone. 
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    Chapter 8 
 
    Cole 
 
    It was too good to be true. That’s what I kept telling myself while I had her in my arms. I’d gotten my way for now, but how long could it last with the big secret I was keeping? Once she put two and two together there was no way she’d want me anywhere near her. I wished I could choose where I came from – who brought me into this world. It would make things so much easier. I’d been abandoned, and from what I’d learned so far, it wasn’t much different from what happened to her with her own mother. Being estranged from your kids was what my mother knew. In some ways I felt sorry for her. 
 
    After living with my foster family, I saw what life was supposed to be like. It sent me further over the edge. I was always trying to wiggle my way toward something better, only to fall on my ass when I thought it was within reach. My relationship with Addison was going to end the same way. At some point she’d see me for who I really was, and then all bets were off. She’d kick me to the curb, not even caring if I overdosed and died. She’d hate me that much. My family was the reason one of her siblings wasn’t born. I’d heard the stories. I’d researched them online when the truth was too gruesome to believe. My uncle had kidnapped and tortured her mother for ransom money. Who knows if he was aware of her pregnancy or not. He still violently beat her and left her in a basement malnourished. That unborn baby died by his hands, and like it or not, that was something a family can never get over. 
 
    For the record I never met him. I’d seen pictures, and I remember my grandmother going to visit him in prison. She used to talk terrible about the Mitchells, claiming one of their children was her grandchild. She obviously had a screw loose. All the Mitchell kids were being raised by their parents. I assume it was all a ploy to try and get more money out of them.  
 
    I hated my family – every single one of them. My only wish was that I would have died of starvation before I was able to see what it was like to live with a normal, loving family. It was torture for me, knowing I’d grown up amongst filth who only cared for themselves. Why she didn’t give me up for adoption was beyond me. I suppose she liked getting checks from the government to support her habit.  
 
    For so many years I swore I’d never be like her. I remember finding pipes and spoons all over the shack she called our home. When she was there, she’d be so strung out she couldn’t function. Accident – it’s what she always called me. I wasn’t meant to happen. I was a waste of space to her life – a welfare check and that’s all.  
 
    How does one recover from that?  
 
    I joined the military because I wanted my life to stand for something, and for a while it did. I was proud to be a part of something so important. Had I not gotten involved with my ex perhaps I still would have been on the straight and narrow. The thing is, I’d never considered myself an addict until I came home. Joe pushed me to my first meeting, and when that didn’t work, to rehab. 
 
    Looking back, it brought Addison into my life. As fucked up as it seemed, I was happy about it. It was still too soon to tell, but I could see us having a good time together, for as long as it was able to go on. 
 
    With the wind blowing in her car windows, Addison had the music blaring as we left the little swimming spot. The sun was starting to set and we both agreed to pack up before we were eaten by mosquitos, plus we were starving. Instead of going back to the ranch like I feared, Addison found a sun dress in her trunk. Actually, after looking inside I’m pretty sure she had enough clothes to go out of town and never need to buy anything. The girl was a pack rat. Her explanation was that when she worked at the hospital she never knew if someone was going to throw a drink or a food tray at her. Though it never happened as of yet, I understood the need to have something to change into. Since I knew Joe was working, we headed back to my foster parent’s house. Her face and shoulder were sun-kissed from basking all day, so I offered her the shower first. She took her time making her way to the bathroom, stopping to look at photos on the walls. “You’re in a lot of these.” 
 
    “This was where I grew up.” 
 
    “Yes, but if they didn’t love you they wouldn’t keep remnants of your life out for everyone to see. I think it’s genuine.” 
 
    “Or they feel sorry for me.” I changed the subject, because talking about my upbringing was off limits. “If you don’t get a shower, I’m jumping in first.” 
 
    “Does this bathroom have a lock?” 
 
    “Does it need one? Are you still worried I might take advantage of you?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to lock you out. I’m trying to keep myself in,” she snickered with her response. 
 
    I lifted my finger to point right at her. “You’re bad. I may need to start worrying about your intentions.” 
 
    She closed the door as she explained. “You just might.” 
 
    Some people might have felt offended after the day we’d shared together, but not me. I knew on the other side of the bathroom door was someone who made me smile. For the life of me I couldn’t remember the last time I’d known someone who could do that. What started as flirting had blossomed, and I couldn’t wait to experience more. 
 
    Addison didn’t take long in the shower. When she came out she had a towel wrapped around her head. I could already tell she wasn’t wearing a bra under the thin dress. Her nipples were hard, and as much as I would have liked to avoid looking, I couldn’t prevent it.  
 
    “Do you want me to wash your dirty clothes?” 
 
    “No. I’ll do it when I get home.” 
 
    “Are you going to stick around for a while?” I asked. 
 
    “Did you want me to leave?” 
 
    “No. Not really. I was thinking we could watch a movie, or order something to chow on.” 
 
    “I’m so starving I could eat a whole cow.” 
 
    I scratched my head but kept a straight face. “A whole cow, huh. Well, I don’t know anyone who can deliver that within thirty minutes or less. How about a pizza instead?” 
 
    She playfully shoved me. “Smart ass! Where do you keep the menus? I can order us dinner while you shower.” 
 
    I’d like to say we spent the night in my old room, naked and in bed, but that’s not what either of us allowed. Addison nestled in my arms, resting most of her body over mine while we watched two movies and ate an entire pizza. When it was getting late she stood up and said it was time to leave. Since I knew Joe would be returning home at any minute, I figured I’d rather keep the peace, at least for another day. I didn’t need him starting with me to ruin how perfect it had been.  
 
    I walked Addison to the door, pouting the whole way. “I guess I won’t see you until tomorrow night. Are you going to pick me up for the meeting?” 
 
    “Sure. Same time as last one.” 
 
    I took her hand and pulled her into my arms. “You should text me when you get home safe.” 
 
    She bit down on her lips and smiled. “Okay.” 
 
    “Can I get a kiss goodnight?” 
 
    She nodded and brought her lips to mine. What was supposed to be a goodbye had quickly turned into, oh please can’t you stay, but we both knew we didn’t want to rush. We didn’t need to. “Sorry. I got carried away.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” she agreed. 
 
    “This is nice, right?” 
 
    Addison nodded. I could tell she hated losing the battle, but enjoyed the perks of the day more. “I guess I’ll text you later.” 
 
    I held her hand until she was too far to keep it. Then I waved as she climbed in her car and pulled away.  
 
    This was bad. 
 
    But it was also so good. 
 
    Before I got over my head I’d have to tell the truth. She deserved to know. It wasn’t right to have such a big secret. I couldn’t afford to have her hate me. 
 
    As I stood there watching her brake lights disappear, I knew I had to be the bearer of bad news. I didn’t deserve something so good – no one in my family did. 
 
    A short time later I heard the front door opening. Joe came in and tossed his keys down on the table. He took one look at me and then the empty pizza box. “I forgot you’d be here.” 
 
    “Bringing a hot date home with you?” 
 
    “Nah. I’m holding out for a particular girl. I’ve had my eyes on her for a while now.” 
 
    “Oh really. Anyone I know?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, you do. It’s Addison. Do you know she stopped by to see me unannounced the other day to let me know she was interested in making sure you were going to do well in rehab. Don’t you think if she wasn’t interested in me she wouldn’t have made a big deal about you? I mean, I guess she’s playing hard to get or something.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh; throw it in his face how wrong he was. She hadn’t been there for him. She’d come for me. In the entire time living under the same roof as Joe I’d never felt dominant, but in this moment I had him by the balls, and it felt damn good. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “Damn, you ate a whole pizza yourself?” 
 
    “I, uh, ordered it earlier in the day. I had it for lunch and dinner.” 
 
    Joe shook his head and headed into the bathroom we shared. “I assumed you’d at least go out and find a job, instead of sitting around doing nothing all day. When are you going to get it through your head that life isn’t handed to you. You’ve got to work for it.” 
 
    I sighed and retreated to my room before I could say something that would only cause tension; something like the fact that I’d spent the entire afternoon with Addison in my arms, while we made out like teenagers. 
 
    Once I was behind the closed door, I plopped down on my bed and stared at the ceiling. I already had a job, though he wouldn’t have approved. Joe didn’t think being a tattoo artist was an occupation, because it was a hobby. He didn’t get it. There wasn’t an artsy side of him.  
 
    My phone vibrated a few minutes later. I didn’t have to look to see who was texting me. I knew it was her, but before I could reply Joe came in carrying a bra. “What the fuck is this?” 
 
    Addison obviously forgot it. “Has it been so long since you’ve seen one that you forgot what they look like?” 
 
    He didn’t find my comment amusing. “What’s it doing here?” 
 
    “I had company earlier.” 
 
    “What kind of company comes over and leaves their bra?” 
 
    “The fun kind, obviously.” 
 
    He tossed it at me. “I don’t want strangers in the house. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You’re not my dad, Joe. I had a friend over. She changed in the bathroom. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know her.” In my honest opinion Joe didn’t know Addison. If he did, he’d realize she wasn’t at all into him. “Give it a rest. We can’t all be graced with mad pick-up skills.” 
 
    “Whoever she is, I hope she runs for the hills. Anyone who gets involved with you is asking for trouble.” Joe closed the door leaving me alone again. I held up Addison’s bra and laughed to myself. Had she left it for me on purpose? I really wanted to know. 
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    Chapter 9 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    My drive home sure was full of thoughts. My day with Cole had been fantastic. I thought I’d regret how close we got, but I didn’t. I felt alive, happy even. 
 
    As soon as I said I was home to my parents, I hurried up to my room. Texting him was my first priority. Like a fourteen year old girl would do with her crush, I dialed his digits and wrote my message. 
 
    Had a great day. Thank you. I’m home safe. – A 
 
    I figured he would write me back immediately, but it took him a few minutes. 
 
    I’m still thinking about it. I don’t think we kissed goodbye enough. – C 
 
    Maybe I wanted to leave you begging for more. – A 
 
    Beg? I’ve never had to do that. – C 
 
    By the way, you forgot your bra. Don’t worry I’m going to sleep with it on my pillow. Oh, and Joe is the one who found it. I didn’t tell him who you were. He gave me an earful about how he’s waiting to make his move. – C 
 
    His move? On who? – A 
 
    On you, precious. He thinks he’s going to slide on in and get into those black panties. Little does he know you took them off after your shower. – C 
 
    That’s not even funny. Could you see through my dress? – A 
 
    Even though we’d clearly been doing a lot of touching, Cole had kept his wandering hands above my waist. I feared my dress may have been slightly too sheer. 
 
    No. I could only see how fucking hard those nipples were. It took all my strength to keep from asking if I could suck on them. – C 
 
    I blushed. Even though he couldn’t see me I was getting hot all over again. 
 
    At the exact moment that happened my mother came barging into my room. She stood over my bed looking down at me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Addison, you rushed in here, avoiding us, and now I find you all flushed. Please tell me I don’t have to start worrying.” 
 
    “Mama, you don’t. I promise. I went swimming with some friends today, from the hospital,” I added. “I’m blushing because I’m texting this guy I met.” 
 
    My phone vibrated in my hand, but I didn’t dare look at the message. I couldn’t let my nosey mother see Cole’s last text. 
 
    She sat down on the bed. “Does this guy have a name?” 
 
    “It’s too soon to talk about it. I don’t want to jinx it.” 
 
    She tapped me on the leg. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “More than okay. I promise.” 
 
    Finally, when she was done making sure I wasn’t high, she left the room.  
 
    I checked the message on my phone, almost laughing out loud at his text. 
 
    Are you pissed at me? I’m sorry for saying you have nice tits. – C 
 
    My mom came in the room. – A 
 
    It’s like we’re kids again. – C 
 
    I know. I feel like we’re being bad. I better get back to studying. Good luck with your job in the morning. I’ll pick you up tomorrow night. Clothing is optional. – A 
 
    I was only teasing about the last part, and was thankful when he responded back with an equally playful message. 
 
    If you’ll be naked, I’m game. – C 
 
    Goodnight Cole. Thanks again for today. You were right. – A 
 
    I always am. Sweet dreams, precious. – C 
 
    It took a while for me to be able to fall asleep. When I did I was fully involved in recapping every kiss Cole had placed on my lips. I could still feel them there, and the roughness of his facial hair just starting to turn to stubble. His hands, so strong as they held me in his arms. This was what I feared would happen if I let myself live, if I allowed myself to feel something for a man. This was the start of something new, but I worried that with the good there would be bad. Knowing that scared me. It petrified me to no end.  
 
    That next morning I was due to visit with the staff of a new medical facility opening up. I was to drop off my business information and speak to the staff regarding my program schedule. Sure, there were lots of places to meet for addiction, but I pride myself in making my groups a place where everyone felt, not only welcomed, but comfortable. 
 
    Like every new project I went in full of hope and left with uncertainty, not because I thought it wouldn’t work out, but more so that I hated the idea of ever being a disappointment.  
 
    By lunchtime I couldn’t focus on anything, reminding me again why dating someone I had to keep a secret was a terrible decision. I skipped eating anything on account of feeling sick to my stomach. Before things got more heated I had to call it off with Cole. It was for the best.  
 
    Putting on a happy face around my parents wasn’t an easy task. I wanted to reach out and tell them I’d met someone new; someone who made me smile again, but I knew I couldn’t. They’d want to know more. They’d find out where I met him and then they’d beg me to end things. No matter how I tried to wrap my head around a way I could keep seeing him, I knew it wouldn’t work.  
 
    On my way to pick up Cole, I felt horrible. It wasn’t until he climbed in the car when I knew things were about to get worse. “Hey. How was your day? Mine was long, but I know what will make it better.” 
 
    He leaned over and awaited a kiss. I moved my head away. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    I covered my face with my hands. “Nothing happened. It’s what will happen if we continue.” 
 
    Cole opened the passenger door back up and got out of the car. He didn’t lean in to ask me to reconsider. He didn’t look back to see if I was paying attention. He simply walked back into his house and shut the door.  
 
    I hadn’t cried in a long time, but for some reason disappointing him hurt me. He was looking for someone to connect to, and when he found it I’d let him down. I hated myself for putting us in this situation. Worst of all, I knew I couldn’t stick around to make it right. 
 
    I waited a few minutes hoping he would come back out and say something to make it all better, but he didn’t. Since I had to be at the church, I couldn’t take the time to hunt him down and apologize.  
 
    That was by far the worse meeting I’d ever experienced. Every single person who shared reminded me of Cole. Every empty seat represented him not being there. It was heart wrenching.  
 
    I thought after some time he would have called or sent me a message, but after I cleaned up and locked up the church my phone had no notifications. Sadly, I drove home feeling like the biggest jerk.  
 
    For the next three days I didn’t hear from Cole. I worried he was using, but kept it in the back of my mind so I didn’t have to feel like any more of a failure. After four days I couldn’t stand it anymore. I needed to know he was okay. I had to make sure I wasn’t the reason he went back to his addiction. 
 
    The tattoo shop wasn’t hard to find. He’d told me about the location when we spent the day together at the lake. I think the complicated part was finding the courage to walk inside knowing he wanted nothing to do with me.  
 
    I didn’t know what to expect when I first stepped through the door. The sound of the someone getting inked was apparent. As the door shut it made a jungle sound. From behind a half-wall someone stood up to greet me. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for Cole. Is he here?” 
 
    “Hey, Cole,” he yelled toward the back of the building. “You’ve got company.” 
 
    Then I saw him, emerging from his own cubicle. His eyes met mine and I could tell he was frustrated. He said nothing as he grabbed my arm and led me to a back room. Once inside he closed the door behind us. Supplies were on shelves on either sides of the walls. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I needed to see you.” 
 
    “Why? I think you made it abundantly clear we needed to steer clear of each other.” 
 
    He was being so distant. I hated it. “I didn’t mean that we couldn’t hang out. I just said the other stuff should stop.” 
 
    “Yeah, well it’s fine. As you can see I’m busy. I need to get back to work before I lose this gig.” 
 
    “Cole.” I reached for his arm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I always am.” 
 
    “Wait. Don’t leave. I, um, I want to get a tattoo.” 
 
    “Yeah right.” 
 
    “No, I’m serious.” I pulled up my shirt to reveal my midriff. “I want a large group of flowers with my family name incorporated into it. If you can’t do it, I’ll go somewhere else.” 
 
    I was frank. Perhaps I needed to be to get his attention. I don’t know why being his friend meant so much to me, but it’s what I wanted. 
 
    “First off, it takes a while to draw it up, and second, you need an appointment. I’m booked up. Maybe it’s best if you find someone else. I’m sure the last thing you want is someone like me touching you.” 
 
    “Like you?” I didn’t understand. 
 
    “Yeah. Come on, Addison. You know I’m different. You’re ashamed to bring someone like me home.” 
 
    “What? That’s insane. I would never say that.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to. You spent one day with me. You don’t owe me anything. If this is some attempt to clear your conscience, don’t bother. I’m good.” He started to leave the room again with me standing there. “I made you a promise, Cole. Please don’t walk away from me.” 
 
    “Why?” He turned around and got up in my face, so close that I could feel him breathing. “Tell me why I should care about anything you have to say.” 
 
    I don’t know what made me do it. Call it a momentary lapse of judgment, but I grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled his lips against mine. He didn’t try to back away. Instead his arms came around my body, holding me against him. I felt his tongue enter my mouth and then I knew he’d stopped fighting. His hands were in my hair, mine still clinging to his shirt for dear life. I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
    When our lips parted he smiled and shook his head. “You’re screwing with me head, precious. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “You’re screwing with my head,” I argued. “Do you think I enjoy hurting people?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “I like you, Cole. We just can’t do this. We can’t be together without complications. Why would you want to get involved knowing how dangerous it can be?” 
 
    He reached for my hand. “Because I think you’re worth it. Is that a good enough answer for you?” 
 
    I nodded. It was. It had to be. I couldn’t stand there before him and tell him I didn’t want to pursue this. I couldn’t deny myself the pleasure I received when I was close to him. “I was wrong to push you away the other night. I did it because I’m scared.” 
 
    He brushed the side of my cheek. “Pick me up after work tonight. We’ll talk about it.” Cole kissed me one more time before leading us out of the stock room. He went back to his client, while I saw myself out. My hands were shaking as I climbed back in the car.  
 
    Was this what I wanted to happen? Did I really go in there to make amends? Could we be together without it being a train wreck? 
 
    I didn’t have all the answers, but I was certain of one thing. I couldn’t give up on something that made me feel so good again. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    Cole 
 
      
 
    Women were confusing. 
 
    Each day it was getting easier to not see Addison. After she’d dissed me in the car I did my best to walk away. She couldn’t begin to know what it felt like to have another woman I was interested in push me away. All the hurt and agony of my failed relationship came back. It would have been easy to pop a few pills into my mouth and not give a damn, albeit I refrained. The high wasn’t worth the grief it would bring later. There was a price to pay if I made that kind of choice; a guilt I’d never be able to shake. So I ignored the cravings, succumbing to despair. Addison remained in my thoughts. I worked out extra that night, hoping to exhaust myself enough to rest easy. By morning I felt worse. Starting a new job in that condition was difficult. I did my best, managing to snag a client who wanted a full back piece. Since the design was intricate, I made an appointment for him to come by in a couple days to make any changes to what I’d drawn up. I’d just begun working on the guy when Addison came in, rocking my world again. 
 
    I tried to do the right thing and push her away. She was right. We shouldn’t be together, but if that was true why couldn’t I stop thinking about her? Why did I go to sleep and wake up imagining the way it felt to touch her? I’d never had trouble getting pussy, so this wasn’t a piece of ass for me. I felt like I needed her, not to survive, but to strive. 
 
    Maybe I was being selfish by kissing her back. Perhaps I was tired of feeling hopeless. Just like a pill would have been able to do, she made it all go away; my fears, my guilt, my past. From the moment our lips touched I knew I wasn’t going to be able to let her go. I craved more, much like an addict would.  
 
    Even after she left I was content. I knew I’d see her again, and with that came the rush of what could come. I’d lose her again when and if she found out about my blood connection and the secret I was keeping, yet I was willing to bask in each and every day I got to have with her. Being around Addison made me feel like I was worth something. She’d never be able to understand how much it meant to me. 
 
    I had an awaiting message when I was cleaning up from my job. After making sure my station was sanitized, I pulled out my phone to check it. 
 
    Let’s have dinner? – A 
 
    Realizing I’d made her wait for an answer, I called her instead of messaging back.  
 
    “Hey, you.” 
 
    “I just got done. Are you still interested in dinner?” 
 
    “Would I sound like a stalker if I said I was sitting in the parking lot waiting for you to be done?” 
 
    “Yeah, you would.” 
 
    “Should I leave and come back?” 
 
    I laughed. She and I both knew it wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    “You’re really trying hard to get on my good side.” 
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
    “That depends.” I waved goodbye to the other artists while walking outside. 
 
    “Do I get a kiss this time or are you going to pull away again?” 
 
    “Oh, I think I can manage a kiss.” 
 
    Addison climbed out of the driver’s seat and met me at the back of her car. She had her phone up to her ear even though I could already see her. We hung up at the same time. Once I was within inches of her I looked around the parking lot. “Aren’t you worried about someone seeing us?” 
 
    She shook her head and pulled me close, kissing me full on the mouth, tongue included. I ran my hands up the small of her back, making sure I didn’t let go. I knew we were being a little ridiculous making out in a parking lot, but I didn’t care. I wanted her to be mine, and I didn’t particularly care who saw us. 
 
    Finally, out of breath and too turned on for the environment, we parted. “How was that for a hello?” 
 
    “Pretty damn good.” 
 
    “What are you hungry for?” 
 
    I patted my crouch area. “You can’t ask me that right now. I need to settle down.” 
 
    She put her hand over her mouth. “Oops.” 
 
    “It’s all good. You can choose what we eat. I’m good with anything.” 
 
    I had five hundred bucks in my pocket from one tattoo. The guy would return in two weeks for another four hour session. Each visit he’d pay me another four hundred. It was funny how people looked down on my occupation, yet I’d already made eight hundred in only a few days. I didn’t have to slave for eight hours doing something I hated. Drawing was relaxing. It brought me stress relief.  
 
    “I’m buying.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep. It’s my treat.” 
 
    She smiled as we both climbed into our seats. When her stare remained, once inside, I couldn’t help but come halfway to meet her lips again. “You missed me didn’t you?” 
 
    She left a chaste kiss before replying. “What have you done to me?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Nothing you don’t want done.” 
 
    “Let’s get some chicken and take it back to my Gram’s house. She’s away and I’m watching the house.” 
 
    “Doesn’t she have a house keeper for that big place?” 
 
    “They’re best friends. They travel together.” 
 
    “Ain’t you worried about your family stopping by?” 
 
    “My mom and dad are preparing to leave for North Carolina. They’re going to the beach with our family that lives there. Then, next, they’ll all come here. It’s kind of a tradition. Noah and Shalan are taking the baby.” 
 
    “So you’re going to be alone?” 
 
    She pointed at my nose. “Don’t get any ideas. The ranch is swarming with farm help. You won’t get anything past them.” 
 
    I sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want to wait until everyone is gone?” 
 
    “Why would I want to do that? It’ll be fine. I’m not afraid to show you around to them. I’ll just keep the way we met a mystery. They don’t need to know every detail. I’ll say we met at the hospital if they ask. I have lots of friends there.” 
 
    “I’m cool if you are.” 
 
    “I just think we need to not make any promises. If we’re not comfortable we’ll part ways. I want this thing between us to stay fun. No drama or games.” I wasn’t sure how to take her words. 
 
    “Addison, we’re on the same page. Nothing serious. I’ve got it.” 
 
    After stopping by a drive thru, we ventured back to the ranch. Like she’d stated, no one was home in the large mansion. I followed her through each room until we were out in a pool yard. Fancy furniture surrounded the rectangular shaped in-ground body of water. Addison walked over to the little cabinet and pulled out two folded towels. She tossed them down on a chaise and started taking off her shirt. She was already wearing what looked like a bathing suit. “You knew we were coming here?” 
 
    “I went shopping while I was waiting for you to get off. I needed retail therapy.” 
 
    Her top, two little triangles barely able to cover her nipples, was a hot pink in color. She was already pretty tan from the other day at the lake. When she lowered her shorts off her ass I noticed the bottoms were tied on each side. It would take nothing to pull one of them and watch it fall to her feet. She kicked her shorts off her ankles and spun around, to display an even smaller revealing back. “Are you sure that’s your size?” I playfully asked. 
 
    She snickered. “What’s wrong? You don’t like what you see?” 
 
    She was toying with me, and liked it. 
 
    “It’s not bad. There’s only one thing that would be better.” 
 
    She stuck her toe in the water an flung it my way. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    I pulled my shirt over my head. “I don’t need luck, precious. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “I’ve known you for a week. What kind of woman do you think I am?” 
 
    “The kind who knows what she wants. Come on. Don’t tell me you’ve never had a one-night stand.” 
 
    She opened the bag of food and pulled out a drumstick, then proceed to eat while standing in front of me. “I’m starving. The smell is making my mouth water.” 
 
    “You being in that suit is doing the same for me.” 
 
    “I’ve had a one-night stand. I was messed up and regretted it ever since it happened.” 
 
    “Do you remember it? Were you coherent?” 
 
    “Yeah. Of course. I wasn’t forced or anything. It was fun at the time. We were safe, and I’m glad. I didn’t know the guy very well. I’m not the kind of person to do something so stupid with a stranger.” 
 
    I grabbed the elastic of the bathing suit bottoms and pulled her toward me. “Am I still a stranger?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” 
 
    Instead of saying something witty, I chomped down on her chicken leg, pulling it out of her hand and finishing it off myself. “Should we eat before we swim?” 
 
    “If you go in those shorts you won’t have anything to put on afterwards. My brother keeps shorts here in case people don’t have any. Go put on a pair so you’re dry later. I don’t want my car seats to get wet like last time.” 
 
    I tossed the chicken bone back in the bag and unsnapped my shorts. They dropped to my feet below me. Then I stood there in only a pair of boxers. Addison looked down and then back at me. A half-smile formed on the corner of my lips.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” she warned. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I liked getting a rise out of her. I stretched the waist and pushed them down over my ass, freeing everything else as I did it. 
 
    Addison closed her eyes and turned, but not before getting an eye full. “See something you like, precious?” 
 
    “Oh my god. Put something on. My father could walk up any second.” 
 
    I turned and looked around. There wasn’t anyone in sight. “What are you afraid of? Do you think if you see it you might attack me? I mean, it’s pretty nice, if I do say so myself. It’s always been my favorite attribute.” 
 
    “I’m not turning around until you’re covered. Go put on some shorts.” 
 
    I took a few steps closer to her, reaching my arms around her waist and letting my exposed areas rub against her ass. “I know you want another peek.” 
 
    She twisted around, staying close so she was unable to look down. “You’re being bad.” 
 
    I stepped back slowly, keeping my eyes focused on hers. Then, without warning, I spun and jumped into the water. When I emerged she was still standing outside with her hands on her hips. “If you think I’m getting in there with you, you’re crazy.” 
 
    I shoved my bottom lip out and pretended to beg. “Please. Come on. Get in. I won’t bite.” 
 
    “You’re naked,” she whispered. 
 
    “It’s nothing you haven’t seen before. Come on. We’re adults. It’s only skin.” 
 
    Addison jumped in the pool, but swam in the opposite direction from where I stood. I paddled after her, cornering the bikini wearing beauty before she could come up for air.  
 
    The sun was setting fast, and it was beginning to get pretty dark. I took both of her hands and put them on my hips. Then I pulled her closer to me. Her wet lips tasted of chlorine as they meshed with mine. Even in a pool of water I could feel the temperature of my body rising, parts of me reacting to her intimate touch. I brushed my erection against her leg, knowing I was pushing the limits of how far she wanted to take this. When she didn’t fight me I brought my hands up and cupped one of her breasts. She leaned back, letting me explore, kissing me again before I looked down to watch what I was doing.  
 
    Around us the sounds of critters filled the woods. Trickles of water fell off our bodies splashing back into the pool. We were both quiet.  
 
    “Tell me to stop.” 
 
    She bit down on her lip and shook her head. “I don’t want you to.” 
 
    God, I wanted to touch her everywhere; feel places I knew were off limits until now. “I could take you right here if you let me.” 
 
    Addison lifted her legs and wrapped them around my waist. I could feel my dick pressing on her ass, but she didn’t try to adjust. “It’s too soon. We’ve known each other a week.” 
 
    “We’re adults. There’s no rules we have to live by. It’s for pleasure.” 
 
    “Not here,” she whimpered as our lips brushed again. 
 
    Her reply didn’t keep me from pulling on the string to the back of her top. I felt it free, and then naturally let it fall open. “Lean back and let me look at you.” 
 
    “I’m nervous.” I could see it on her face. She was afraid of how far this was going to go. Being a guy, I wasn’t thinking of repercussions. I wanted this. 
 
    “Lie back. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m afraid of.” She kept saying that, though I had no idea what she was referring to. It couldn’t be feelings. It was too soon for that to start. It’s why I wanted to experience it all before it got too intense. I had to bow out before I was able to break her heart. This was temporary. I knew it from the start. 
 
    “Let me touch you,” I whispered into her neck.  
 
    Finally, she let her body fall backwards, me holding her up. I rested the back of her against the pool wall and tugged down the little fabric covering her. Her tiny nipples were hard as rocks, begging to be tasted. As I leaned down to lap one up, I watched her watching me do it. My tongue came out of my mouth and I flicked it several times, feeling her jolt in my arms. “Oh yeah. Whose complaining now?” I sucked it in between my teeth, pulling with a bit of force to arouse her. Her nails were on my shoulders, digging in as I repeated the process on the neglected opposite nipple. By the time I was done savoring each one, she was pulling me by my hair back for another hungry kiss.  
 
    Fully exposed, I cupped her tits with one hand, squeezing them as our tongues continued to mingle.  
 
    All of a sudden, I pulled away, unable to grasp how difficult it was going to be to do it. “We should slow down.” 
 
    She nodded, but didn’t move out of my hold. “We could get out and eat.” 
 
    “I’d like to eat something else, but we both know it’s too soon, right?” I needed her to agree with me before my body took control of the situation, and I doubted she’d stop me at this point.  
 
    Addison let her legs down from my waist. She refastened her top and started swimming away from me. “Stay there.” When she got to the other side of the shallow end she held onto the edge. “Ask me anything, but stay over there. If I answer you can take a step forward. I’ll do the same thing. We can’t touch again until we know all we need to about each other.” 
 
    “I can be to you in three steps tops.” 
 
    “Small steps. Foot size. Be fair. I’m trying to distance us so we do this right. I’ve never been this way with anyone. It’s freaking me out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. I’ll just be over here, beating off to the image of your tits.” 
 
    She splashed water in my direction. “If you don’t play along I’ll put on one of my Gram’s suits next time.” 
 
    “Fine. You go first.” 
 
    I knew she might ask me things I didn’t want to answer. At this point I’d have to lie. I hated the idea of doing it, but it would protect her heart in the long run. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. 
 
    “How many women have you been with?” Wow she started with a big one. 
 
    “I don’t know. Twelve maybe.” She took a step forward.  
 
    It was my turn. “I’m not going to ask about you, because it doesn’t matter. How bad do you want me right now?” 
 
    She laughed in a cute way. “You can’t ask that.”
“You said anything.” 
 
    “Fine. So bad. I can close my eyes and feel you entering me.” She started motioning our movements, and making sounds like we were getting it on. “Oh yes, it’s so good. Please don’t stop. I’m cumming.” 
 
    I put up my hands, trying hard not to laugh my ass off. “Okay fine. I’ll ask something else.” I thought about Addison and everything she’d been through. We’d had deep conversations the day at the lake, but there was still so much I didn’t know. “What’s the best memory you have of your childhood?” 
 
    “Holidays come to mind. We spend them all together. It’s pretty amazing. One year my parents bought me a horse. I didn’t ask for it, but I loved him right away. He’s still out in the pasture. I ride him on occasion, but for the most part he’s living the rest of his years comfortable and happy.” 
 
    I took my step toward her and swished the water around me.  
 
    “How many women have you loved?” 
 
    “Twelve.” I waited for her to be shocked before retracting. “I’m kidding. Once. I’ve been in love once.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, I said it to a couple guys, but I’m not sure if I meant it.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re a heartbreaker.” 
 
    She laughed. “Whatever.” It took her a second to think of another question. “What was the worst moment of your life?” Maybe I shouldn’t have answered honestly, but I needed to get it off my chest. “Realizing I had a mother who never wanted me.” 
 
    She took a step toward me as I responded. “What about you? What’s the worst moment of your life.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have a few I remember vividly. One is hitting rock bottom with drugs. I knew what I was doing to myself, but not my family. I still see that pain in their eyes sometimes. It’s hard. I think another one was learning what happened to my mother before I was born. She was taken by someone and held captive. He tortured her, and she lost a child. I didn’t learn about it until I was older. My mom sat us down and explained it. I can’t imagine what it was like for my dad, wondering if he’d ever see her again.” 
 
    In that moment I knew this game was over. I couldn’t continue playing around when her answer hit so close to home. “I’m getting hungry. Let’s get out and eat.” 
 
    “What? I’m almost to you.” 
 
    I started getting up, leaving her to wonder about my actions. As I hurried over and wrapped my naked body in a towel I contemplated asking her to take me home, but I couldn’t. I was so drawn to her; so determined to be with her, yet couldn’t figure out how to get past the lies that were haunting me during every moment we shared.  
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    Cole was doing it again, withdrawing from me. I didn’t understand. We were enjoying ourselves, and then, BAM, it was over. I wanted to drill him this time, but knew it would end in a disaster. 
 
    We both climbed out from the pool and sat down at a table to eat. He was across from me, popping a few fries in his mouth like nothing weird had just transpired.  
 
    Maybe it was better he stopped us. It was possible I was going to let him go further than I might be comfortable with. Then again, this wasn’t a one-night-stand scenario. Sure, I’d known him for a week, but physically I knew what I wanted. Those dormant parts of my body were taking control, not allowing me to rationalize with what would happen if I let go completely. 
 
    Another revelation which was quite obvious early on in the night was how I didn’t want to have to take him home. The house was large enough for both of us to stay, but did I know him enough? Could I trust this man? Joe never mentioned him being a criminal. Did I have to sleep with one eye open, or was I looking for reasons for him to have to go home? 
 
     As I struggled with myself over the decision, Cole decided to stand up and stretch, still naked. This time I couldn’t help from getting an eye full. “Um, you might want to cover up.” 
 
    Looking away would solve nothing at this point. The image was etched into my mind forever – a well endowed one at that. 
 
    “See something you might want to explore, precious?” 
 
    I looked into his eyes as I spoke. “I hope my brother walks up and sees you.” 
 
    “Will he kick my ass?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    He sat back down. “I don’t want to cause trouble. I’d hate to give him a beat down on his own turf.” 
 
    “Noah can hold his own,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, if you haven’t noticed, I’m a lover not a fighter.”
“You’re not even going to cover up are you?” 
 
    “Are you afraid?” 
 
    “No! Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “Curious?” 
 
    I raised my brow to appear serious. “You must be kidding. You’ve seen one you’ve seen them all.”
“So you wouldn’t say mine was particularly special?” 
 
    “Are we seriously discussing your dick?” 
 
    He leaned forward and folded his hands on the table. “What else would you rather talk about?” 
 
    “If you put your shorts back on I might let you spend the night.” 
 
    This got his ass moving. He rose from his seat and pulled his shorts on without argument. When he was finished he stood over me. “Was that quick enough for you?” 
 
    I stood and started cleaning up the mess from our food. After shoving everything back in the bag, I wrapped a towel around my body, picked up my clothes, and started walking inside the cold air-conditioned house. “Come on. Let’s go in before we get eaten up by bugs.” 
 
    I could tell Cole was intrigued by the massive size of the house. It was extremely large, built by my grandfather as a home he could pass down to his family. My father built his own home, and so did my brother. Now my sister was doing the same. With thousands of acres in our name, it wasn’t hard for people to want to spread out. Eventually I’d be living here, alone, and overwhelmed. If it weren’t for our forever visiting family, I didn’t see my Gram living in it much longer. It was too much to keep up with. Most of the rooms never even got used, and when they did it was only for a place to sleep.  
 
    I took my time showing Cole around the place, explaining how the one wing was where my Gram resided. The other section was basically unused. People had lived there in the past, but now the rooms sat dormant.  
 
    I opened one of my favorite rooms that overlooked the pool. “This will be where you sleep tonight. There’s a bathroom in there if you need to shower.” 
 
    “Wait. Where are you sleeping?” 
 
    I pointed to the room across the hall. “This is where I always stay. It’s the same as the room you’re in.” 
 
    “This is a test, right? You’re trying to see if I’ll be cool about staying separately?” 
 
    “It’s not a test. I’m sleeping in my room, and you can have the one across the hall. Driving you home is out of the question. I plan on watching movies with you until I get tired, and then I’ll go to bed. If you’re a gentleman I may let you kiss me goodnight.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll play along, just to prove to you that I can withstand.” 
 
    “No doubt, Cole. I’m sure you will.” 
 
    “Hey,” he grabbed my arm and pulled me close while still standing in the hall between the two rooms. “If you want me to find a ride home I will. You don’t have to make room for me.” 
 
    “I think we’ve proven how much I like having you around.” I looked down at his crotch as I said the next phrase. “Especially after seeing what you have to offer.” 
 
    “Mmhmm, I wanted to leave a lasting impression, precious.” 
 
    I couldn’t resist this man, even when he acted full of himself. He was so casual. I envied his ability to be that way; to not dwell on what could be happening in my life and living each day to the fullest. I was drawn to it, needing to learn how to express myself in that same lifestyle. 
 
    “What would you say if I asked you to camp out in my room and watch movies until it’s time to go to sleep? My gram always has ice cream and popcorn.” 
 
    “You know I only want to be close to you, so I’m game.” 
 
    He was also sweet, an irresistible trait I couldn’t ignore. Did I want to sleep with this guy?  
 
    Hell yes I did.  
 
    The only thing keeping me from jumping his bones was the walk of shame I knew I’d take when I awoke the next morning. I wanted the timing to be right. If he really enjoyed my company the way I did his, he’d wait. “Go climb in bed, with your clothes on, by the way, and I’ll go make us some snacks.” 
 
    He yanked me backwards by the hem of my shirt. “Don’t go without saying goodbye. You really need to practice that.” 
 
    I kissed him tenderly on the mouth. “You should put a shirt on.” 
 
    “Not happening. I like how I make you drool.” 
 
    I shoved him in a playful way. “Go away. You’re terrible.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for Cole to say something else. Instead I hurried downstairs to make us some snacks. There was no need to dirty up the living room. We could watch anything up in the room I was staying in.  
 
    Since she’d gone out of town last minute, I didn’t have time to consider I might be entertaining anyone, especially a sexy guy. I scavenged through the cabinets looking for something interesting. I made popcorn and grabbed a bunch of waters. Then with my teeth, I held a quart of ice cream and carried it upstairs.  
 
    Cole was lounged back on the bed, flipping through the channels. He turned on his side as he saw me walking in the room with my hands full. “Did you bring the whole kitchen?” 
 
    I handed him the items and got the rest situated on the bedside table. “I didn’t want to go back down.”  
 
    He patted the spot beside him. “Get in here with me.” 
 
    “I want to get a shower first.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    My hands went to my hips. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “How sure are you of that decision? I mean, is there room for change?” 
 
    “Give me your best argument why I should shower with you. I want to hear it.” This was going to be good. 
 
    Cole sat on the edge of the bed and cracked his knuckles like he was warming up. “Okay, here goes nothing.” He looked up at me while taking my hands in his. “You say we’re still strangers, right?” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “What better way to change that then to get naked and discover every unknown inch of each other?” 
 
    In a completely twisted way it made sense, though he wasn’t going to win so easily. “You’re crazy if you think I’m falling for that.” 
 
    “Tell me you’re not attracted to me. Say you don’t like what you’ve already seen.” 
 
    “Why would I say that? You know it’s not true.” 
 
    “Addison, I’m just a man, who is seriously attracted to you. All I’m asking is to be able to show you just how much. What would it hurt if we took our clothes off and climbed under the shower together? I’ll wash your back, and you can wash whatever your heart desires of mine. There are no off limit areas.” 
 
    My cheeks were burning, as was the rest of my body. I knew he could tell, though he didn’t call me out on it. He was so blunt about things. I couldn’t begin to come up with rational reasons to talk myself out of what he was suggesting. At times like this we weren’t two addicts sneaking around to be together. We were simply two people starting something new. I wanted to explore what it felt like to lose myself completely with him. I could already feel his touch on me, even though he was only holding my hands. He’d seen my chest. How bad would it be if I let him see everything else? Wasn’t it only skin? 
 
    I backed us both up toward the bathroom, saying nothing as I did it. Cole leaned forward kissing me with urgency for what was to follow. I’d never showered with anyone before. Out of all my sexual endeavors I’d never done something so ordinary with someone I was attracted to. I knew very well where this kind of act could lead. “I’m agreeing to a shower, Cole,” I explained while turning on the water. 
 
    He nodded and brushed his lips over mine. “I’ll do whatever you tell me.” 
 
    His hands left mine and went behind his back. I stepped away from him and lifted my shirt over my head. He’d already seen my breasts, so I didn’t feel shy when I unclasped my bra and tossed it on the floor. My arms fell down to my sides, watching as he took me in. I kept having to swallow the nervous knots as they formed in my throat. “You’re making me feel like I’m being judged.” 
 
    His arm lifted and I felt his pinky finger tracing the skin between my breasts. “You’re fucking perfect.” His words, certain, practiced, echoed off my skin as his lips coursed over my neck. “I could get lost in you.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as I felt him unfastening my shorts, taking them and my panties down at the same time. He kneeled as he did it, ending up face to face with my most private of areas. I tried to put my hands there to cover myself, but he moved them, whispering something under his breath so I couldn’t hear.  
 
    I was gasping for air, exposed fully to this man like I was on display. His hands held my hips while I watched his face narrowing in on my prize. Nervous didn’t begin to explain how vulnerable I felt. Slow and steady, his lips kissed the base of my pussy. He kept them there for a second, leaving me breathless.  
 
    Cole stared up at me as he stood. His focus was obvious. “I’ll only go as far as you let me.” 
 
    “I know.” And I did know. I trusted him, completely. More than I should. “That’s what I’m afraid of. What if I can’t stop.” 
 
    He unbuttoned his shorts, shoving them down until he was just as naked as me. Then he backed us into the shower. Once inside, he ran his hands over my wet hair. “Close your eyes, precious.” 
 
    I did as he requested, closing my eyes while trembling.  Lathered hands started on my hair, scrubbing out the chlorine from the pool. He moved me in direct contact with the beads of water, making sure it was rinsed thoroughly. I could feel the smoothness of the conditioner being rubbed in, and then quickly rinsed out. It was quiet for a second. The sounds of him moving things around was apparent. His hands began rubbing my shoulders. They were slippery, full of aromatic soap. Cole was gentle, working his way over my skin as if I were fragile. He was gentle, careful even, on occasion kissing me where he’d just washed. 
 
    When he reached my breasts I gasped. I was too consumed to open my eyes, not that I’d be able to see anything. He was still behind me, working his magic hands over every part of me. He turned me around once he finished my back side, running a hot cloth between the crack of my ass. I knew if I opened my eyes I’d see him taking me in, and I wasn’t prepared to handle it, even though I knew it was taking place. Exactly like the back, he took his time washing my skin, narrowing in on the final area he’d yet to explore. I could feel the rag as his lips brushed over mine, tracing the skin of my pussy. He rubbed it harder, causing my knees to become feeble and wobbly. A tiny cry escaped my lips when I realized the rag had dropped and his hand was now doing all the work. His kisses were slow paced, like he had plenty of time left to spend. I finally opened my eyes when he was left holding me close to him. “You’re all finished,” he announced with a ornery grin. 
 
    I smiled back and gave him room to clean himself. Cole acted as if he were alone, washing quickly with no regard for me being so close and watching. He turned around and gave me the bar of soap, not even having to say what he wanted. I lathered my hands together and began at his shoulders, massaging the bubbles into his skin. Every muscle was flexed, hard and defined. He was scrumptious enough to imagine licking. I traced the shape with my fingers as I worked lower, finally getting to his tight little ass. I used both hands to lather the cheeks and then turned him so he’d be able to rinse off.  
 
    He kissed me once again, this time teasing me with his exposed tongue. When he pulled away he backed himself out, only to reach in and offer me a towel. I turned off the water and met him outside, feeling it being wrapped around my wet body. 
 
    Cole took my hand and led me back in the bedroom. He pulled the covers down and motioned for me to climb in. I was fully aware we were both naked, but I wasn’t concerned about what would happen. At this point I was barely able to keep from begging him for more. 
 
    Cole climbed in on the opposite side and pulled me into his arms. With little effort I was on my side facing him. He kissed my forehead and held me against his chest. There was a bowl of ice cream on the bedside table melting away, but I didn’t dare mention it. This felt too right to ruin. This side of Cole was making me wonder how on earth I’d ever be able to keep myself from falling for him. It was obvious how interested I already was, but he was so careful, understanding, and above all someone I could relate to.  
 
    “I’ve never done this before.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Relaxed.” It was the proper word to use. It’s how I felt. He’d washed me, and put me to bed. I was in his strong arms, warm and cozy. “Don’t let go.” 
 
    Another kiss was placed on the top of my head. “Does this mean I get to sleep in here with you?” 
 
    I nodded, but answered anyway. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. Get some sleep, Addison.” 
 
    “Goodnight Cole.” 
 
    Some women may have laid there awake contemplating making a move, but not me. I closed my eyes and imagined a future with Cole; what it would be like and if everyone would be able to accept it. He was everything I’d ever wanted and more. I had a chance to be with him; to have a real relationship again. Being with him was natural. I felt alive and content. He enjoyed my company, not to mention made me feel like I was the only woman on the planet. And as if that wasn’t enough, he’d shown me that sex wasn’t his first priority. He was proving to me that two people could be together , intimately and never have sex. I didn’t think it was possible before, but as I laid there wrapped in his arms, naked, I knew I’d been wrong. This man was changing me. After one week he’d become someone I wanted to stick around. I just needed to figure out how to make it happen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: star] 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Cole 
 
    It was hard knowing that every moment I spent with Addison could be my last. I was trying to not let myself get too attached, but she was perfect in every way imaginable. She was the kind of girl a guy dreams of finding, the kind to barely exist.  
 
    Holding her in my arms, clothed or not, made all my struggles dissipate. She was like climbing into a bed with clean sheets and never wanting to get out. The smell of her filled my nostrils, reminding me this wasn’t a dream. We were together, alone, and it felt right. Sure, we’d only known each other for a little amount of time, but who is to judge when you’re having a good time with someone?  
 
    Addison stirred and cozied into my body more. I kicked off the covers a while back because the heat from us being so close was causing me to sweat. She slept soundly, as if she didn’t have a care in the world.  
 
    I studied the dark room, what I was able to make out, and wondered if my uncle had ever been here. Is this where Addison’s aunt stayed when they were together? Surely they would have changed the mattresses.  
 
    I thought about what it was like back then, their relationship mostly. Did they get along, or was it hard for them to have things in common since my family came from nothing, while hers had it all. 
 
    Addison didn’t give me those vibes. She didn’t speak about it like it was hers. She’d call it her father’s money, or sometimes family, but never hers. I knew for a fact they all pitched in on the ranch, some siblings more than others. She’d be entitled to something down the road, which would in turn allow her to live comfortably. Thinking about it didn’t make me feel threatened. What did would be the moment her family put two and two together and realized I was affiliated with the people they’d never be able to forget. 
 
    Despite the fact that our relationship was a ticking time bomb, I couldn’t refuse myself the satisfaction I received when we were together. I’d ride out this train wreck, because weeks with Addison was better than nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    The next morning I had to get up and go into work for a few hours. I didn’t have a standing appointment until noon, so I took my time waiting for her to wake up on her own. She wiggled around, finally opening her eyes to see me looking at her. She pulled the sheets up to cover her mouth. “Good morning.” 
 
    “It is good.” What she was doing was so cute to me. I wanted to tease her about it, but changed my mind when I knew she’d run and try to brush her teeth. “You slept well.” 
 
    “Did you not?” She questioned. 
 
    “I stayed up for a while thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “This. Us. Whatever this is.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Her question left me wondering if I should tell the truth. Did I put it out there only to retract it later, because it was the right thing to do? 
 
    “The start of something.” My reply seemed to ease her worries. We were on the same page for now.  
 
    “What are you doing today?” 
 
    I played with her hair while I answered. “I need to go into work for a while, which sucks, because I’d love to be here with you, in this bed, naked like we still are.” 
 
    Addison’s eyes went from normal to bugged. She peeked under the sheet and then back to me. “Oh my god. I totally forgot.” 
 
    “Because I’m that good.” I winked when I announced it, making her giggle behind the fabric shielding her mouth. 
 
    “You definitely proved a point. Where did you learn to have such strong willpower?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The Army I suppose. I’ve learned to appreciate things more when I have to wait for them.” 
 
    “I’ve never slept naked with a guy and done nothing. Is that bad?” 
 
    I slipped closer and whispered in her ear, just to be a little more dramatic. “That’s because you’ve never been with a real man before. The wait will be worth it, precious.” 
 
    She sat up, taking most of the sheet with her, and pulling it completely away from my cock. Her eyes darted in the direction of my package. “Worth the wait. Got it.” 
 
    Without waiting for it to get awkward, I climbed over her and walked proudly to the bathroom. I heard her giggling, which instantly made me smile. It was fun getting to know her intimately. I had a feeling it might get even better. 
 
    It was much to my surprise when Addison came following me in the bathroom. My strand of urine was constant in the toilet when I heard the sink being turned on. She eyed me up while beginning to brush her teeth. “See something you like?” 
 
    She spit before answering. “Maybe I do.” 
 
    I finished up and flushed, making sure to put the seat back down to impress her. At home I never did it. Making my way to where she stood wasn’t hard. I think my dick led the way for the most part. “Is sharing out of the question?” I pointed to the toothbrush. 
 
    She spun around and opened a glass medicine cabinet, pulling out an unopened package of them. “What color do you want?” 
 
    I raised a brow. “You must do this a lot.” I acted like I was offended, waving my hands around like a lunatic. “And I thought I was special.” 
 
    She laughed with me, but waited for me to make a selection. When I did, she smacked me hard on the ass and hustled out of the room. 
 
    I found her a few minutes later wearing a long t-shirt. She was crossed legged on the bed flipping through channels on the television. I pulled on a pair of boxers and plopped down beside her. I began kissing the top of her knee as I spoke. “When can I see you again?” 
 
    “That depends what time you get off work. I want to go to a meeting tonight. Do you want to come with me?” 
 
    This was hard for me. In many ways I didn’t consider myself an addict. I could stop whenever I wanted, though this last time the withdraws kicked me in the ass. Considering I wanted to be with her, to support her in any way I could, I decided to go along. “Are you offering me a ride?” 
 
    “Maybe I am.” 
 
    We kissed slowly. “Then maybe you can pick me up at four.” 
 
    “Maybe I will.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to begin exploring her with my hands. Quick kisses became paced. My intentions weren’t good, because I knew at some point I would need to ravish her. She was a temple and I wanted to worship her, bathe in her essence, until there was nothing left unknown. 
 
    For the life of me I couldn’t back down. I persevered on, using my tongue as an instrument to get my way. She wouldn’t refuse me, not when I made her tremble from a simple embrace. 
 
    “I need to get going.” It almost hurt to admit. 
 
    Addison reached down and felt my erection. In some ways it shocked me she was being this curious. “Are you sure? It doesn’t seem like you want to.” 
 
    “Trust me. I don’t.” 
 
    We kissed on the lips, sluggishly, taking our time to sweeten the moment. “Do you want to stay the night again?” 
 
    I nodded. “I guess if I have to,” I joked. 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “Seriously. Tonight I want to do something different.” 
 
    “What,” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a secret.” 
 
    After we cleaned up the mess from the night before, including a full bowl of melted ice-cream, Addison drove me to the tattoo shop. I didn’t care that I was dressed in the same clothes since I was one of the only guys working. We don’t notice shit females pay attention to. At least I’d showered. 
 
    Saying goodbye was hard. I wanted nothing more than to spend the day basking in the sun with her. I feared she’d somehow change her mind and cancel our plans, on account of how heated it had gotten the night before. I vowed to take it slow, but she was making it extremely complicated to do so. 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” I whispered against her lips. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “We can pick up some steaks and I’ll cook for you.” 
 
    “I’ll get them. I’ll see you soon.” Her offer would help us spend more time together alone. I was all right with that happening, and I trusted she knew what a good steak looked like at the market. 
 
    “Don’t miss me too much. I wouldn’t want to have to pry you off me later.” 
 
    “Keep dreaming,” she teased as she pulled away from the curb, leaving me there to watch her go. 
 
      
 
    The day started with a few girls who came in to get matching pieces. While I was getting everything set up I heard them talking about me, taking bets on if I was single or not. For the most part I ignored them. I was there to do a job, and then spend time with Addison later. Then I got to thinking about hurting her in the long run. Wouldn’t it be easier to come off as a player in the beginning to keep her safe from misery? I was torn. 
 
    The girls were ridiculous, asking me every question under the sun. Each piece took about forty minutes to complete, and when I was finished the last thing I wanted to do was mess up a good thing with Addison, not yet at least. One chick handed me her number. “I’m seeing someone.” 
 
    “Is it serious?” 
 
    Was it? After a week was it serious enough to where I was off the market? Did I want to see her out with another guy? Joe? 
 
    Hell no! 
 
    “We’re exclusive. Sorry.” 
 
    “Keep the number. Nothing lasts forever.” Her words echoed in my mind. Maybe she was right. Nothing good stands the test of time. In my lifetime nothing did anyway. 
 
    It was already thirty minutes after three. The other guy who’d been working had been sitting around for an hour with his thumb up his ass doing nothing. I cleaned up my station and decided to wait for Addison out front.  
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket to let her know I was available for pick-up. 
 
    I’m finished if you want to come get me early. – C 
 
    I’ll be there in five. Just checking out at the grocery store. – A 
 
    It took her about seven total minutes to pull up in front of where I was standing. She had changed her clothes and put her hair in a messy ponytail. Her makeup was light, and I liked her better that way. She was beautiful naturally. She didn’t need to hide it with shit caked on her face. As soon as I climbed in the car she was waiting to kiss me. I welcomed it, lifting my hand up to hold her cheek as we greeted each other.  
 
    A knock on the passenger side window stopped us. One of the girls from earlier was standing outside of the vehicle. I pushed the button and let it lower so I could see what she wanted. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I forgot to give a tip earlier.” She looked at Addison’s car, which happened to be an expensive sedan. “Now I know why you said you were exclusive. Anyway, you have my number. Call me if your status ever changes.” 
 
    I took the cash and clenched my jaw, wondering how I was going to explain this without hearing shit. By the time the window was up Addison was laughing her ass off. “Oh my god. What was that about?” 
 
    “Apparently she wants me.” 
 
    “She said you were exclusive. Do you have a girlfriend I don’t know about?” 
 
    Her smile changed when she realized who I was talking about. I’d been clear that this was casual. Now I had her concerned, and I wasn’t sure how to go about it. “I’m looking at her.” 
 
    “What changed your mind?” 
 
    “Everything. You did. I don’t know. Can we talk about it later? I just want to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    It was a douche move to ask her to drop it, but I couldn’t be responsible for my answers otherwise. This girl had me by my nuts. It wasn’t about the sex, or lack thereof. It was deeper; a connection that would bring me to my knees in pain if I didn’t figure something out quick.  This woman would break me, more than the one before her.  
 
    When we pulled up at the ranch there was someone already swimming in the pool. A girl, resembling Addison walked up to the gate to greet us. “You must be Cole. I’ve heard so much about you.” She extended her hand for me to shake. 
 
    Addison came up behind me. “Don’t listen to her. I haven’t told her anything but your name. She’s nosey like that.” 
 
    I realized after that it was her sister Christian. “Oh, you’re Christian.” 
 
    “Chris. That’s Ethan over there.” She pointed to the guy who was reading a book with ear buds in, so he couldn’t hear a word we were saying. 
 
    “Cool.” I lifted up the bags of cold food. “We better get these in the refrigerator.” 
 
    Addison led the way into the main house. Once inside we put the food away. She came over and wrapped her arms around me, hugging me without a real explanation. “You okay, precious?” 
 
    “I am now.” 
 
    “Do you want to elaborate?” 
 
    She peered up into my eyes. “Do you want to be exclusive? I’m only asking because I hate sharing. I’m not selfish. I just like having my own things.” 
 
    “Am I a thing?” 
 
    “Well,” she snickered, “sort of.” 
 
    I placed my hands on her ass and squeezed. “I think I might be okay with this arrangement.” 
 
    “This is bad.” 
 
    I kissed her on the nose. “Says who? Seriously. Who makes the rules?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not used to letting new people into my life.” 
 
    “I want to know all of you,” I explained while running a hand over her cheek. “Let’s forget about everyone else for once. We can call this what it is. I’m tired of searching for reasons why it shouldn’t happen.” 
 
    “No one is going to understand how all of a sudden we’re a couple.” 
 
    “We’ll take it slow. They don’t need to know details.” 
 
    “What about me being your sponsor?” 
 
    “Why don’t we try to keep our relationship separate from your professional life. I’m not saying you shouldn’t keep our relationship a secret, but maybe it’s better if I find somewhere else to go to meetings and be sponsored, if I go at all. To be honest I used more for recreation. I mean, yeah, it got out of hand. For a while there I went crazy. I’m not justifying my actions to sugar coat them. I’m just saying I’m in control. I don’t need a twelve step program to keep me in check. I’m not worried about going back there. It’s not even remotely interesting, not when I have something so much more worthwhile to look forward to every day.” 
 
    “How about this then. I’ll skip that extra meeting tonight. We can have a nice meal and do what normal people would do without having to think about an addiction.” 
 
    “I’m only okay with that if you are. If you need to go to a meeting I won’t stand in your way. I don’t want you losing track of what’s important.” 
 
    “I’m okay. When I’m with you I don’t think about who I used to be.” 
 
    “That’s good. You must really like me.” 
 
    “I do,” she agreed. “Probably way too much.” 
 
    Since we didn’t have to rush out to a meeting in town, Addison helped me marinate the steaks. She put a salad together, while I headed outside to start the grill. I’d only been outside a couple minutes before her sister found me. “So, how long have you been interested in my sister?” 
 
    I smiled and pretended I wasn’t nervous to divulge information. “I suppose I’ve been interested since we met.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Here originally. I went into the Army out of high school and moved to Georgia. I got back a couple weeks ago.” 
 
    “Are you a player?” 
 
    “What?” I scrunched up my face. “I don’t have time for that shit. I’m real. What you see is what you get.” 
 
    “If you hurt my sister I’ll make sure you never get a chance to hurt anyone else again.” 
 
    I put down the grill brush and shook her hand. “I have no reason to let you down.” 
 
    “Good. You also might want to keep your dick in your pants. My sister doesn’t need anything to add to her problems. Stay clean. Don’t take her back to the place she was before. I’m not screwing around either. I will personally destroy you if you hurt her.” 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty, really I do, but you don’t have to worry about that. I like her clean and healthy.” 
 
    “Good. Ethan and I are about to leave. Don’t give me any reasons to come check up on you later.” 
 
    “I won’t.” It was funny being threatened by such a petite female, though I knew she meant business. 
 
    Once the steaks were on the grill, I went over and grabbed a pair of swimming trunks. I went inside to change and found Addison sitting on a stool in her swimsuit. “You went home and got clothes. That’s not fair.” 
 
    “I live right down the dirt lane. I took the golf cart while you were gabbing with my sister.” She lifted up a bag. “Don’t worry. There’s stuff in here you can wear.” 
 
    “I’m not wearing your dad’s clothes.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, I’d never get you those. They’re Noah’s. He still has a closet full of stuff in his old room in boxes. It’s been years since he moved out, but I’m sure they’ll fit you, and he won’t miss them. Mom said she’s donating them anyway.” 
 
    “You thought of everything. What if I wanted to go home?” 
 
    She brought her foot up between my legs and teased me. “I’d persuade you to stay.” 
 
    I walked until I was in between her legs. “Oh, I like being persuaded.” 
 
    She bit down on her lower lip and smiled. “I bet you do.” 
 
    “I need to flip the steaks in approximately five minutes. Don’t you dare get me going so I screw them up.” 
 
    “I’m too hungry to do that.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? You like thick meat do ya?” 
 
    “Shut up. You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I was serious,” I argued. “I wanted to know. I can satisfy any cravings you might be having, with the steaks of course.” 
 
    I kissed her quickly before walking back outside. This was getting dangerous. I was treading on thin ice that was about to break beneath my feet. 
 
    While I considered how quickly things were progressing, and what it all meant, my phone began to ring. It was Joe. He was the last person I wanted to talk to. 
 
    “Hey, man. What’s up.” 
 
    “Don’t hey man me. You’re using again aren’t you?” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “You didn’t come home last night. You think I don’t know the patterns?” 
 
    “I’m at my girl’s house. I spent the night and she picked me up from work. Damn.” Of course he’d accuse me of being stoned. He’d never trusted me. 
 
    “Where does this girl live? I want to make sure you’re telling me the truth.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you my business.” 
 
    “Then you can get the fuck out of my parent’s house. I’m not going to stand for you hurting them again.” 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous. I’m a grown man. I’m allowed to make my own decisions.” 
 
    “Come get your shit, or I’ll drop it off to someone who needs it.” 
 
    “Whoa! Wait a damn minute.” 
 
    The line went dead. I rushed into the house after turning off the grill. “I need to go home.” 
 
    “Why? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “No. Joe is tossing my shit out. He thinks I’ve been using because I didn’t come home last night.” 
 
    “You were with me.” 
 
    “I know, but I didn’t want you to get mad if I told him.” 
 
    Addison grabbed her keys and started heading for the door. “I’ll bring the car around. Get the steaks and put them in the refrigerator until we get back. If Joe wants proof, I’ll give it to him.” 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    It was time to stop hiding behind what I was afraid of. Joe was threatening Cole. He needed to stop assuming the worst in him. Since I’d met him he’d been nothing but perfect. It pissed me off how bad Joe treated him, not to mention he was ruining our night together. 
 
    I think one of the biggest problems for me was that my family was always around. I was still getting to know Cole. Since they’d all pretty much gone out of town, I had the ranch to myself, or at least my Gram’s house. It was like we couldn’t catch a break. 
 
    I was hot driving to Joe’s house, and I’m not describing the temperature. Cole was beside me telling me how Joe was threatening him. What really rubbed me wrong was that Cole was just trying to start his life over. Yeah, he’d made mistakes along the way, but didn’t everyone? How could Joe continue to try and hook up with me when he treated his foster brother like he was a junkie? Cole hadn’t dabbled into the things I’d gotten involved in. He was a much better example for me to follow.  
 
    “I’ll handle Joe, precious. You just stay in the car.” 
 
    If he thought I wasn’t going to give him a piece of my mind he was very mistaken. “The hell with that. Joe needs a wake-up call.” 
 
    “And you think rubbing it in that we’re together will solve anything?” I could tell Cole was worried about me, but he didn’t need to. It took a lot for me to get pissed, but once I was there, nothing could keep me from speaking my mind. 
 
    “It will prove that he’s wrong. It will show him why I don’t want to date him.” 
 
    “Addison, I don’t care what Joe thinks. He’s an asshole. He always was.” 
 
    That was beside the point. Joe was an egotistical pig. He treated people with problems like they weren’t worth anything. He didn’t have compassion whatsoever. “No. I’m not okay with him doing this. He’s a hypocrite.” 
 
    For the fifteen minute car ride Cole and I tried to delegate who would say what. Maybe it would have gone better if I hadn’t pulled up and seen clothes strewn across the front lawn. I looked over at Cole, seeing the anger in his eyes. My hand reached out and fell over his. “Don’t let it get physical. Like it or not, he’s a cop and he can make your life hell.” 
 
    “I know. I want to rip his fucking nuts off, but I’ll try to restrain. You don’t know how hard it’s going to be though. This has been a long time coming. I’m sick of abiding by his rules. ” 
 
    I parked out front, only to see items already covering the front lawn. I knew better than to think this would sit well with Cole. His eyes were intent on one thing – retribution. The next thing I knew Joe emerged from the house, carrying another handful of Cole’s clothes. I don’t know which one of us got out of the car first, but the moment my eyes locked with Joe’s it was like Cole had disappeared from the equation. Joe’s mouth dropped, and he appeared to be stunned we were there together. A part of me wanted to smile, because the sexy man getting out of my car wanted to be with me just as much as I wanted him.  We had a chance to be happy – both of us longing for a connection. Nothing was going to stop me from spending time with him, not even his love-struck foster brother. 
 
    Joe pointed to Cole, but looked at me. “Tell me you’re just his ride home.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to appease you. We’re together. He’s who I want to be with.” 
 
    “You whore. Do you know how long I’ve waited for you?” 
 
    Cole darted in between us. “Leave her out of this, man. She’s not a whore. She’s nothing like that at all.”
“No.” He looked at me again with pleading eyes. I understood he was hurt, but he didn’t need to shame me with inconsiderate names to make himself feel better. “I want to know why you of all people are helping him. He’s a loser. He came from trash and he’ll always be trash.” 
 
    This hurt my heart. Joe was jealous, so he’d decided to lash out however he saw fit. It wasn’t fair to judge Cole for what his family did. He was his own individual. “I happen to think he’s a great guy,” I announced from behind Cole. 
 
    “You would. I don’t know why I’m not surprised. It takes one junkie to know another one.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to grab hold of Cole before I watched him pounce on Joe. They rolled around the ground, shouting profanities and throwing punches. I tried to intervene, but they were out of control, and I knew with my small proportions I’d only get hurt, so I did the next best thing. “Cole, stop. You’re going to kill him. Cut it out you two. This is ridiculous.” 
 
    Cole shoved Joe one more time before they moved away from each other. “Don’t you ever fucking call her that again.” 
 
    “You can have her. I’d never want sloppy seconds after you. You’re filth. If she’s willing to fuck you then she’s nothing special at all.” 
 
    I jumped in front of Cole before he could haul off and hit Joe again. “Just let it go.” 
 
    “Get your shit off my property. If I see you around here I’ll report you for breaking and entering.” 
 
    “I live here.” 
 
    “No you don’t. You crossed a line, Cole. You knew how I felt about her. Was that her bra?” He shook his head and let out a disgusted laugh, before looking in my direction. “Wow, that didn’t take long.” 
 
    The fact that I still hadn’t had sex with Cole made me laugh. Of course he’d misconstrue the situation, yet I wasn’t about to correct him. “He’s more of a man than you’ll ever be, Joe. Lose my number. I’d never get involved with someone as shallow as you.” I reached my hand out to Cole. “Come on. Lets get your things and get out of here.” 
 
    It wasn’t until we were in the car when Cole addressed the situation for what it was. “I don’t have any place else to go, Addison. Maybe I should call my foster parents and tell them what happened.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. There are two empty trailers on the ranch. My dad is looking for renters. You can stay there until you find something else.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Why? I won’t tell him we’re involved. I’ll explain I’m helping you. He’ll be fair. My dad will do it for me. Besides, he’s going away. I don’t even have to tell him until they get back.” 
 
    The only two people who had to know were my siblings and I didn’t think Chris or Noah would rat on me. I’d kept secrets for them, and frankly I didn’t even think I wanted Cole to be one. Sure, I’d keep the reason we met under lock and key, but only because I knew they wouldn’t understand. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think it’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to move in with me. The ranch is big. We could go for days without seeing each other.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that would happen.” 
 
    I smiled in the midst of him needing me to be serious. “I’m not a stalker. I can restrain.” 
 
    “If you’re sure it won’t cause a problem? I can pay the rent upfront if it will help. How much is it?” 
 
    “I’ll ask. Just relax. We’ve got at least a week before they find out. You’ll have plenty of time to figure out if it’s where you want to be.” 
 
    “Addison,” he said in a serious tone. “I wouldn’t do this if I had another place to go. I’m not seeing you for some kind of handout. I enjoy being with you. If it will make you feel better I’ll get online and look for small places I can afford, at least until I can save up enough for something better.” 
 
    “Cole, I insist. Stop fretting. It’s all good, I promise.” 
 
    I could tell he felt funny about taking me up on the offer. Maybe he knew it wasn’t really my place to promise something that wasn’t exactly mine, but my parents had raised me to help people we cared about, and even though we were only starting out, I did care. 
 
    Instead of going straight to my Gram’s house, I drove up to one of the old trailers that wasn’t being used. The lawn needed to be trimmed, and I was sure my brother was storing some of his shit inside, but Cole wouldn’t care. He needed a place to keep his things; to go home to at night. I stepped out of the car and looked at the back kitchen door. “It’s nothing fancy.” 
 
    “Does the roof leak?” He asked. 
 
    “Nope. You’ll stay dry.” 
 
    He started getting some of the clothes we’d grabbed from the backseat. “I really appreciate this. For what it’s worth, Joe was wrong. You’re nothing like he said. I’ve never met a woman like you, Addison. It pisses me off how he tried to hurt you. You should have let me keep pounding.” 
 
    “I’m a big girl. I can handle name calling. I have an older brother and live on a ranch. Don’t think for a second I haven’t been teased. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned it, but I have a ton of cousins and we tend to gang up on each other.” 
 
    “Still, I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment. Come on, I’ll show you around.” 
 
    Cole followed behind me, taking it all in. I think he was a little overwhelmed. We’d just agreed to be exclusive and date and now I was moving him onto the ranch. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he turned around and ran for the hills. 
 
    After we went through the whole trailer, Cole grabbed my hand and pulled me into his arms. “Is this what you do with all your boyfriends?” 
 
    “Ha ha. You’re hilarious.” 
 
    “I’m kidding. Thank you. I’d rather be anywhere but back with Joe.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. He was an ass.” 
 
    “I guess dinner is ruined?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. It’s going to be great. Let’s get out of here. We can come over tomorrow and clean up the place.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Did you forget about spending the night with me?” I was sure he hadn’t. 
 
    “I figured after everything you’d want a break.” 
 
    I shoved him down on the couch that was covered by sheets. Before he could argue I was on top of him, kissing him passionately on the lips. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t want a break. We’re just getting started.” 
 
    Dinner only took a few minutes to heat back up. We sat at the kitchen island eating side by side. Cole seemed withdrawn. He didn’t say much, and I was certain it was due to the earlier events. Who could blame him for feeling like a burden? I had no idea what it felt like to be disrespected like Joe had done, not until he did it to me.  
 
    Maybe if Cole weren’t around I would have felt more offended. Joe had always been so nice. He put on a fake façade, but inside he was an ugly man. It made me sick to think I’d actually considered giving him a chance at one point. Looking back, I was so glad I hadn’t. He didn’t deserve me or any other woman for that matter.  
 
    “Are you still thinking about what happened?” He asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately. It just really pissed me off. I mean, who does he think he is? What gives him the right to judge us? He’s not God.”
Cole started to laugh at me. “You’re really cute when you’re pissed off.” 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair, taking it out of the messy bun I’d had it in most of the day.  
 
    “Sorry. I’m sick of people judging. If it’s okay I’d rather not go swimming tonight. I feel like crawling into bed and being close to you without interruptions.” 
 
    “I’m good with that, except, I did tell you I had something in mind for tonight. If it only requires you to lay down, are you willing to do it?” 
 
    I snickered. “Is it sexual?” 
 
    “No. Not really. I mean, I’m sure it could lead to wanting to have sex, or you could find it absolutely boring.” 
 
    “You’re not going to give me any hints as to what it is?” I had no clue what he could want to do. He was being so secretive. It was amusing.  
 
    “I’m going to clean up dinner. Why don’t you head upstairs and take off all your clothes, climb on the bed and wait for me to join you?” 
 
    I almost choked on a gulp of tea I’d just been sipping on. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Oh I’m not. For what I want to do I’ll need you naked and sprawled. Plan on being that way for a while too. I like to take my time while I’m working. It makes for better results.” 
 
    Did he assume I was ready to sleep with him? Maybe inviting him to stay the night again was giving him false hope. The night we’d spent together had been amazing, and if he would have tried I probably would have let him. I wondered if one day could change the way I felt about it. Maybe I was still festering from earlier events to allow myself to relax and enjoy our time together. “You think I’m going to drop my pants so easily?” 
 
    “First,” he pointed to my legs. “You’re not wearing any pants. You’re in shorts. Second, it’s not what you think. Like I said before, we’re not having sex. Go upstairs and wait for me. Fetch me a piece of paper and a pencil. It can be a pen, but I prefer a pencil.” 
 
    I smiled. “Is it a game?” 
 
    “No. Would you stop asking and go do it? I promise I’ll be quick to join you.” 
 
    I had no idea what he was up to, but I wasn’t going to pass up on having him do the dishes. While I made my way up the steps, I could hear the plates clanking as he loaded them in the dishwasher. I went into my Gram’s office and grabbed a few sheets of paper and two pencils. When I got in the room I’d been staying in, I looked at the bed, reminiscing about the night before, and how romantic he’d been. No matter what he was up to, I had to be trusting.  
 
    I started undressing, feeling overwhelmed with nervousness. He’d said we weren’t going to have sex. Last night we’d slept in the nude and he hadn’t made a move on me. I couldn’t understand why I was being so dramatic.  
 
    By the time I was under the covers, I heard him enter the room. I was holding the sheets up to my chin, even though it wasn’t at all cold. “I did what you said.” 
 
    He pulled a chair closer to the edge of the bed, obtained the pencil and paper from the nightstand and stared at me. “I’m going to need you to get comfortable, oh and remove the sheet.” 
 
    “What?” Then it finally hit me. “You’re going to draw me aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’m scared. It so exposing.” 
 
    “Precious, I’ve seen every inch of you. Come on. I’m not asking you for anything inappropriate. This means a lot to me. I want to do it. Let me show you how I see you. Let me give you something to say thank you.” 
 
    How could I deny this gorgeous man anything? He’d been nothing but good to me. I shoved the sheet down away from my exposed body and posed by leaning on my elbow. “Is this good?” 
 
    “You’re perfect.” 
 
    “Do I get to draw you next?” 
 
    “Precious, you can do whatever you want to me once I finish, and that’s a promise. You’ve just made my lifetime.” 
 
    It was difficult to keep a straight face when all I wanted to do was smile. No man had ever made me feel so beautiful, so appreciated. It would be so easy to fall for him completely. The only question I had for myself was if I could let it happen, or would I push him away in fear of what could go wrong if he ever hurt me. 
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    Chapter 14 
 
    Cole 
 
    I wanted to forget what had happened with Joe, but I knew it wasn’t sitting well with Addison. She was still stewing as she sat posing for me. I wanted to take my time, envision her as royalty, and then draw her the way I see it. 
 
    “Stop fidgeting.” 
 
    She giggled, throwing her head back. “This is hard.” 
 
    “Would it help if I took my clothes off, because you know, I love being naked.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You’re a nudist aren’t you? That’s the catch. You’re perfect in every way because secretly you’re a nudist.” 
 
    Did she really call me perfect? I was flattered beyond belief. If she only knew the struggles I’d gone through in life, never feeling like I was worth a damn. In the service, before I was discharged, I gave everything my all, striving for greatness to fulfill the empty spot where gratification had never been met.  
 
    Low and behold I’m forced to return to the town where everyone literally knows my name as being trash. Without even trying I meet this woman who not only cares whether I’m sober or not, but also about me as a person. I didn’t know if it was luck or something else bringing us together. What didn’t fit into the puzzle was the fact that I was holding a heavy secret from her; one that could end this new beginning for both of us. That scared the shit out of me. “Yeah, I’m a nudist. I’ll have you converted in no time. Just wait. You’re going to love the nudist parties we attend. There are dicks and balls bouncing around, meshing together in harmony, while big saggy titted women stand around chatting about it over margaritas.” 
 
    She picked up a pillow from behind her and started cracking up while tossing it in my direction. “Shut up.” 
 
    I cackled while still doing some shading on her shapely legs. “You’ll love it. I’m telling ya.” I kept at it, knowing she was completely intrigued, yet disturbed at the same time. “They come in all sizes too. I mean, sometimes there are dudes who haven’t seen their actual dicks in years.” 
 
    “What?” She couldn’t keep her body in the same position anymore. She covered her mouth and fell back in hysterics. “I can’t do this. The image of that is stuck in my head.” 
 
    She was so cute, innocent, and mine for the taking. In that instant I wondered how I’d ever be able to walk away from something that felt this damn awesome. I sat the drawing to the side, climbed on top of the mattress, and pinned her down to kiss her tantalizing lips. Left breathless, I pulled away and made the trip down to her neck, sampling the taste of her salty skin as I continued with my travels. I was determined not to stop, and certain she wouldn’t make me. My attraction to her couldn’t be denied. Every inch of her needed to be explored. My mouth watered as I reached her abdomen, circling my tongue around her little belly button. A trail of wetness showed where I’d been, and the places left to discover. 
 
    Tiny hums escaped her lips the further my lips went down. By this time I think she knew what I wanted, and how restraining was becoming impossible. My clothes had been removed, not that she seemed surprised about it.  I’d teased her about being naked, but couldn’t help from wanting to be inside of her. As I slid my body between her legs, I felt them spreading for me, anticipating what would happen next. I picked up her thigh and drug my open mouth over it. Echoes of the sounds she was making vibrated off my lips. I was so close to the prize, focused on taking my time. My bottom lip dipped down coursing over her exposed clit. A gasp, followed with a shudder was her reaction. She sucked in air loudly, preparing for my next move. “I want this. Tell me I have you.” 
 
    “Yes.” Her hands dug into my hair. “Cole, please. I won’t stop you.” 
 
    I doubted she would. It was only a matter of seconds before I dipped down, covering her pussy with my whole mouth, licking her essence, and tasting what had been kept from me until now. Her musky arousal filled my senses, her pheromones causing me to crave her more. I was enthralled, working for the purpose of bringing her to a quaking eruption of pleasure. Nothing would stop me, not my past, not my fears. This was my moment.  
 
    My mouth brushed, and perused her shaved area. My thick tongue lapping her juices, while pressure gave her trembling spasms. I knew she was close. I could feel her body reciprocating movements. She was losing herself, digging her hand into my hair, guiding me to viciously continue until the brink of euphoria took control.  
 
    Then it happened. She bucked against my face, a powerful orgasm causing a loud bout of screams. Her ass tightened, lifting off the mattress until finally collapsing back down, still and lethargic.  
 
    My soaked lips kissed my way up her body, set on feeling her mouth against mine, her tongue tasting what I’d done. This was only the beginning of what was to come. If she allowed it I’d finally be inside of her. I’d connect to her in body and mind. We’d grow closer, losing ourselves in this new relationship.  
 
    Her kiss was electrifying. As if I needed a reminder of how hard I was, she reached down and began stroking my cock. I rocked to the rhythm she was moving, matching her hips as we grinded together. “Did it feel good, precious?” 
 
    She kept kissing me, teasing me with her tantalizing tongue. “Mmm, I need more. Do you have protection?” 
 
    I nodded against her lips. 
 
    “Go get it. I don’t want to wait.” 
 
    I ran my lips over her ear lobe. “Are you sure?” 
 
    She answered quickly. “Of course. Please. I want all of you. I can’t stop it. I don’t want to.” 
 
    I lifted her into a sitting position, pulling her against my chest as we embraced. While doing so, I reached into my wallet and got out a rubber, ripping it open with my teeth and letting her apply it. Even the slightest touch of her hands caused my dick to react. It had been too long.  
 
    While she managed the condom, I reached between her legs, spreading her warm juices around to prepare me for entry. My fingers dipped into her pussy, sampling her tight walls to know what to expect. This time I was the one groaning. My discovery was going to make it difficult to last long. “Damn, you’re so fucking tight.” 
 
    She lifted her body, positioning it to easily slide overtop of my awaiting erection. I threw my head back as she let it naturally slide in. Her channel was suffocating my girth, making me feel every single inch it entered. I dug my hands into the skin of her ass, pulling her up and then back down. Our mouths met for a ravenous bout of kisses. She bit down on my lip as her body began to rock harder than mine. Each time I was about to come I’d slow her pace and make her sit still. Finally, after some time, I knew we needed to switch positions. I flipped her around, making her stick her butt up high for me. Her supple ass drew me in. I took her hips into each hand and slid back inside. Her soaked pussy made sounds as I rammed her hard, intent on finishing with forced thrusts. I pulled back on her hair with one hand, bringing my mouth down to kiss hers as I felt my body succumbing to eruption. She cried out against my lips, losing herself at the same time I collapsed over her back.  
 
    When we separated, the room was still spinning. Addison lay beside me spread out and panting. We stared into each other’s eyes not needing to say anything at all. Whatever was happening between us was mutual. I couldn’t remember wanting something so much in my life. She’d given herself to me, and I owed her the same respect. This couldn’t go further. I knew it was already happening; that feeling like nothing in life is better- the four letter word no one wants to admit. It was starting. I was falling hard, and I had to put a stop to it, before I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
    This would never last. Fate was working against us before we ever met. I’d never be accepted by her family; or anyone else who cared about her. As painful as it was, I had to let go. The only question remaining was how to do it. Could I look into those beautiful green eyes and lie about our connection? Could I tell her it was only one-sided and I’d used her for sex? Could I abandon the one person who accepted me and make her think it was all some sick game? 
 
    I didn’t know if I was capable.  
 
    Addison was in my head. She was everywhere. In such a short time I’d become addicted to her touch, that sweet smile, and the way she made me feel about myself. I wanted her in my future, if not my lover, my friend. In spite of my fears, I could see it ending badly. I didn’t know what was worse; waiting until I was hopelessly in love, or walking away before ever getting to experience it. 
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    Chapter 15 
 
    Addison 
 
    That night we made love. Afterwards we lay there together, content and exhausted. There wasn’t a second of it I regretted. Cole was more than I expected him to be. He’d comforted me, showed me what it was like to feel normal, and appreciated my flaws. Never in a million years could I see this happening, could I have imagined the way we would connect. 
 
    The next morning I awoke to the smell of bacon. After looking beside me in the bed, I noticed he was gone. I got up, brushed my teeth, and then followed the aroma until I reached the kitchen. Standing in only a pair of shorts, Cole was washing a frying pan. A plate full of pancakes and bacon was staked high on the counter. He smiled when he noticed I’d come into the room, and poured me a cup of coffee. “Good morning, beautiful.” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “I didn’t wake up once. What about you?” 
 
    “I stayed up thinking about shit, but it was nice waking up next to you. You’d kicked the covers off and were all sprawled out on my side of the bed. I had about five inches to myself.” 
 
    I covered my mouth and began to laugh. “Seriously? I’m not used to sleeping with someone.” 
 
    “Do I need to buy a bigger bed?” 
 
    This made me smile. “Are you admitting you want to have more sleepovers?” 
 
    He brought two plates over and winked. “What do you think?” 
 
    I chewed on some bacon as I replied. “I think you can’t get enough of me.” 
 
    Cole sat down next to me and started pouring maple syrup over his food. “Perhaps. I think it goes both ways.” 
 
    “This is probably a terrible question to ask, but do you think we’re moving too fast?” 
 
    Before Cole could answer, I heard the front door of the house opening. I turned to see my father walking into the kitchen. “Daddy?” 
 
    He looked from me to Cole, down at what we were wearing, and then at our plates of food. I watched his arms cross as he took in a deep breath. I’d never been caught with a guy by my dad before. It was a little scary, and I couldn’t begin to imagine what was going through Cole’s head. “Addison,” he cleared his throat. “Your mother and I wanted to let you know we were heading out.” 
 
    I couldn’t look at Cole as I spoke. “This is my friend Cole. He just moved from Georgia. He’s looking to see if he could rent one of the trailers we have vacant.” I was going to freak out if he said no. “Before you say anything, he has his first months rent, and I already told him you don’t tolerate trouble makers.” 
 
    “Can I speak to you outside?” He looked over at Cole. “We’ll be right back, son.” 
 
    My dad practically drug me out to the pool yard. He let go once we were far enough away where Cole couldn’t hear us. “Young lady, you’ve got some explaining to do.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think.” I bit down on my lip and thought about how I wanted this to play out. “Actually, that’s not true. I’ve been seeing Cole. Last night he spent the night.” 
 
    For the record, I was an adult. I could sleep with who I wanted. It was the fact that I sort of snuck around to do it. “This is the first I’m hearing about a boyfriend. Do I need to be worried?” 
 
    “What? No! I’m not keeping secrets. The topic just never came up. I think I’m entitled to some privacy, don’t you?” 
 
    “Addison, your mother and I have been through a lot regarding your decisions in the past. We’re only looking out for your best interest.” 
 
    “Daddy, don’t be mad.” Calling him that reminded him that I was his baby girl. “That’s exactly why I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want you worrying. Cole’s a good guy. He was in the Army. He’s sweet to me, and I enjoy his company. He makes me feel normal, not like I’m an addict.” 
 
    “So, you think you can just move him in and I’ll be okay with it? You can’t make decisions without clearing it with me. I know nothing about this guy. He could be a criminal.” 
 
    “I assure you he’s not. Please. I don’t ask for much. I help out wherever I can, and I’ve been trying so hard to make you proud of me.” 
 
    “It’s not about that.” 
 
    “Daddy,” I pleaded. “He has nowhere else to go. He doesn’t get along with his brother. They got into an argument last night and he kicked Cole out. He’s a cop who thinks he’s God’s greatest gift. I feel terrible, because the fight was about me. Cole’s foster brother has been trying to get me to date him for years. When I showed up with Cole yesterday he went off. I feel responsible for this.” 
 
    My father’s shoulders relaxed. “You trust this guy?” 
 
    “Yes. Completely.” 
 
    “He can stay in one of the empty trailers under two conditions.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “It’s temporary. I don’t want him getting comfortable. As soon as he can find another place he needs to move out.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s the second?” 
 
    “You are not to spend the night there.” 
 
    “Dad, I’m an adult.” 
 
    “Addison, don’t give me a hard time. I’m about to leave town and a stranger is going to be hanging around. There’s no telling who this guy is, at least in my opinion. I’ll have your brother looking in on him every night, so don’t try to pull a fast one. If I find out you disobey me your friend can find somewhere else to stay. Do you understand me, darlin’?” 
 
    I lowered my head. “Yes, dad.” I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    “When I get back we’ll sit down with your friend and possibly reconsider the situation. Until then, behave.” 
 
    I put on a smile for his benefit. “Thanks, daddy.” 
 
    “I’ll have your mother call tonight when we get to the North Carolina farm. Keep out of trouble.” 
 
    “I will. I promise.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he turned to face me. “It’s five hundred for the first month. I want cash until I can do a background check on him. I need to make sure he hasn’t committed any felonies.” 
 
    “Dad, seriously?” 
 
    “Yes. I love you. We’ll call tonight.” 
 
    My dad walked back into the house, saying something quickly to Cole before I could hear. I watched him leave, and then turned to my very freaked out boyfriend. “He said you can move into the trailer.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. He also said if I hurt you in any way he’ll hide my body where no one will ever find it.” 
 
    I popped bacon into my mouth. “Oh, well that’s probably true.” 
 
    “Good to know,” he stammered. “It’s always nice to have a heads up when your life is about to end.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be quick, probably a bullet to the nuts first and then head. He won’t let you suffer. My dad has compassion for living creatures.” 
 
    “You’re scaring the shit out of me right now. I’m not hungry anymore.” 
 
    I reached over and leaned my body on his. Cole pulled away. “It’s best if I clean up and head over to the trailer. I don’t want him thinking I took advantage of his generosity.” 
 
    “You’re going overboard. My parents are gone for a week. By the time they get back the rest of my family will be with them. It will be so chaotic they’ll forget about you. It’s all good.” 
 
    “I’m good. Go on and get something other than a T-shirt on.” 
 
    I looked down realizing I had nothing on underneath. It made me blush. My dad knew we’d slept together. He must have been chomping at the bit to give Cole a piece of his mind, and probably a foot up his ass. “So you’re going to clean up and leave?” 
 
    “I can’t stay forever. I have work, and you have a ton of shit I’m sure.” 
 
    I looked right at him. “Are we okay?” 
 
    Cole sighed and pulled me closer. “Yeah. We’re okay. I’m a little freaked out, that’s all.” 
 
    I kissed him tenderly. “It’s going to be fine. I promise.” 
 
    Cole did as he said. He cleaned up breakfast and gathered his little bit of things, before telling me goodbye. I offered to drive him over to the trailer, but he insisted on walking. It made no sense. Sure, my dad put the fear of God in him, but Cole didn’t seem like the type of person to listen to an overbearing parent. I couldn’t believe he was acting so ridiculous. 
 
    By afternoon I was feeling worried. My sister had gone with me to a meeting. We stopped to get our nails done, and even grabbed a bite to eat. As we sat there enjoying the afternoon together, she started on me. “So, I wasn’t going to mention this, but Mom called and drilled me about Cole. She wanted to know where you met and why she’d never heard of him. It seems someone spent the night with you last night at Gram’s house, and I had to hear it from them first. You hussy.” 
 
    “What did you tell her?” I was worried my sister knew a little too much. It didn’t matter what she was calling me. I knew she was teasing. 
 
    “I told her you met him at the hospital when he got beat up for stalking kids on a playground. Oh, and I may have mentioned he was into trafficking.” She laughed at her own joke. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Yeah right. Seriously. What did you say?” 
 
    “I said you met him at work, and he seems like a nice guy.” 
 
    “Did she tell you he’s moving into the trailer?” 
 
    “Yep. I have specific orders to tell Dad if I catch you spending the night.” 
 
    “For Christ sakes. I’m an adult. Does no one else see that?” 
 
    Chris laughed at me. “Do you really think I’d squeal on you? You’re my sister.” 
 
    “What about Noah?” 
 
    “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She held up her glass of tea to clank it against mine. “Cheers to that.” 
 
    When we got back I dropped her off and went straight to the trailer. Cole was sitting on the couch watching an old television with bunny ears as an antenna. “Are you bored?” 
 
    “It gets four channels. At least there’s baseball on.” 
 
    I noticed he’d tidied up a bit. “It looks better in here. I guess you were too busy to call?” 
 
    “Addison, don’t get on me about it. I needed some time to recuperate from your dad walking in on us.” 
 
    I sat down across from him. “It could have been worse.” 
 
    “I don’t see how. Every single time the man sees me he’ll think of how we met. Guys don’t get over things like this. He hates me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t hate anyone. In my whole life my dad has hated maybe two people, and I guarantee neither have anything to do with you.” 
 
    He covered his face and said something under his breath.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing. Look, I like you, way more than I should. We had a good time, but if I’m staying here we need to cool off.” 
 
    It was breaking my heart. “I don’t understand. Is this because my dad?” 
 
    “No. It’s not just because of him. It’s other things too. I need to get my life in order. Being with you is great, but it’s distracting. I’ve got nothing to my name. It’s going to take time to reestablish myself. I’d rather keep you as a friend than fuck up everything with a failed relationship.” 
 
    This didn’t make sense. We’d slept together. He’d told me he wanted to be with me. Now he’d changed his mind.  
 
    A million things ran through my head. Was I terrible at it? Did I do something to offend him? Had my dad said something else? It made absolutely no sense. “Cole, I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Look precious, I need some time to think. I’ll text you later or something.” 
 
    I stood up, feeling a rush of wetness filling my eyes. I didn’t do this. I didn’t cry in front of a man. I wouldn’t let him see me hurting. “Whatever. Thanks for using me. If I were you I’d start looking for another place. This is only temporary, keep that in mind.” 
 
    I slammed the door when I left, finally falling apart once I made it down the dirt road. I was confused and destroyed. After such a long time I’d opened up and let someone in. I thought we’d had a connection, but it had to be a lie if I was so easily dismissed. I felt used, disappointed, and embarrassed. Once inside, I closed the door behind me and fell to the hard floor. My sobs were loud, but I didn’t care, because there wasn’t anyone to hear me. This was where I didn’t want to be – lost and alone. 
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    Chapter 16 
 
    Cole 
 
    I had to do it. It was necessary to separate myself from her before things got entirely too serious. The way they were heading it wouldn’t have been long before I couldn’t go back. She’d never understand how hard it was to keep my composure while I watched her breaking down. She tried to play it cool, like it didn’t bother her I was pushing her away. I wished I could have told her the truth. She deserved to be held; to be told how she was perfect. She deserved to be loved. I wished I could be the one to do it. I knew we could be good if there wasn’t a past haunting us.  
 
    A few hours after she’d left I was feeling out of sorts, kicking myself for treating her wrong. A knock at the door surprised me. I opened it without looking. “I’m sorry about earlier. I never meant to…” It wasn’t Addison. A guy, looking around my age, stood there with his arms crossed. His familiar eyes told me he was probably her brother. 
 
    “Go on. You never meant to what?” 
 
    “I thought you were –.” 
 
    “Addy. You thought I was my sister. I’m good with that, but what’s got me confused is why you’d be apologizing. What did you do?” 
 
    My shoulders dropped. What was I supposed to say. “I told her we needed to slow down.” 
 
    He shook his head and chuckled. “Well now that’s a first.” 
 
    “I’m Cole.” I extended my hand to him. 
 
    He shook mine with a firm grip. “Noah. She’s obviously my sister. I don’t want to make your day any worse, but my dad’s got me checking on you, making sure she’s not going against his wishes. You need to keep in mind, she’s the baby. He’s having a hard time accepting she’s a big girl.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can tell.” 
 
    “Anyway, if you need anything give me a holler. Take the road out back and make your first left. You can’t miss the house. My wife is Shalan. Do me a favor and don’t ask for her autograph.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “She’s a country singer.” 
 
    “Whoa. Your wife is THE Shalan? She’s got that hit, Broken Love Darlin’.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head like he was sick of hearing about it. “Yeah, that’s one of them.” 
 
    “Congrats on that, man. Wow. She’s famous and shit.” 
 
    “Yep. Anyway, you can imagine how hard it is for her to be in public. We’ve got a son and we like our privacy.” 
 
    I put up my hands. “I won’t bother either of you. This is temporary until I find something else. Until then, I won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Cole. I’ll be seeing you around. Oh,” he added. “Don’t hurt my sister. She’s fragile.” 
 
    When I got back in the house it didn’t take me long to hate my decision to push her away. Addison deserved to know the truth, but I didn’t have the heart to tell her.  
 
    She showed up at my house a little while later. I would have never expected her to be standing on the other side of the door, but felt happy when she was. “Hey,” I said when I opened it. 
 
    “Hey. About earlier.” 
 
    I grabbed her by the hand and pulled her inside. I couldn’t take it, being so close to her and not feeling her skin against mine. “I’m an idiot. I never should have said that shit to you.” 
 
    She shoved me away. “You jerk. You made me cry. I felt like you used me.” 
 
    “Addison, think about every time we’ve been together. Have I ever acted selfish? I wasn’t using you, not even for a second.” 
 
    She shoved me again. “You can’t do that. You can’t treat me like I’m the enemy. I know you’re not used to being in an honest relationship, but you’re supposed to come to me when things are wrong. You need to stop blaming yourself for the hard childhood you were handed. It’s never been your fault. Life isn’t about where you came from. I told you this before. You keep pushing me away, telling me it’s for the best. It’s not though. I want to be happy, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. I know. I get it. There’s just things about me you don’t know. I feel like if you did you’d hate me.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” If only she knew how much I wanted to. “What could be so bad to make you think that? You’re not married. You don’t have kids. You aren’t a criminal.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m sorry. I’m not ready. It’s something I’ve carried with me my whole life. I won’t jeopardize what’s happening between us, not when I can’t be sure I won’t lose you.” 
 
    “Is this about drugs?” She took a step back.  
 
    “No. It’s not about anything like that. It’s about my past. It’s about something that happened with my family.” 
 
    Addison took my hand in hers. She looked up at me with those beautiful green eyes. “I don’t care about the past. I live in the now. The past can’t hurt us. Don’t you get that?” 
 
    In this case she was wrong. It could destroy us. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    ‘’I came here to give you a piece of my mind. It’s obvious I like you. I thought about you all damn day. I slept with you. I took my clothes off willingly for you. I don’t do things like this, not with anyone. You’re either hot or cold. It’s confusing the hell out of me. All I know is that if I can’t stop thinking about you then there’s a good chance I won’t want this thing between us to end.” 
 
    “I thought about you too. I wondered if you were ever going to talk to me again. I wondered if I’d ruined everything,” I exclaimed. 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s been one week or fifty, I know what we have feels right.” She seemed like she was getting choked up. “I don’t want to have my heart broken, but I also can’t imagine giving up, not yet.” 
 
    If I could explain how much I wanted to take her fears away. “I don’t either.” 
 
    She stepped closer. “I won’t be the one to break your heart if that’s what you’re afraid of. I’m not your ex. There isn’t an ulterior motive to this relationship.” 
 
    I covered my face. “I hate talking about this shit.” 
 
    “We need to. I’ve got too much at stake if I fail at something else. I don’t give up easily. There’s always a solution.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I don’t want to break your heart either. You’re the nicest person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “So don’t. Be with me. Live every day to the fullest. Don’t hold back.” Then she whispered something that caught me off guard. It was something I knew we shouldn’t consider, something I was fighting to keep from feeling. “Love me.” 
 
    “You don’t want that, precious. I can’t be a forever kind of guy.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Why couldn’t this be easy? “What do you want out of this?” 
 
    She shrugged but didn’t stop looking into my eyes. “I want someone to love me for everything I am, and all I’ll never be.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her I couldn’t do it, but something inside of me wouldn’t let it happen. I was the person she wanted. I was the man who could love her for all those reasons. Why was life so cruel to bring us together when I knew I couldn’t have her. “What if it doesn’t last? What if you discover I’m not as good as you peg me to be?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    “I’m willing to ride it out for as long as we can. Am I wrong for feeling like something is happening between us? I’m not trying to be pushy. I feel like I’ve known you my whole life. I want to tell you everything about me. I feel alive when we’re together. I miss you when you’re not around. When you kiss me nothing else in the world exists. Is it all a façade or do you feel it too? Please, Cole. I need to know if I’m being ridiculous.” 
 
    The truth was undeniable. My voice was raspy. “It’s real. It’s so fucking real I can’t stop it from happening. Trust me, I’ve tried, because I know I’m going to screw it up, and the last thing I want to do is hurt you.” I pulled her close, leaning down and feeling her soft lips crushing against mine. My intentions were obvious, and she knew it. I picked her up and carried her into the first bedroom. I think before her ass hit the mattress, I was removing her shirt. Within seconds we were both undressed. We didn’t talk, or pause. It was unadulterated, rushed even. Our goal was simple; a race to euphoria – makeup sex at it’s best. She rode me into the sunset and then back home again. Sweat dripped down her curves, making it hard to hold on, but she never stopped. When I finished I was winded, on the brink of exhaustion. We lay there together, holding hands and letting the ceiling fan do it’s best to cool us down. 
 
    Addison rolled over and spoke first. “Don’t push me away because you’re scared.” 
 
    “It’s more than that.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to be with me. Are you saying it’s not possible?” After what just transpired how could she ask this? It should have been my out – the noble way to let her go. I could end this and avoid the pain in the future we’d both suffer from.  
 
    The selfish me wouldn’t let it happen though. “No. I’m not. I wouldn’t. I can’t.” 
 
    She grinned, reaching up to kiss me, while never letting go of my hand. “Good. Now, get dressed and come with me.” 
 
    As much as I needed rest after out latest tryst, I climbed off the mattress and put my clothes back on, watching her do the same. Addison took my hand and pulled me out of the bedroom. She was leading us outside. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To my house.” 
 
    I jerked my arm back. This chick was crazy. “Hell no! Your brother came over earlier. I am not digging my grave. Your father made it clear.” 
 
    She didn’t seem amused. “I’m asking you to come to my house. He said I couldn’t stay at yours. My dad did not say anything about my house.” 
 
    “Precious, you know what he meant.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “I’d rather get a hotel room,” I honestly admitted. 
 
    “Don’t make me beg.” 
 
    From that moment I gave into temptation. I threw caution to the wind and let her lead. If this was going to be my funeral, at least I’d die happy. 
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    Chapter 17 
 
    Cole 
 
      
 
    We were inseparable after that day.  
 
    Addison would take me to work and pick me up afterwards. We’d share meals talking about life. I knew everything there was to know about her. We never ran out of things to discuss. I was in awe of her, completely and utterly captivated by everything she stood for. It was obvious what was happening between us, but I knew I’d never bring it up. It was too soon. We were still vulnerable. 
 
    We snuck around against her father’s wishes, seeing each other every second we could for the next week. Each day only made my feelings stronger. When I held her, it felt right. When we kissed, it was like her lips were meant for mine. When I woke up next to her, I knew it was where I belonged.  
 
    I’m not a sappy person. I’ve never believed in fate, coincidence, or anything superstitious, but something was pulling us together, making our connection undeniable. This wasn’t a heated affair that confused lust with love. I didn’t have to have sex with her to know how I felt. She made me a better person. In fourteen days she’d become incredibly important. 
 
    We were in bed. The clock displaying it was still too early to rise. Her hair was scattered across the pillow next to me. Her eyes completely fixed on mine, while no words were being said. This was how we’d been waking up. We were in sync. “There’s something I need to tell you,” she whispered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Well, as you know my parents will be home this afternoon. Of course you’ll be expected to meet the whole family, and if that’s not overwhelming enough, my dad wants you to fill out a rental agreement. It’s just to make sure you pay on time and such. He’ll take down your social security number and do a background check. I just didn’t want you to feel like it was out of nowhere.” 
 
    She couldn’t know how worried I was to put my last name down on that paper. I had to lie though. I couldn’t tell any of them I was related to Tucker Chase. “Okay. My record is fine. I got in trouble when I was a minor, but it was reduced. I ratted on the person I got the stuff from so I got probation. Since then my record is clean. I don’t even have a speeding ticket.” 
 
    “How’s your credit?” 
 
    “It’s fine. Good even. This is crazy.” 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about. I already put your first months rent on his desk. He won’t even get to it until everyone has left.” 
 
    “I wish I could erase how we met and start over again.” 
 
    Addison grinned. “You want to know how to make my dad like you?” 
 
    “Duh. Yeah.” 
 
    “Show him how much you like me.” 
 
    I started tickling her naked body. “That won’t be hard.” 
 
    She screamed and tried to free herself from my hold. A knock at the door caught us off guard. Christian stood on the other side, Noah right behind her. “Um, you might want to get up. Mom and Dad left before the sun came up. Didn’t you hear your phone going off?” 
 
    “It died,” she confessed, while pulling the covers up to hide how exposed she really was. “Do you mind?” 
 
    Noah and I caught gazes. His jaw was clenching, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but it wasn’t anything good. “Just hurry up. I don’t need extra shit to deal with.” Was all he said before disappearing. 
 
    “Shit.” Addison hopped out of bed, not paying any mind to her sister still standing there. She threw on a shirt and tossed me my shorts. “Do you think Noah will tell?” 
 
    “He’s been sleeping here all week. I doubt it.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, or else Dad is going to flip.” 
 
    “I think you two are cute. If you ask me, it’ll be fine.” Chris closed the door behind her when she exited the room.  
 
    I looked at Addison, who in turn was doing the same to me. “We’re screwed. I’m done. He’s going to drag me into the woods, murder and skin me.” 
 
    “No he won’t. We’re not screwed. Just get dressed and meet me downstairs. I’ll handle my brother.” 
 
    I dressed quickly, putting the clothes on I’d worn the day before. “You know it’s not that simple. I’m a stranger.”  
 
    We met in the bathroom, sharing a toothbrush since I didn’t have one at her parents house. Addison pulled me close, hugging me. “They won’t hurt you because I’m falling in love with you,” she whispered in my ear.  
 
    Before I was able to respond she turned around and walked out of the bathroom. I stood there for second, dumbfounded.  
 
    By the time I made it downstairs, the three of them were standing together and a blonde I’d never seen before was sitting on the couch. Noah gave me a dirty look then turned his attention back to the girl. Addison motioned for me to follow her into the kitchen. She pulled me along, finally turning around to explain. “That’s my cousin Cassie. She had it out with her parents last night and showed up at Christian’s house with the guy they forbid her to be with. It’s a long story. Anyway, he’s still there with Ethan, while Cassie waits here to talk to her parents.” 
 
    “Are they almost here?” 
 
    “Apparently everyone is.” 
 
    “I should go.” 
 
    Addison nodded. “I know. Go on out the kitchen door. Take the golf cart. I’ll walk over and get it later.” 
 
    I wanted to talk about what she’d said to me, but chancing an encounter with her family wasn’t worth it in the long run. “Just text me later. I’ll have Minx pick me up for work so you don’t have to take me.” 
 
    “I have to go to work. It’s not a big deal. I’ll pick you up at ten. I need to get a shower and send in an assignment for my class. I’ve got to be at the hospital by eleven.”
I lifted her chin while she was still talking and kissed her. “I’ll be ready. Do what you have to do. My first appointment isn’t until one.” 
 
    “About what I said.” 
 
    “We can talk about it later. We’re good. Don’t worry.” 
 
    I headed back to the trailer to shower and get ready for work. Her words continued to echo in my mind. Love. It was a word with strong meaning, a word full of promise. It was a word that could destroy me. 
 
    With that being said, I called my friend and asked him to pick me up for work. I shot Addison a message letting her know I went ahead and arranged for transportation. She’d get her feelings hurt, but I needed time to focus before facing her. I needed to reflect on what was ahead and how in the world I was going to buy myself enough time to come up with an excuse for keeping it from Addison, before her father discovered it and ruined everything.  
 
    It’s me. Minx is getting me for work. Pick me up whenever you’re done. Text me so I can have my station cleaned up. – C 
 
    I told you I’d take you. – A 
 
    Do your family stuff. I’m good. I’ll see you later. – C 
 
    Is this about what I said to you? – A 
 
    No. All is good. – C 
 
    Okay. See you later. – A 
 
    Minx picked me up early so I could go look at a motorcycle someone wanted to barter a full piece with. Since I specialized in three dimensional art, he thought I’d be a better fit and offered me the job. It was a nice bike. I accepted the offer, especially since I needed my own means of transportation. In good faith, he let me take it with me to try it out and make sure everything ran properly. As soon as I arrived at work I got started on the man’s drawing. In between appointments I’d add more intricate pieces.  
 
    Time got away from me. Before I knew it Addison had shown up ready to leave. She’d messaged me and I hadn’t even checked it. I could tell she seemed frustrated. “You’re the one who told me text you.” 
 
    “I know. Something came up. I’ve been enthralled with this new piece. It’s going to be epic.” 
 
    “My whole family is at the ranch. I wanted us to arrive together.” 
 
    “I still need to clean up here. I’ll be another thirty minutes at least. Why don’t you head home. I’ll call you when I get there. You can pick me up and we’ll spend the evening introducing me to everyone.” 
 
    I thought she was going to argue, but she sighed and kissed me goodbye on the cheek. I knew she was annoyed with me. She never kissed me on the cheek. “Precious, come here.” 
 
    She turned but didn’t budge. “I’ll meet you at the ranch, Cole.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” 
 
    “I went out of my way to get you. The least you could have done was message me this morning when you knew you had a ride.” 
 
    “Hold up,” I said as I chased after her into the parking lot. “Is this about me or something else?” 
 
    “I lost someone I cared about today.” 
 
    “What? A family member?” 
 
    She leaned against her car and started sniffling. I pulled her into my arms and felt her losing it. “Someone from the meetings. He overdosed last night. They kept him on life support until his family could arrive to say goodbye. It just reminded me of why I do what I do. I don’t want to ever want to feel that alone. That’s why I’m happy you’ve come into my life. Before I was a nervous wreck if I was bored. I felt like I’d slip, even though I didn’t want to use. This breaks my heart. I saw them today.” 
 
    “Who,” I asked. 
 
    “His family. I was there when they arrived. I was making my rounds, counseling the new patients and letting them know there was help beyond the hospital. My friend Sammy told me about my friend. I’d wanted to pay my respects, but walked in to find them hearing about his death. You should have seen them falling apart right in front of the doctor. That man was a firefighter. He saved lives. All it took was his wife taking his children away and he needed an out. The drugs made him forget his pain. They made him not care.” 
 
    She paused and wiped her face. “He’d been clean for three years. We shared many talks. I don’t understand what went wrong. Why didn’t he call his sponsor? If he did it on purpose I want to know why? What broke his heart so bad he’d want to give up?” 
 
    I hugged her tighter, kissing the top of her head. “I’m sorry, precious.” 
 
    She cried harder. For a few minutes I stood there just being the support she needed. When she finally calmed down she pulled away. “I’m going to head home. Take as long as you need.” 
 
    “Addison,” I called as she began walking to her car door. “Are you okay to drive? Do you want to wait and I’ll follow you?” 
 
    “I’ll be okay. Just promise me we can be together tonight.” 
 
    “I promised your dad.” 
 
    “I need you.” Her lips were trembling as she said it. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, okay? I promise.” 
 
    Her sad eyes met mine. “You must think I’m a lunatic.” 
 
    “I think you’re compassionate. There’s a huge difference. Listen, when I was in the Army my friends and I were off base one weekend. We hit this bar close enough to walk to. This woman was standing outside with her kid. Her eyes were sunken in and she looked like she could use a few all-you-can-eat buffets. Anyway, her kid was skin and bones. It was a little boy, begging us for change. I didn’t hesitate, not because I wanted to help the mom. I wanted that kid to have a good meal. I knew what it was like to wake up to an empty house, even as early as five years old. I was in that house for days without food. I used to eat ketchup packets. One time I remember chowing down on a dry pack of ramen noodles, because I was too young to know how to make them.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “Anyway, I give this kid a twenty and tell him to go across the street to the gas station and buy as many hot dogs as he can. My friends gave him a few bucks each and we went into the bar. About an hour later I walked outside to use my phone. The boy was still hanging out against the building. His mother was next to him, a needle stuck in her arm, while she sat there unconscious. She took that money we gave the kid and scored with it, instead of feeding him. I was that kid, Addison. When I saw his face I saw myself; I saw that little kid who didn’t know it wasn’t normal for someone my age to be left alone.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I took the kid and got him something to eat. Then, while he was scarfing down his food, I called the cops. They picked up his mother, and social services came. Here’s the kicker. I told him he’d be better off without her. No kid wants to hear that, but he needed to. When she was picked up, she never once asked where her son was. Not once. My point is, I’ve seen a lot of shit. I underestimate people’s compassion because of the horrible conditions I had to grow up in. I look for the negative because I can relate to it. Sometimes people like me can’t even be fixed.  I’m sorry your friend died. Life is hard. It’s ugly, and there are moments when I feel like it won’t ever get better. Don’t feel like you failed him, Addison. You didn’t. You’re not capable of failing someone. I know this because up until I met you I didn’t like myself. You’ve changed that. I’m learning what it’s like to be around a living angel. The work you do is important. People need you, even when they can’t admit it. You can be sad for your friend, but you didn’t fail him. It was his choice, and his alone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to go through that.” 
 
    “I survived. Ketchup packets obviously have nutritional value.” 
 
    “Did social services take you from your mother?” 
 
    “Several times. I hated them. It wasn’t until I was older that I understood why. My foster family was like living with aliens at first. I barely spoke. I hadn’t been in school in over a year. I didn’t associate with other children normally. I didn’t tell you this to make you feel sorry for me. It’s about what you do. The world needs more people like you. We think we have it bad, but there’s always someone else worse off.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I went off on you.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I’ll be your punching bag, if that’s what you need.” 
 
    “I meant what I said this morning. I know it’s soon, but it’s how I feel.” 
 
    “When you know, you know.” We kissed, and as I pulled away she was smiling again. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you. Meet me at the trailer. We’ll head over to your parents together, as a couple.” 
 
    When she climbed into her car I made my way back inside. As fast as I could, I cleaned my station. I don’t know why, but I felt good about comforting Addison. I wanted her to know she could count on me, that I’d be there for her. Even if it meant bearing my soul to her, I’d make the sacrifice. She was worth it. 
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    Chapter 18 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    “Dad. What are you doing here?” 
 
    I’d just pulled up at Cole’s trailer when I spotted my father coming outside. 
 
    “We’re all out looking for your cousin. It seems she pulled a fast one this afternoon while you were gone.”
“Why would she hide?” I acted like I didn’t know. 
 
    My dad gave me a weird look. “Your aunt and uncle just want her to be safe. The guy she’s running around with is trouble. He’s wanted for armed robbery. Your uncle Conner found a concealed weapon in Cassie’s dresser yesterday.” 
 
    “Holy crap. Cole will be here any second. We’ll help you find her.” 
 
    The rumbling of a motorcycle motor started getting louder. I watched my father looking around to witness Cole pulling up. It was obvious he didn’t approve of his new wheels. “Have you been on that bike?” 
 
    “No. He just got it.” 
 
    He pointed at me, waiting until the motor was turned off so Cole could hear. “I want you to know I don’t approve of this. If I find out you’re on the back of that thing, you’ll catch hell.” 
 
    Cole chimed in, and I felt my hopes of them hitting it off circling in the toilet. “With all due respect, sir, I think you’re daughter is old enough to make her own choices. I respect you for wanting to keep her safe, but I can assure you I want the same thing.” 
 
    “Do you like having a roof over your head, son?” 
 
    Cole stood at attention, like he was back in the Army.  “Of course. I appreciate what your family has done to help me.”
“Keep your thoughts to yourself. That’s my daughter. She’ll always be my daughter.”
“I understand. Sorry if I overstepped.” 
 
    My dad gave him a once over. “My daughter tells me you were in the service.” 
 
    “Yes, I was.” 
 
    “Where did you meet my daughter?”
“We were both at the hospital one day at the same time. She was friends with my foster brother. She gave me a ride home one day, and we’ve been seeing each other ever since.” 
 
    “Around here it’s proper to ask the dad if it’s okay to date his daughter.”
“Dad, really?” I’d heard enough of his third degree on my boyfriend. “Don’t we have more pressing matters to tend to?” 
 
    “Fine. You’re right. We don’t have the time.” My dad reached out and shook Cole’s hand. “I’m giving you permission. Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    “I won’t, sir.” 
 
    My father hopped back on the gator, a gas powered farm vehicle, and took off down the dirt lane. 
 
    “What was that about?” Cole asked. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Come on. We need to find my cousin. She might be in trouble.” 
 
    We’d been searching for a good ten minutes. I’d explained all I knew to Cole, frantic that Cassie might be in danger. Then, as we checked a spot we frequented in the woods, a little shack we used to play in, my phone rang.  
 
    It was my sister. “Chris?” 
 
    “Addy, is anyone with you?” She was whispering. 
 
    “Just Cole.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t bother looking for Cassie. She’s not missing.” 
 
    “What? You found her?” 
 
    “No. I’ve known where she was all along. I promised I’d keep it a secret.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “They’re gone. I gave her money.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? Why would you do that?” Had my sister lost her damn mind? This was serious. Cassie could be in trouble. 
 
    “Because if I didn’t do it she’d have nothing. Cassie’s not coming back, at least not for a while.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” 
 
    “Somewhere west. Probably Vegas. They didn’t say. She said she wanted to explore the world. She knew her parents wouldn’t allow it. This was the only way. You know what it’s like to have overbearing parents.” 
 
    “Chris, Uncle Conner found a gun in her possession. They’re probably armed. He’s a criminal. What have you done?” 
 
    “Stop playing around. They’re just two people in love.” 
 
    Cole kept looking at me, waving his hands around, wondering what was going on. 
 
    “Chris, Dad told me about it. They’re worried for her safety.” 
 
    My line went silent.  
 
    “Please tell me you’re joking.” 
 
    “How much money did you give her?” 
 
    “A grand. Ethan and I gave her a grand.” 
 
    I felt sick to my stomach. Cassie was gone and none of us could reach her. “What about her phone? Would she answer if it was one of us?” 
 
    “It’s in the garbage at my house. They broke both phones in half.” 
 
    “The car? Can we track the car?” 
 
    “Uncle Conner called the police. They said since she’s not officially been missing for twenty-four hours they can’t put out a missing person’s report. Uncle John called in a favor. He’s sending a unit out to help. We’re waiting for it to get here. He wanted to make sure she wasn’t hiding out before doing it, but Aunt Amy is a nervous wreck. What should I do? Should I tell them she’s gone?” 
 
    No matter how I answered someone was going to get hurt. “You have to.” 
 
    “Shit. Dad’s going to flip.” 
 
    “You thought you were helping. How could you have known?” 
 
    “I gotta go. If I were you I’d steer clear of the house tonight. You can stay with me if you need to.” 
 
    I glanced at Cole. “Na, I’ve got a place in mind already.” 
 
    “Don’t let Dad catch you there.” 
 
    “I’m tired of listening to him.” 
 
    “He’s in rare form already. Don’t make it worse.” 
 
    “Tell Dad I’m staying at your house tonight.” 
 
    “Addy.” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    I knew she didn’t want to lie for me. She was in enough trouble, but I didn’t plan on getting caught. Besides, my dad knew I’d been intimate with Cole. I’d rather be open about it than have to lie.  
 
    When I hung up I was standing in the woods, face to face with Cole. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We don’t have to keep looking. My cousin is gone. She took off with her boyfriend. Chris and Ethan gave them money. They’re long gone.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “The police are on the way. I say we go back to your place, get a hot shower, and climb into bed. What do you think?” 
 
    Cole pulled me into his strong hold. “I think it’s a great idea.” 
 
    The sound of thunder rumbled in the distance. “We better hurry. It’s going to storm.” 
 
    We ran holding hands for most of the way. Once we reached his trailer we headed inside, locking the door behind us. For an extra measure of security, I put a chair in front of both doors. I didn’t need my dad walking in on what I had planned for the evening.  
 
    Cole didn’t waste time. He pulled me along until we were standing in the bathroom. He turned on the shower and started lifting my shirt over my head. His eyes were burning into mine, sending me subliminal messages with what he was about to do to me. I watched his shirt rise above his head. His bare chest was inches away. My hands ran up both sides, dragging over his tiny nipples. I let go, taking hold of his pants, unbuttoning them and shoving them down around his ankles. He picked me up and sat me down on the vanity. I lifted my ass, allowing my shorts and panties to be removed easily. My bra was last. Cole bit down on his lip ring while focusing on unhooking it. I felt it loosen and him pushing the light fabric away. He took a step back and looked me over. I watched as he leaned against the opposite wall, grabbing his already stiff erection and stroking it. “Spread your legs.” 
 
    
              “I thought we were getting a shower?” 
 
    “We are. First, I want you to touch yourself. Make me finish without touching me.” 
 
    I felt nervous. He’d put me on the spot. In all honesty, I felt like I was being judged. I was uncomfortable. “I don’t know what to do,” I awkwardly admitted. 
 
    He smiled but kept jerking himself off. “Massage your inner thighs,” he struggled to say. 
 
    I did as I was told, taking my palms and rubbing them over my legs. Instantly I started to get chills. I could feel the tingling in between, so I didn’t ask what he wanted next. Instead of watching Cole, I looked down at my pussy and drug my fingers over it. It tickled, so I did it again, this time applying more pressure. After a few seconds my eyes became heavier. I was getting in to it, forgetting he was my audience. “Is this what you want?” 
 
    I could hardly contain the emotions I felt when I asked him. 
 
    He nodded, his eyes watching, heavy and satiated. “Don’t stop. Go faster.” 
 
    I had to stop watching. It was better to close my eyes and focus. The harder my fingers moved the more my body trembled. He was making sounds, familiar and strained. It was only a matter of minutes before he lost it. Knowing that turned me on. I wanted to race him to it. Before I knew what I was doing, I cried out, almost falling off the vanity from losing control.  
 
    Then he was there, entering me without warning. I latched onto his neck, holding him the best I could as he pounded. His breathing was strained, while I struggled to come to grips with the fact that I was still having an orgasm. My body felt like a noodle I couldn’t get control of. In a matter of seconds I watched his muscles tightening, his face scrunch up, and finally him relaxing. “Shit,” he spat. 
 
    It was too late to acknowledge we’d gotten carried away and forgotten something extremely important. He pulled out of me and ran both hands through his thick hair. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t help it. You were…SHIT!” 
 
    I don’t know why I wasn’t as bothered. Maybe Cole couldn’t see what I could. Maybe he didn’t have the feelings that I already felt. It didn’t matter. I remained calm. “I’m not angry, Cole. It’s fine.” 
 
    “It’s not fine if you’re pregnant.” 
 
    “You’re overreacting. My period is due any day. A woman is only fertile for forty-eight hours during the month. I’m certain we’re safe from an unwanted pregnancy.” I hopped down and got in the shower, for some reason feeling offended. When he joined me he tried to touch me and I pulled away. “Don’t.” 
 
    How could I have been so foolish. I’d jumped into this with no regard for what could occur. What if I were to get pregnant? What if Cole hated children? 
 
    “What did I do wrong?” He asked. 
 
    I spun around. “I just want you to know I don’t believe in abortion. If that offends you we should probably stop doing this. Accidents happen, but I believe a child is a gift from God.” 
 
    “Of course you do. I’m not disagreeing with you, but you know why I might be reluctant to find comfort in being a father.” He winced. “Is it necessary to talk about this now? We were just getting started.” 
 
    I stared at him. “I told you I was falling in love with you, and you’ve said nothing. I don’t expect you to say it back, and I’d never want you to do it to make me happy, but it seems like you’re avoiding the conversation altogether.” 
 
    He placed his hands on my shoulders. “Maybe I am. This thing between us scares the shit out of me. I promise there’s nowhere else I’d rather be though.” 
 
    “That’s all you can say?” 
 
    “I don’t want to give you false hope, precious. I’ve got demons keeping me from losing myself in you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    This shower was neither romantic or sexy. It was more like a presidential debate no one wanted to tune in for.  
 
    “It means I’m not going to talk about it right now. Don’t read extra into it.” 
 
    I could feel tears rushing to my eyes. “I wish I never said it to you.” 
 
    Before I could step out he grabbed my arms from behind and pulled me against his hard body. “Don’t leave mad.” 
 
    “I need to lie down.” 
 
    “Well I need you to stay. Please.” 
 
    I darted out, ripping the towel bar halfway off the wall when I almost slipped getting one to dry off with. “I’m going to go home tonight.” 
 
    “Addison, come on. What’s really happening here?” 
 
    “It’s you. Every day you talk about some big secret. I’m tired of hearing it. If you can’t be honest then why should I waste my time? I want to be happy. I thought we could have it together, but maybe I’m jumping the gun. Maybe I’ve been so out of the loop that I created some instant kind of infatuation with you. Maybe I don’t even know what love feels like.” 
 
    I was more than upset with myself. It was like a light bulb went off over my head. We were getting careless, and he still wouldn’t be straight with me. 
 
    I got my shirt over my head before he came into the room, completely naked and dripping wet. “Don’t go. I want you here. You know I do. I’ve never told you I didn’t.” 
 
    “I can’t do this tonight. Maybe I’m upset about Cassie. I just need to go home.” 
 
    “Addison, wait!” I turned to see him wiping his face off. “I’ll tell you everything. Stay. Not because I’m asking, but because you know in your heart I feel the same damn way about you.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, unable to accept it was the truth. “No. It’s too late.” 
 
    I wouldn’t know how true the statement was until someone started banging on the door, calling my name. “Addy, are you in there? Addy?” 
 
    “It’s your dad,” Cole announced. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    I dressed as fast as I could, seeing Cole doing the same thing. My hair was dripping wet. Hopefully he’d think we’d gotten caught in the rain.  
 
    I rushed to the kitchen door, removed the chair, and opened it. My dad pulled me outside. It was alarming how he looked at me. “Go home now!”
He started going in the trailer, I thought to attack Cole because we’d been together again. As I followed behind I heard my dad screaming. His voice was loud, and I’d never heard him so angry in my whole life. I was petrified. 
 
    “Your foster brother was just here, Cole. I found it interesting when he asked if I’d met my daughter’s new boyfriend. He informed me how the two of you met. You had my daughter lie for you. I want you out, not tomorrow or the next day. I want you out now!” 
 
    Cole tried to talk to my father. “Sir, I can explain.” 
 
    My dad covered his face. “Does she know?” 
 
    “Know what?” I watched the color disappear from Cole’s face. 
 
    “Does my daughter know who you are? Does she know she’s been sleeping with a relative of the person who murdered her sibling? Does she know the kind of people you really are?” 
 
    “You’ve got it all wrong. I’m not like them.” 
 
    My dad threw up his hands. He shoved Cole back. “Don’t you fucking move. You will not come near my family again, do you understand?” 
 
    “Daddy, please.” 
 
    I didn’t understand any of this. None of it made sense. Who did he think Cole was? “What are you talking about? You must be mistaken. Joe’s a liar. He’ll do anything to hurt Cole.” 
 
    My dad looked at me with so much hate in his eyes. “You need to go home, Addison. NOW!” 
 
    “No!” I stood my ground, tears pouring out of my eyes now. “I’m not leaving until one of you tells me what is going on.” 
 
    Cole covered his face. I could tell he was upset. “Dad, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “No, darlin’; I wish I was.” 
 
    I looked at Cole. “Cole. Say something. Tell him he’s wrong.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m sorry, precious.” I swear his eyes were glossy. “Tucker Chase was my uncle. It’s what I didn’t want you to know.” 
 
    “Wait.” I stumbled on the details. “If you knew who he was to my family, then you knew all about me before we hooked up. This whole time you’ve known and you didn’t tell me.” I covered my mouth. “No. No, you wouldn’t do this to me.” 
 
    “Addison,” he tried to get my attention, but my dad was standing in between us.  
 
    “Get your shit off my land. Don’t visit my daughter. Don’t call her. Stay away from my family. Do you understand me? Keep your name, and your evils away from us.” 
 
    I was too distraught to stick around and watch it unfold. This wasn’t some little white lie he didn’t want me to know. All along Cole knew my parents would never accept us. He had to know they’d find out.  
 
    Was this a sick game? Did he come back to town to pay us back for his uncle’s death? How could he use me? He knew how vulnerable I could be. How insensitive of a person had I been sleeping with? 
 
    My God, I told him I was falling in love with him. How could I know? How stupid was I for not recognizing his last name. I’d brought him into our lives. I’d shared intimate moments with him. 
 
    I made it five steps outside in the yard before hurling. I was ill over it, utterly disgusted with myself and my actions. Home was where I belonged, but it wasn’t where I went. Once my feet started moving I couldn’t stop. I kept running until I couldn’t see the lights of the trailer any longer. I ran deep into the woods where no one would look for me. A tree stump sent me falling down. My palms stung as I realized the skin was off of them. I didn’t get up off the wet leaves. I couldn’t move. I was numb. The rain fell down over me, washing away the tears that wouldn’t stop flowing. I’d opened myself up to a stranger. I deserved this. How was I supposed to handle this? What was I to do when I had to face my family. They now knew I lied. They knew I’d met Cole when he was detoxing. They knew more about him than I did. My foolish heart had brought me to this place. Now I was broken, back to feeling the way I used to before I started using.  
 
    The sadness was heart wrenching. I curled up on the cold ground and bawled, wishing there was something to take away the pain. I didn’t want to experience this. I didn’t want to be that same disappointment again to my family. I couldn’t look them in the eyes and know what they were thinking.  
 
    I’d tried to be a good person. I’d worked hard to accomplish my new goals. Now I’d have no one on my side. They wouldn’t support me. I was on my own again. 
 
    Up until this very moment I’d never wanted to use so badly. Being clean was painful. I wanted to be back in that safe place where nothing mattered. I wanted it all to stop. 
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    Chapter 19 
 
    Cole 
 
      
 
    I stood face to face with Addison’s dad, prepared to have him swing at me, or worse. He was being irrational, and now Addison was gone. She couldn’t know how sorry I was for how she found out. “Sir, I’m telling you, I’m nothing like my uncle. I’m nothing like any of them.” 
 
    “Every word out of your mouth is a lie, boy. Gather your things.” 
 
    “No, you listen to me. I wanted to tell her. She told me the past didn’t matter to her. I made her happy. That has to count for something. I care about her. This wasn’t about revenge. We have a connec-.” 
 
    “Don’t. Don’t talk about my daughter. It’s over. Do you hear me? Whatever you think you had, it wasn’t real. I’d die before I let anyone from your kin be with my family. What was taken from us we’ll never get back.”
“You can’t stop me from seeing her.” 
 
    That old man brought his arm around and clocked me right in the nose before I could see it coming. I shoved him backward and threw up my hands. “Whoa. Wait a minute here. I don’t want to fight you. I’ll leave. Just let me get my things.” 
 
    “You will stay away from daughter. I’d rather rot in a jail cell than have you anywhere near her. Take that as a warning. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe.” 
 
    “She was safe. I care about your daughter. You might not believe it, but it’s true. You’ve got to understand my position. I couldn’t tell her.” I knew he wasn’t listening. He didn’t care. His mind was made up before he stepped foot into the trailer.  
 
    I managed to get my things together and shoved them in two duffle bags. I strapped them to my back and hopped on the motorcycle. The rain continued to fall down over me, but I was too irritated to care. This was why I knew better than to get involved with Addison. I knew it would end badly. I just thought I’d have more time to prepare for it. 
 
    I was losing her. Every second that passed by reminded me of how bad I’d fucked this up. I’d taken something beautiful and turned it into shit. I’d destroyed her heart, her ability to trust, and maybe even her willpower to stay clean. I hated myself. I wanted to drive my bike off a cliff so I didn’t have to feel the agonizing grief I’d been stricken with. 
 
    With nowhere else to go, I spent the night at the tattoo shop. There was a cot in the back room, so it wasn’t terrible, although I couldn’t calm down enough to sleep. Joe had ruined my life again and again. It was just like high school again, when he hid his party drugs in my locker and got me expelled. Yeah, I planned on smoking some of it, but it was his idea to buy it and keep it with me. I’d promised to take it to my grave because I knew how much he wanted to be a police officer. I kept that secret as my own for all these years, only to have his jealous ass do this to me. 
 
      
 
    This was how he repaid me – by ruining any chance of happiness for me. 
 
      
 
    Several times I attempted to reach out to Addison. Her phone would ring until it went to voicemail. I text her, so many times I knew it was redundant.  
 
    No answer. 
 
      
 
    For the next ten days I waited to hear from Addison. There were times when I wanted to get on my motorcycle and drive until I couldn’t go any further. Nothing was left for me in this town, nothing but pain. 
 
    I found a shitty motel that charged by the night to stay in, but I was looking into some small single-wide trailers to rent until I could figure out what I wanted to do, and where I wanted to end up. 
 
    On the eleventh day I couldn’t stand it anymore. I knew Addison would be at the hospital to make her rounds with the new patients, so I waited in the parking lot. The moment I saw her car pull in I felt my stomach knotting up. It didn’t matter what happened as long as I could get her to hear me out. With no regard for how she’d react, I rushed up to her, blocking her from going any further. My hands went up. “Please just hear me out.”
She hated me. I could see it in those beautiful green eyes of hers. “I have nothing to say to you.”
“Put yourself in my shoes. What would you have done?” 
 
    “I would have told you the truth from the beginning.” She was already getting emotional. “I never would have been able to live with it like you did.” 
 
    “I’ve lived with it my whole life. Do you think I like being a Chase? Do you think I get a kick out of telling people from around here my name? They all judge me because of what my uncle did to your mom. Damn it, Addison, everything I said to you was the truth. You said you were falling in love with me.” 
 
    “I was confused. I hadn’t been involved with someone since getting in the program. You took advantage of me. You said all the right things. I let you in, and all along you knew exactly who you were and what it meant to my family. You knew we couldn’t be together. God, you even hinted about it. How could I have been so stupid?” 
 
    “You’re wrong. I didn’t take anything from you. All I wanted was to be close to you. What we shared was mutual.” I reached for her and watched as she jerked her arm away.  
 
    “No. It wasn’t. I wanted it to be so much that I believed every word out of your mouth.” She shook her head. “Why are you here, Cole? What do you want?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? I want you.” 
 
    She practically laughed in my face. “You need to go.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about you every second of every day since I last saw you. Does that sound like someone who used you? Please, just hear me out.” 
 
    Finally she looked right into my eyes. “Please, just go, Cole. Start your life somewhere new where you don’t have to be associated with your family. There is nothing you can say to change my mind.” 
 
    “For starters, I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Her expression was unreadable. She stood there in a daze, like she hadn’t heard me, even though I knew she had. 
 
    “Say something.” 
 
    “I need to go inside. I have work to do.” 
 
    “I never lied about my feelings. Everything you felt, I felt it too. You can deny it now, but I know it’s real. I can’t change where I came from. I knew that from the start. It’s why I didn’t want to tell you. The longer we were together, the more I wanted to be someone else. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I can’t be the man you need me to be. I’m sorry I fucked everything up. I’m sorry I’ll never be the guy you can bring home to daddy.” 
 
    I had to walk away. People were starting to look at us and I didn’t want to jeopardize what she had going at the hospital. I knew how important it was to her. 
 
    I don’t know why I expected her to come running after me. I played it out in my head like the chick-flick movies we used to watch together. When I looked back she was gone. I suppose I deserved as much. She’d made it clear we were over. She wanted me to start a new life somewhere else.  
 
    It sucked feeling like I was being rejected again. Everyone I’d ever loved in my life had thrown me away like the trash. I don’t know why I continued thinking that could change; why I thought someone would ever love me.  
 
    I didn’t understand how some people went through life having so much. Why had I been born to someone who never wanted me; someone who prefers a bottle or crack pipe over being a mother? 
 
    Addison was dedicating her life to help others, but she’d never be able to tell me why I couldn’t catch a break. She’d never be able to help me figure out why I fell for her so fast, or why I knew I’d probably never experience what we shared with anyone else. It was another devastating blow to add to my already failed attempts at a normal life.  
 
    Before I left the parking lot I took something out of my bag. I couldn’t believe I’d kept it for so long. I wrote a little note on the edge and tucked it under her windshield wiper. Even if she hated me forever, I wanted her to have something to remember our short time together. I wanted her to always know that it was real, not some sick head game meant as a vendetta. She needed to know what we had was pure and innocent. It wasn’t based on anyone else’s lives, or the sins they committed. It was just us; two people connected by a force neither of us could explain.  
 
    It took a while for me to calm down and head to work. When I got there I went directly to my station and started drawing up some designs. It was difficult to stay focused when I remained in a fowl mood. Every once in a while I’d check my phone to find not one single call or message. In all of my life I’d never felt so alone.  
 
    By lunchtime I was ready to call it a day. We hadn’t had anyone come in, and the silence was making me want to bang my head against the wall. 
 
    Just as I was cleaning up my station, I heard the sound of the door jingle. I turned and saw her reflection before realizing who it was. She was standing with what I’d left on her car.  
 
    I took her by the arm and pulled her into the storage room because I could already see she was crying. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    She held up the picture. “Why did you leave this on my car?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    She looked down at it again. “If it isn’t love, why does it hurt so much?” 
 
    This time she let me pull her into my arms. I held her there, so tight I’d thought she’d complain. Her sniffles let me know she wasn’t ready to talk, so I remained silent, appreciating how she wasn’t shoving me away. 
 
    “Only real love hurts like this. Trust me. I’ve been kicked around quite a bit.” 
 
    “I miss you so much. It’s killing me. I’ve been thinking about using. I won’t do it, but I’ve considered if it would be better than feeling so pitiful.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to make it better, but you have to stay strong.” 
 
    “What if I can’t?” She whined. 
 
    “Then I won’t let you out of my sight, even if I have to deal with your family.” 
 
    “They won’t let us be together, Cole. They’re adamant about it. They think you’ll drag me down. They keep reminding me how you lied, but you’re right. I wouldn’t have understood. I wouldn’t have believed what was happening between us was genuine.” 
 
    I pulled back and held her hands instead. “Look at me, Addison.” I waited until she did what I requested. “I was afraid to say it before. I knew if I took it to the next level it would kill me if I ever had to give you up. The past ten days have been torture. You’re all I think about. I want to go to sleep at night because I know you’ll be in my dreams. I don’t care what kind of hurdles I need to jump through. I want you. I’ll fight for you, because damn it, I’m tired of waiting for reasons to not love you.” 
 
    “What if they never accept you? What then?”
“I know how much family means to you. I get it. I may not understand it, but I do see how important it is. You need them and they need you, but the thing is, I need you too. I need you to remind me I can be loved.” 
 
    “I just want to go back to the way it was.” Her admission made most of the pain I’d been feeling go away, like it was magic. “No one has ever made me feel the way you do, Cole. I should have listened to you, but you hurt me. I hated how you kept it a secret. I felt like I told you everything about myself, but the most important detail about you was a secret. The fact that my dad knew before me set me off. I knew he’d never allow us to be together. I had to prepare for the worst, because losing you would complicate everything I’d worked so hard to overcome.” 
 
    “If you take me back it won’t be perfect. They’re not going to forgive me. I can’t ask you to choose.” 
 
    “I choose me, Cole. It’s not about them, or even you. It’s my choice. I want my life back, so I’m choosing me.” 
 
    I leaned forward and pressed my lips softly to hers. I interpreted this as her saying we were going to be together. For a moment in time nothing existed except the two of us. When I pulled away and opened my eyes she was staring right at me. “I’m staying in a shitty motel, but I’d like to take you there so we could talk. Do you think that would be okay?” 
 
    She shrugged. “If I go there, you and I both know what will happen. I’m just afraid I won’t be able to stop. I can’t have a rollercoaster relationship, even if I know it will make me happy. I’m sorry, Cole, but I have to go home.” She started walking away from me. “The picture is beautiful, just like you. I’ll never forget the way you made me feel. I wouldn’t trade the time we spent together for anything.” 
 
    All of a sudden I realized what she was doing. This wasn’t a makeup, it was a goodbye. “We could make it work.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You know we can’t. The world says we can’t be together. It’s like those two families we learned about in history class. The Hatfield’s and the McCoy’s. Our families will never find common ground.” 
 
    “I love you, Addison Mitchell. I want you to know it when I’m not around to remind you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Cole Chase. For what it’s worth, I wouldn’t have cared where you came from.” She paused for a second and started to get choked up. “I hope you have a good life. I’ll think of you often, and maybe one day I can stop missing you so much.” Then she lifted her hand and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I need to go.” 
 
    Just like that she was gone, and this time I knew it was for good. 
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Addison 
 
    It had been ten days since the blowout that left me wondering what was real or perhaps some scheme to get back at my family. In those days that followed Cole leaving the ranch I went through every emotion known to man. I was broken, hurting, angry, scared, unknowing, lost. Some days I didn’t know if I’d be able to keep it together without wanting to go back to my old ways. I knew a temporary fix would camouflage what I couldn’t keep my mind off of.  
 
    More than any other emotion, I missed him. We hadn’t been together long, but to me, it felt like years upon years. Yes, he’d lied to me, but was it really a terrible lie? It wasn’t like I’d asked him if he was any relation to that family. It was more like he’d kept the truth from me. I just wasn’t positive if it was because he cared, or more to the point of having other motives. 
 
    That night still replayed in my mind – my dad searching every nook and cranny he could to locate me. By the time I saw the flashlight shining on my body, I wished I’d perished. I couldn’t begin to know how to look into his disappointed eyes and tell him how sorry I was. Internally beaten up, I was lifted into his arms and carried all the way home. It must have been a good mile, and he never slowed. 
 
    My dad was much like the equipment he used every day. He was resilient, strong, and determined. He’s who I would have liked to be. Instead I was weak, and now clearly a terrible judge of character. 
 
    For the hike back to the house he kept reminding me how much it was going to be okay. “Don’t you worry, darlin’. Daddy’s got you.” 
 
    I nestled my body into his, because of all the places in the world this was the most safest. He did have me, and unlike Cole, his love was real. My dad didn’t hide behind his religion or beliefs he told the truth, even when we didn’t want to hear it. I’d forever respect that part of him. 
 
    I don’t remember much of the walk, except for the fact that I was freezing cold, soaking wet, and trembling in his arms. My mother stood on the porch awaiting his return. I remember she was holding her cross from her necklace in her hand. As soon as she saw us she kissed it and ran in our direction. I hated they worried this much about me. I was supposed to be a grown woman, capable of making my own decisions. The only thing I’d shown them on this occasion was that I had the mentality of a child, and a terrible way of showing respect and admiration to the two people in the world that would rather die than see me in pain.  
 
    Once inside of our house, I went upstairs to take a hot shower. I sat down on the tile floor and let the sprays run cold while I wept. My unfortunate evening had left me unable to want to do anything other than cry.  
 
    Noah and Shalan stopped by with their son, Jordan Noah, who was the spitting image of my brother. His bright green eyes made me want to smile, and for a little while I was content playing around on the floor with him, as if nothing had happened. He was almost six months old. With his first birthday still a good bit away,  Shalan was sitting with my mother planning on how they were going to design the cake. Noah and my dad were discussing some new fan system for a chicken house, leaving me to be without unwanted questions.  When it started to get late Jordan got fussy. My mom was the first to try and coax him, but what he needed was to go home so he could get a good night’s sleep – something I knew I wouldn’t be getting anytime soon. 
 
    As they were leaving, Chris was walking in. She tried to get Jordan to smile, but he was being stubborn, hiding his face from her. She didn’t seem too bent out of shape and I knew why. She was there for me, not our nephew. Chris took me by the hand and led me upstairs, ignoring the fact that our parents expected a hello at the least. Once my bedroom door was shut she pulled me into her arms and held me while I broke down again.  
 
    It took me a while to explain everything that transpired. It took her longer to sit there wondering how I didn’t recognize the last name. “So what now? What are you going to do?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. What can I do? No matter how I feel it doesn’t help the fact that we can’t be together. Even if I love him, it changes nothing.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go visit everyone in North Carolina? You could stay with Jax and Amber for a week and clear your head.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Amber is about to deliver twins. I’m not going to add to the stress.” 
 
    “Stay with Bella, or Aunt Miranda and Uncle Ty. I wouldn’t recommend Aunt Amy and Uncle Conner. They’re dealing with Cassie’s shit” 
 
    “I need to stay here. I have school, and meetings. I can’t just leave because life gets hard.” 
 
    “People take vacations. You’re entitled to live you know. You don’t have to be so structured.” 
 
    “It’s how I stay focused. Anyway, leaving town isn’t going to fill the void. I’m always going to wonder if it was real.” 
 
      
 
    Looking back on that night now with the answer was just as confusing. I never expected Cole to show up at the hospital to talk to me. I didn’t know he’d leave that drawing of me; the one he did when I was naked. The note attached ripped me apart. It wasn’t long, but it changed everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I never knew what happiness was until you walked into my life. I never wanted a family until I saw what a real one looked like. If I had the chance, I’d tell you I love you every day, because I do. I love you Addison Mitchell. I think I loved you from the first moment your lips touched mine.  
 
    Come back to me. Be with me. 
 
    - Cole 
 
    It was a no brainer why I drove to his tattoo shop, or what I wanted to say when I got there. What I couldn’t handle were the waves of emotions I felt as I kissed him goodbye. We could never be. He had to understand there would never be a future for us. Mitchell’s and Chase’s would never be able to be together. The damage was done. My mother almost lost her life by the hands of his uncle. No one in my family would ever accept Cole. He’d threatened the lives of my aunt and cousin. He’s burned down the barn my parents were to get married in. He’d taken too much from us – it was unforgivable. 
 
    Saying goodbye to Cole was the hardest thing I’d done in my whole life. In so many ways I wanted to run back to him. I wanted to tell him I wouldn’t give up – we’d find a way, but I knew it wasn’t fair. I couldn’t offer false hope, not even to myself to ease the pain.  
 
    I drove straight to a meeting that night, prepared to remain strong. I sat there listening to peers discuss getting high, and how amazing they felt when they were using. While they spoke my mind went back to a place when nothing else mattered. I’d been staying with someone I knew. We weren’t intimate. He was gay. Anyway, we’d spend our money on enough drugs to last us the weekends and then we’d go nuts. We’d spend days upon days stoned out of our minds. While using I felt alive. When I slept it came easy. I didn’t have to fight it, or wake up from nightmares. It was peaceful back then; back when nothing mattered but my fix. 
 
    That night was the first time I’d walked out of a meeting. I couldn’t take it anymore. I wanted to go back to that happy place and disappear. My family would never understand.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to find one of my old contacts and score some coke. It was the easiest to get for the time being. I stared down in my cup-holder at the tiny Ziploc baggie. I’d come so far only to fall back down again. This time I didn’t care about what was as stake. I didn’t want to be clean or counsel people for a new life. I needed to take the edge off. I wanted to forget about my feelings for Cole, my broken heart, the future we’d never have, and most importantly, how my father had torn us apart. I was angry, so much where I felt as if I hated my parents.  
 
    Just one night of relaxation and I’d go back to life as usual.  
 
    For a while I stared down at the white powder inside the bag. I curled and uncurled a dollar bill at least ten times, while trying to talk myself out of it. I’d put my credit card back in my wallet sleeve and then pulled it out again.  
 
    Why had I bought it? What was I thinking? 
 
    It was just a little fix. My problems would be forgotten. I could relax for once. 
 
    I knew this was wrong. It would set me back, but no one would have to know. It was one time. I would be clean by morning.  
 
    It would be a secret.  
 
    My hands were profusely shaking, because my inner conscience was fighting me. I knew this was wrong to want. In so many ways I knew it could lead to my untimely death if I couldn’t stop. I wouldn’t be in control if I started up again. I’d lose everything I’d worked so hard for. 
 
    They say the lord works in mysterious ways. I’d always had faith, but I wondered how much divine intervention could be true. On this particular night, at the very moment I leaned down to do my first line, someone knocked on my window. It startled me, sending the paper tray and it’s contents tumbling onto the passenger side seat.  
 
    Feeling disturbed, I rolled down the window but hadn’t turned to look at who it could be. My first inkling, since I was in a parking lot near a gas station, was that it was someone asking for directions. His height kept me from seeing his face, but I recognized the artwork on his arms. He leaned down, took one look at me, and the items on the seat next to me. The rolled dollar, powder and credit card were obvious. I was almost afraid to hear him speak.  
 
    With tears streaming down my now guilty face, I awaited his response.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of the car, precious.” 
 
    I clung to the steering wheel. “No.” 
 
    He raised his voice. “I’m not asking, I’m telling you. Now!” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you, Cole. We’ve said our goodbyes. Leave it alone. Please, I can’t take seeing you. You’re the reason I’m alone. You’re the reason I can’t focus on anything else.” 
 
    He reached in, unlocked the door and pulled me out of the car. His firm body pressed against mine as he stared into my eyes. The dim lit street lights weren’t enough for him to see, so while keeping me in place he turned on the flash to his cell phone and checked my pupils. I tried to fight my way free by kicking him between the legs, but his hand caught me just as my knee came up. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    “I’m serious. Get off me.” 
 
    “I watched you, Addison. I was pumping gas and watched you buy it. You didn’t even try to hide it. Are you that desperate? How could you be so careless?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about what I do.” 
 
    “You’re reckless because of me. Of course I’m going to worry. You say we can’t be together, but I’m not letting you out of my sight.” 
 
    He reached in the car, rolled up the windows and grabbed my purse and keys. Before shutting it, he leaned back in and cleaned off my seat, unfolding the dollar and putting the card back in my bag. “What are you doing?” I asked. “Get your hands off my things.” 
 
    “I’m taking you home.” 
 
    I froze in place. “I’m not going anywhere with you, especially to the ranch.” 
 
    “Not your home, mine. You’re coming with me. I’m not going to let you go out and do something this reckless. You’ve just ruined two years sober. My god, what were you thinking?” 
 
    I was so angry I didn’t tell him I hadn’t done anything yet. It was embarrassing having him see me this way – the advocate of being clean – Miss perfect example, falling into the depths of abuse all over again. “I’m not going to some motel with you.” 
 
    “The hell you aren’t.” He grabbed ahold of my shirt and pushed me along. Once we made it to the motorcycle, he handed me his helmet. “Put this on, and don’t argue. If I have to drive with you over my shoulder I absolutely will.” 
 
    I shoved him away before abiding. “You can’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    “I can and I will. Do it, or I’ll call your daddy and tell him what his pretty little girl has gotten herself into again.” 
 
    I growled loudly, “I can’t believe you’re doing this to me. I hate you for this.” 
 
    It wasn’t the truth, but I thought if I could make him angry enough he’d tell me to go to hell and leave me in peace. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    “You’ll never hate me. That’s your problem. You can’t. No matter how damn hard you try, you can’t let go.” He climbed on the bike in front of me, took my hands and wrapped them around his warm sides. “Hold on, precious.” 
 
    He revved the motor before we took off, leaving my locked car parked in the lot. I didn’t know where we were going, but as the wind beat down on my face I rested my head on his back and felt comfort. It was like I belonged there, close to him, holding him tight and never wanting to let go. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
    Cole 
 
    Seeing her car there in that parking lot was a godsend. She was seconds away from doing a line, throwing everything she’d worked so hard for away – all because of me. Something inside of me erupted. I had to stop her, no matter what I had to do to make it happen. I couldn’t let her slip away. I couldn’t lose her and know she was off somewhere getting high to forget about me and what we shared.  
 
    The drive to the motel was quick. I was surprised when she held me tight and didn’t complain. Once inside of the small rental, she looked around and finally sat down on one of the two chairs. “So this is where you live now?” 
 
    “I’m fixing to get a trailer. The people are moving out next week. Until then I’m stuck here. It’s not so bad. I have everything I need,” I corrected the statement. “Well, almost.” 
 
    She snickered in a sarcastic way. “Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    I sat down on the bed across from her and tried to grab her hands. Addison pulled them away quickly. “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    “Why? Are you afraid of me now?” 
 
    “I’m not doing this. You’ve got me here. I can’t get into trouble. Now leave me alone.” 
 
    I stood up and locked the door, before heading into the bathroom to turn on the shower. I came back out and pulled off my shirt, throwing it with the rest of the accumulated clothes in a corner. “The remote is on the nightstand. Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    “I’m not staying here, Cole. When you’re done being an asshole you can drive me back to my car.” 
 
    “Fat chance.” I stripped right in front of her, and then retreated to the bathroom to let her stew in private.  
 
    After I’d shampooed my hair I heard the door opening and closing. The sound of the toilet seat being lowered let me know she was in the room. “Did you come to thank me?” 
 
    “No. I had to pee. I’m not thanking you.” She flushed the toilet, immediately making the shower scalding hot. When I yelled she began to laugh. “Serves you right.” 
 
    She wasn’t able to leave the room. I latched onto her shirt and pulled her back toward me, continuing until she was standing under the spraying water in front of me. She screamed and tried to get out, but I refused to let her go. “Let me go.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding, Cole. Let me go.” 
 
    I held both of her arms and forced her to stop squirming. Then I pushed her backwards until she was pressed against the wall. “Why are you making this so hard? I just want to help. Stop fighting me.” I moved a few pieces of loose hair away from her eyes. “I miss us, precious. Let me take care of you.” 
 
    She turned her face away and furrowed her brows. “No. We can’t. It will hurt worse this time. I can’t handle it.” 
 
    I grabbed her chin and made her look at me. My lips brushed over hers as I spoke. Immediately her eyes started to close. “I’m just a guy who loves a girl. I know she loves me back, even when she’s fighting.” 
 
    Her green eyes opened and got wide. For a second we stared at each other. It was like she was contemplating what her next move would be. Then I felt her hands digging into my hair, pulling me toward her for a full-blown kiss. Her tongue entered my mouth, while my hands started removing her dripping clothes. I couldn’t hold back my urgency to have her naked and be inside of her again. She needed to know she was mine and nothing, especially our families, could stop this from happening. As the water fell down around us, the barrier she’d put up started to fall. Her hands were now touching me, pulling me closer. Her tongue was in sync with mine. The hunger I felt was being fed, and I knew without a doubt she wasn’t going to push me away.  
 
    I spun Addison around, pushing her face up against the hard tile. Her hands lifted and were placed flat as I spread her legs, dipping my body down to kiss her shoulders. I reached her spine, lowering myself as I tasted her salty skin.  
 
    Her ass, just as nice as I remember it to be, was waiting to be tended to. I ran one hand over each cheek, slapping them lightly before massaging them once more. Her little hole was right up in my face, and as I ran a bar of soap into a lathered pattern on the whole area, she started to moan. I let two fingers slide in between the crack, washing every crevice while giving her pleasure. When I reached her pussy I heard another sound escape her.  
 
    I continued letting my fingers explore, feeling how wet she was from the little I’d already done. I licked my lips with anticipation, knowing as soon as she was rinsed I’d give her unadulterated pleasure. She’d say my name and beg for more, until her knees were too weak to continue to stand. I’d give her more reason why we were good together, with all intentions of keeping her for as long as she’d stay. 
 
    While my efforts were to take her to euphoria, I focused on making sure my lips coasted over every inch of skin. Finally they brushed over her pussy, lapping her up from behind. I drove my tongue inside, forcing it as far as I could. She leaned over, bending to allow me easier access. I continued going at it, licking, sucking, and rubbing her little clit until she succumbed to her first orgasm. Then, before she had stopped shaking, I spun and twirled her back around then stood up, while still running my hands over her sensitive clit. “I love it when you do that,” I whispered against her mouth.  
 
    She kissed me hard, taking my erection into her hands and dropping to her knees. She’d done this before, but never so aggressively. I leaned back and let her work, stroking me while sucking hard on the tip of my cock. My body began bobbing with her rhythm, and when it was almost near closing time, I pulled her mouth off of me. “Hold on. Let’s take this in the other room.” 
 
    Addison stood up and stared at me. This wasn’t the same girl I’d forced to come home with me. This was the one I fell in love with – the one I never wanted to let go of. 
 
    We finished rinsing off, and then together, walked into the bedroom area. Addison sat down on the edge of the mattress, spreading her legs enough for me to stand inside of them. I got down on my knees on the floor in front of her and pressed my mouth to hers. Her tongue traced around mine, bringing the hunger to a maximum for me. I let my two fingers slide inside of her, feeling where my dick was about to be. “I don’t have protection.” No more lies. That’s what I promised myself. I wasn’t going to pretend I was prepared for this, because I wasn’t. 
 
    She didn’t back away from my kisses. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “It’s not safe. I’ll pull out.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “When I say stop, you need to slow down, okay? No pushing it to the limit. I can’t hold out, not with you.” 
 
    She backed up on the bed, almost like she was taunting me to follow. Her eyes showed me nothing but intent, and I was simply taken back by the change in her. She’d finally snapped. It’s how I knew our connection hadn’t been some silly infatuation. It was real, intense, deep, and without a doubt real love. 
 
    I hovered overtop of her, dipping down only to taste her pussy again. I spread her legs wider, watching it as I lowered my mouth to drag my lips against hers. She was wet, almost dripping with anticipation. I wanted to make her come again. No, I needed to. She had to be shown all the reasons being with me could bring her fulfillment. I had to throw in all my cards and pray they were enough to keep her.  
 
    I sucked hard on her pussy, my only gain was to make it more sensitive. Her clit was easily flickable, so I did it a few times until she began bucking. That’s when I knew she was ready for me. I rose up to be face to face and let nature guide the way for us. With little effort I found her hole and applied force. I slid inside of her tight walls easily, immediately overwhelmed by emotions. This wasn’t just makeup sex, not for either of us.  
 
    She was letting go and being with me. This not only told me she was weak, but also how hard it had been for her to give up on our short-lived relationship.  
 
    I took my time, setting a slow pace so it would last. We continued kissing and holding each other. It was difficult imagining having to let go, because I knew there was a chance I’d lose her all over again. “Say you’ll stay.” I kept up with my pace while I asked. “Tell me we can be together.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I kissed her again, this time feeling emotional. “We’ll figure it out. We can’t let other people make the choice for us. You feel so right, precious.” 
 
    We made love until neither of us could move. Afterwards, she lay in my arms sleeping. I felt like she was meant to be there. I may have been the only person to see it that way, but it was how I perceived it.  
 
    By two in the morning her phone was blowing up. Addison separated herself from my hold and rushed to answer it. I sat up expecting her to change her mind again. Our eyes met and I watched her sigh. “I’m not coming home tonight. I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner. I’m at Sammy’s. I didn’t answer the phone because I was in the movies and left my phone on silent. I know. I’m sorry. I’m fine. I promise. Ok. Bye Mom.” 
 
    She put her phone back in her purse and turned to face me. “I just lied to my parents.” 
 
    “Will they buy it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve stayed at Sammy’s before. I think she wanted to hear my voice.” 
 
    “Come here.” I held out my arms for her to join me. When she hit the bed I pulled her against me. “Let’s pretend it’s only us. There’s no family holding us back from being together.” 
 
    “It’s sounds nice,” she admitted. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “How are we going to do this, Cole? I mean, we can’t sneak around forever. What happens when someone sees us? We can’t be happy hiding.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Why can’t my parents see what I see in you? If they gave you a chance they’d know you’re not anything like your family.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them. I hate my family too.” I adjusted a bit. “Do you remember when you picked me up from the hospital and we went out to breakfast? I made you leave the first place, but I wouldn’t tell you why.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “My mother was our waitress – my birth mother. It’s been over ten years since I saw her last. I’m sure she didn’t recognize me, but I couldn’t sit there and pretend all was right with the world. That woman is a monster. I want nothing to do with her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Cole. That must have been difficult.” 
 
    “I knew coming back it was bound to happen, I just didn’t know how soon. She looked different, but yet the same. Drugs really took a toll on her.” 
 
    “Drugs.” Addison rolled over out of my arms. She balled her body up and remained quiet for a second. “I was so close to using. How could I let myself become weak again? It’s just like right now with you, I’m weak. We know we shouldn’t be together, but I can’t stop myself. It’s like you’re a new addiction.” 
 
    “I’m not though. I’m a real person who cares about you. As long as we’re together I’ll keep you safe. I won’t let you slip. No one has to know about what you did earlier.” 
 
    She finally turned around. “I didn’t do it. I didn’t even taste it. I would have if you hadn’t stopped me. It’s like you were supposed to show up and save me from myself.” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t believe in that kind of shit, Addison. It was just a lucky coincidence.” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t? What if all this was meant to bring us together? What if this was fate? Think about how we met, how we feel. People look their whole lives to connect like we do. I didn’t go looking for you. I was content with my life, but the moment you weren’t there anymore I wanted to fall apart. I couldn’t function. That’s not normal, and if I didn’t think you weren’t going through the same thing I’d just assume I was naïve and a little crazy. But you do feel the same, don’t you? It hurts to be apart, so much that you’ll do anything to make it go away.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would have started taking pills, but I definitely felt like shit.” 
 
    “The last person you loved, that woman, was it like this?” 
 
    I stroked her hair and smiled. “No. It doesn’t even compare, and back then I thought it was everything. Now I know better. It’s why I couldn’t tell you the truth. I was scared.” 
 
    She nestled her body into mine again. “We have to find a way to be together, even if we have to leave Kentucky.” 
 
    I grabbed both of her cheeks and stared at her. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “If they can’t accept us, we’ll leave this place behind. How will we ever know if this is worth it until we try?” 
 
    “I already know it’s worth it.” 
 
    “I have to be sure.” 
 
    I placed my lips on her forehead. “As long as we’re together I don’t care where we go. We’ll be a team.” 
 
    
She started to laugh. “I’m supposed to be your sponsor. For this whole relationship you’ve been mine.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. It feels nice to be the hero.” 
 
    “Don’t let me fall, Cole. Just don’t let me fall.” 
 
    It was the last words she spoke to me before falling asleep. Once I heard her breathing even out I let my eyes close and found comfort with her in my arms. This was how it should be. Why couldn’t we live our lives the way we wanted? Why, as adults, were we still being treated like teens?  
 
    It wasn’t fair. I know life isn’t sometimes, but this was wrong. We deserved a chance just like everyone else. This time I’d make it work. I didn’t care about the hurdles we’d have to jump through. Addison was mine. It was time the whole world knew it. Instead of taking one step forward and two back I was going to figure out a way to forge through. Her family didn’t think we were meant to be. Who would blame them? I’d figure out a way to change their minds. I had to. 
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    Chapter 22 
 
    Addison 
 
    Waking up in his arms was the best feeling. It was hard knowing we had to get up and go about our day. Cole dropped me off at my car, but only after I promised him I’d be back that night with him. I’d made my mind up this time. My parents weren’t going to make my choices for me. I was in love with Cole Chase. I wanted to be with him, no matter what I had to do. 
 
    As soon as I walked in the house I could tell they were checking me out. I pretended to be depressed to keep them from knowing where I’d been. The truth was in my heart, so full and optimistic. It was amazing how the pain was gone. Everything I’d been feeling had now turned into hope for a future. I trusted if I fell he’d catch me.  
 
    Trust – it was such a big word. It took him lying for me to understand how important it was. Cole no longer had secrets. He’d even told me about his birth mother, and how he’d felt the moment he saw her again. That is a big deal for him, and a turning point for me. I knew he was giving me his all, and I respected him for it. 
 
    That’s why I knew I had to tell my parents where I stood. They couldn’t dictate my life. While they were sitting around the kitchen table I stood in the doorway. “I need to talk to you both, and I don’t want you to say anything until I’m done. I’ve thought about this for a while and I need to get it off my chest.” 
 
    “We’re listening,” mom replied. 
 
    This was it. This was where I took control of my life. “I’m in love with Cole Chase.” My father went to stand up but my mother reached across the table and put her hand over his. “Colt wait.” 
 
     I continued. “I know you’ll never understand it, and I don’t expect you to. I just can’t lie about it. What we have is real. It’s not about what his blood relatives did to our family. He didn’t even know them.”
“It’s DNA. He’s no different.” 
 
    “Daddy, the bible says not to judge, but isn’t that exactly what you’re doing? You don’t know Cole. You don’t know anything about him.” 
 
    “I know all I need to know.” 
 
    I refused to stand down. “I spent the night with him last night, and I’m going to stay there again. You can either accept it or push me away. No matter what you decide my decision remains. You won’t stop this from happening.” 
 
    “This is bullshit!” My father never cussed at the table. It was an unspoken rule. His eyes widened and focused on mine. His fists were tight, and I knew I was about to get his wrath. “If you undermine me you’re out of here, do you understand me? You’re not going to come into this house and tell me you’re going against me. This is not happening. That’s the end of it, Addison. You will not see him again.” 
 
    My mother remained silent. I could tell she knew I was about to run – to go to the man who made it better, the one I wanted to build a future with. 
 
    “You barely know him,” she mentioned. 
 
    “It’s no different than you and Daddy. You told me yourself. You said you knew you loved him immediately.” 
 
    “It not the same,” my father interrupted. 
 
    “Yes it is!” I slammed my hands down on the table. “It’s exactly the same. You weren’t supposed to love Mom, but you couldn’t help yourself. How dare you come down on me for expressing my feelings. I know what love is, and what I have with Cole is real. You can’t change it. You can’t control it. For once this is out of your hands. My decision is made. I’m going to be with him.” 
 
    My father remained staring at me. “If you go to him you’re no longer welcome on this ranch.” 
 
    “Colt, please. You don’t mean that.” My mom’s heart was breaking, but if I let my guard down he’d win.  
 
    “I mean it. If you choose that boy over us we’re done. I won’t financially support you in any way. You’re on your own.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said as the tears started pouring out. “If that’s how it has to be.” 
 
    “When he hurts you, and trust me he will, don’t come crying to me for forgiveness. This is the one thing I’ll never be able to forgive.” 
 
    My father was a hard headed man. He got it naturally, according to my Gram, but I never expected he’d hurt me the way he had. While my mother cried he stood there telling me to be sure my decision was the right one before I walked out the door. In some ways I knew it wasn’t goodbye forever, but it sure did feel like it. 
 
    My dad walked out after I’d gone upstairs, but not before laying into my mom for refusing to be supportive of his decision. Knowing my mom, she was more worried about me having a relapse.  
 
    Once I’d packed a suitcase, I headed downstairs and found her sobbing in the kitchen. “I’m sorry Mom. This is hurting me too. It’s not fair. I should be allow to love who I want.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re right. I just wish it was easier for us to understand. Why him? Your father is never going to understand. He thinks you’re doing this on purpose.” 
 
    “Last night I bought an eight-ball of coke and was about to snort it before Cole found me. He was pumping gas near where I was parked in my car. I’d told him we couldn’t be together. I didn’t have anyone to talk to. No one understands what it’s like being with him. I’m not talking about the sex. I wouldn’t even care if it never happened. He makes me happy. He makes me better. I can’t explain it. When I’m with him I’m not an addict. I’m just me. I tried to stay away from him. I swear I did. I can’t anymore though. It’s not fair to deny myself happiness. I don’t blame you for being angry, but I have to do this.” 
 
    “What your father said isn’t the truth. You always have a home here. Always,” she repeated as she stood up and hugged me. “Please call me and let me know you’re okay. Don’t do what Cassie has done to her parents.” 
 
    “I’ll call you, Mom. I’m not hiding. I’m deciding to live for me. I love you and Daddy. Please tell him that. He might not love me at the moment,” I had to stop because I was beginning to sob. “But I’ll never stop loving him.” 
 
    “He loves you always. He’s angry. He’d never want you thinking that.” 
 
    I smiled and rested my head on my mom’s shoulder. “I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you. I know if you could you’d be there. I don’t blame you. His uncle almost took your life. He put our whole family in danger. Cole knows why you feel the way you do. We just wish you’d give him the opportunity to show you he’s nothing like them. It’s not in the DNA like Dad says. Some people are a reflection of their upbringing. Cole was taken from his mother when he was ten. She basically abandoned him way before then. You’d know that if you gave him a chance.” 
 
    I couldn’t stand there anymore and listen to my mom breaking down. She was torn. The woman went through hell because of that family. If anyone had the right to hate the Chase family it was her. As unfortunate as it was, I couldn’t change her mind.  
 
    By the time I pulled into the motel Cole was waiting for me outside. He was on his cell phone leaning against the brick wall. He hung up when I approached him and pulled me into his arms as soon as he saw the suitcase in my backseat. “Oh precious, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We knew it would be this way.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I feel responsible.” 
 
    “It’s our decision. We made it together. I’ll be okay. My dad said a lot of things that hurt me. I guess I deserved some of it.” 
 
    He lifted my chin to look at him. I could tell Cole was concerned about me. “One day they’ll see I’m not the bad guy. We need to take it one day at a time until then.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I moved out of my house to live with a guy I’ve barely known for a month. This is crazy, isn’t it?” 
 
     Cole shook his head. “No. I guess it’s different for me. I’ve somehow always been on my own. I know it’s new for you. It must be hard, but how will we know if we don’t try? I got the trailer, by the way. That was the landlord on the phone. We can move in this weekend if you want.” 
 
    It did make me feel better. At least we wouldn’t be stuck in a motel, struggling  until I could find a job. “I won’t be able to help much with rent. My dad cut me off. He says if I’m with you I get nothing. That means he won’t pay for my college class either.” 
 
    “Don’t you think he’s trying to scare you into staying? He doesn’t mean it right?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You really don’t know my dad.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said as he rubbed my shoulders. “We’ll figure it out. I can handle the rent. It’s nothing. As long as you’re happy I’m good with paying for everything.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to have to do that.” 
 
    “Addison, I love you. I want you with me. There’s no arguing over it.” 
 
    I decided not to fight with him. I’d already made enough people hate me for one day. 
 
    Aside from my sister calling a thousand times a during the week, I spoke to my mom at least once every two or three days. I’d call when I knew my dad wasn’t around. According to her, he hadn’t budged. As long as I was with Cole, we were unwelcome on the ranch. 
 
    We moved into the trailer on a Friday evening. It was pretty easy since neither of us had much to our names. Cole managed to finance furniture for a bedroom, living room and kitchen. He finished the leg piece on the guy who bartered the motorcycle, and took the rest of what he’d saved to get us a television, dishes, linens, and groceries.  
 
    The same weekend we moved we went to yard sales. I found pictures and décor to add to the walls for next to nothing. Cole scored a few pieces of exercise equipment for the spare bedroom, so we could work out without having to pay for a gym membership. He’d been getting me up early every morning to run with him. It was becoming easier, and he was right, I definitely didn’t feel as stressed when we exercised together. Once the satellite was hooked up it wasn’t so bad sitting around the house when I wasn’t doing volunteer work for the hospital, or school work at the library, since we didn’t have internet at the trailer yet. 
 
    My brother paid me a visit four weeks after we’d moved in. At first I thought my dad had sent him to bring me home. I’d still not spoken a word to him, but my mother had told me how angry he still was about the whole ordeal.  
 
     Cole answered the door and backed away quickly. Out of respect for me I knew he wouldn’t go after Noah. We were trying to get them to accept him, not hate him more. “Is my sister here?” 
 
    When I heard his voice I hopped off the couch and went running toward them. Cole let him in and we all three stood there for a second. He had Jordan in his arms. “Someone missed their aunty. I thought I’d bring him by and find out if you need anything.” 
 
    I hugged my brother, while Jordan began pulling my hair. I was surprised when Cole held out his arms. “Do you mind if I hold him?” 
 
    Noah’s jaw clenched. He looked from me and then back to Cole, finally handed the boy over. “My sisters tell me you’re harmless. If Chris likes you, then I’ve got no beef with you either.” 
 
    Cole shook my brother’s hand. “Thanks, man. I’m really not the enemy.” 
 
    “It’s tough, I reckon, having to live with that name.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Is everything okay at home?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Well, Shalan’s pregnant. We found out last night.” 
 
    I put my hands over my mouth. “Oh my goodness. Congratulations. I’m so happy for you.” 
 
    “This one was planned, so we’re pretty stoked about it. Plus Jordan will be able to be close like us kids are.” 
 
    “Are you hungry? We’ve got munchies. I can make you a sandwich.” 
 
    “No, I’m good. I think I needed to check on you for myself. Bella’s coming to visit in a couple days. She said she’d like to stop by. I told her you’d like that.” 
 
    My cousin Bella lived in North Carolina with her husband and daughter. Her mother was the original person who’d been involved with Tucker Chase. I didn’t know the whole story, but basically my Aunt Miranda and Uncle Ty got together and the rest was history. Tucker wanted revenge and did everything he could to get it, until he finally went to jail. 
 
    “You don’t know do you?” 
 
    He looked from me to Cole.  
 
    “Know what?” I inquired. 
 
    “About Bella. I guess you were too young when it happened. You wouldn’t have remembered her wanting to come live with us when she found out the truth.” 
 
    I was lost. “Noah, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “Bella and Cole are related. Their cousins.” 
 
    “What?” I felt like I was going to throw up. “I don’t understand. She’s a Mitchell. Uncle Ty is her father.” 
 
    Noah smiled and shook his head. “I don’t know how they did it. I don’t even want to know, but her birth father was Tucker Chase. He’s not on the certificate. She showed it to me herself. She didn’t find out until she was around ten or eleven. Our parents were going to take the secret to the grave.” 
 
    “You’re telling me one of your cousins is related to me?” Cole seemed confused. “We’re not related though,” he asked as he pointed to me. 
 
    “Not at all. You just share the same cousins. Bella’s mom is our aunt by blood. Her biological father is your uncle by blood. She connects us.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense. Dad said a Chase would never set foot on the ranch. He said they weren’t welcome, yet he knew about Bella all this time. Is that what you’re telling me?” 
 
    Noah nodded. “Like I said. It’s a secret. No one knows about this.” Noah knew because he and Bella weren’t only cousins but the best of friends. For a short time she’d lived on the ranch, and that’s where she met her husband. “If you ask Bella who her father is it’s Uncle Ty. You both need to understand that. She doesn’t feel like she’s missing out on anything. He raised her and loved her as his own. He put himself on her birth certificate for that reason. I’m not trying to stir up problems, but I thought you might like to know. When she gets here I’ll let her explain it. She’s not coming to Kentucky to visit with me though, Addy. She’s coming to meet Cole. She thinks she can help you two, and I believe with her on your side you’ve got a good chance at changing our old man’s mind. He’s stubborn, but he loves Bella. He always has.” 
 
    I hugged my brother again, this time because I couldn’t contain my excitement. There was hope for Cole and I. My dad couldn’t discriminate once this was brought to his attention. He couldn’t love her without accepting Cole. It wasn’t fair. 
 
    My brother stayed for a while getting to know Cole. They talked about cars and tattoos and really hit it off. When he left I walked him and Jordan outside. “Thanks for this, Noah.” 
 
    
“You’re my little sister. I told you a long time ago it was my job to protect you. To be honest, I didn’t know Dad had forced you to leave. I thought you did it on your own.” 
 
    “He gave me a choice. Cole or Him.” 
 
    “Wow. Well Bella is the one you need to thank. It’s been so long I didn’t even consider it would help. It’s not like she advertises it. She said Uncle Ty is sensitive about it, so it’s always been something they kept to themselves.” 
 
    “Dad owes Cole an apology, Noah. He doesn’t even know him. Growing up he taught us to be fair, yet he’s been nothing but terrible since the day they met, granted he found us half-naked in Gram’s house, but that’s beside the point.” 
 
    “Keep my name out of it. I’m the person who has to work with him every day.” 
 
    I kissed them both again. “I love you, Noah. Thanks for taking care of me.” 
 
    “Just remember, I’m cool with Cole unless he hurts you. Then he’ll see what this boy is capable of.” 
 
    I laughed as my brother started backing out of the driveway. “Bye brother.” 
 
    “See ya sister.” 
 
    When I walked back inside I never would have thought I’d see Cole the way he was. His hands were up to his face and he looked like he was crying. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “All my life I wished for a better upbringing. I wanted to know what it was like to be raised by a family who loved me unconditionally. Now I find out I have a cousin who was protected from what I went through. It’s a little too much to take. I might actually have a blood relative who cares about me. I’ve never had that, Addison. Not ever.” 
 
    I felt so sorry for him. This poor man had gone through his whole life without the love from family. He didn’t know what it was like to connect to a parent, sibling, or in his case, cousin. Isabella wasn’t just our way back into my dad’s good graces, she was the connection Cole had always yearned to have. It was bittersweet. 
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    Chapter 23 
 
    Cole 
 
    It took a while for me to come to grips with what I’d learned from Addison’s brother. We sat on the couch in shock, both of us not knowing what exactly it would mean for our future. At first I didn’t understand how it fit together, how we were both related to her cousin, but not each other. She explained it for me a second time to put my mind at ease.  
 
    “Do you really think this will help?” I was at the point where I didn’t care either way. If her parents wouldn’t accept me with their daughter it was their loss. I loved Addison, and we were happy together. It hadn’t been easy for her though. She cried a lot, and when I’d ask what was wrong she’d say it was nothing; that she missed them. Since I’d never had those kind of feelings I couldn’t sympathize with her. Instead I offered my support and hoped it would be enough to keep her with me. 
 
    If this chick was definitely my cousin, Addison’s parents had no reason to hold a grudge against me. We’d both been born to a family we didn’t want any part of. If they could see that then I’d have an opportunity to prove them wrong once and for all. 
 
    “I do. It might take my dad a little bit to admit he was wrong. He doesn’t do it very often. He tends to always be right, even when everyone around him knows he isn’t. You might have to be patient.” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing.” 
 
    She cuddled up to me, which always seemed to make things better. “I know you have. This could change everything though. I feel like calling him tonight and getting it off my chest, but I know if we wait for Bella it will be hard for him to deny. She’s the key.” 
 
    “And she’s also my family. I still can’t believe it. I used to hear my mom going on about her brother having a kid, but when I never saw one I figured it was just stories. Maybe your parents want me to stay away because they think I know the truth and I’ll tell my family about it. As far as I know the only one left is my mother, and I’ve got no reason at all to speak to her. She’s nothing to me, not after what she did. Because of her I’ll never know what it’s like to be a normal kid with a loving mom and dad.” 
 
    “Yes you will.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You’ll be a father. You’ll have a chance to see it firsthand. You’ll be able to give them all the love you felt deprived of. Because of your childhood you can be the best father any child would ever want. Don’t you see that? You think they left you with nothing, but Cole, you’ve got so much love to give. That’s one of the reasons I love you. You’re selfless. You’re kind, and you care when you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Are you saying this because you might be pregnant?” I had to ask. We couldn’t handle that at the moment. 
 
    “No. At least I don’t think so. I’m saying it because it’s true. You will be a great father. No matter what happens with you and I, one day you’ll see it for yourself. That void you have will be filled with so much joy. I promise it will.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her softly. “You never cease to amaze me, precious.” 
 
    “It takes a lot of practice,” she teased. 
 
    “I think I might just fall more in love with you every day. I think it’s time for bed. I can’t think straight with you wearing so many clothes.” 
 
    She shoved me playfully. “You really are a nudist.” 
 
    I watched Addison get up and go into the bedroom. For a few seconds I sat there laughing at her assumption. As long as I could make her smile I was happy.  
 
    Convincing her dad to accept our relationship was another story. When we’d first moved in together he’d paid me a visit at the tattoo shop. I’m still not sure how he found out where I worked, not that I cared. I walked outside to hear him out, knowing he was going to give me a load of crap for taking his little girl away.  
 
    He simply asked me if I loved her. I told him I did, and that being with her changed my life. I told him we were happy, and she was doing well.  
 
    Instead of screaming or threatening me, he nodded and asked that I not tell her he came around asking. It was strange, and I still couldn’t understand why he’d done it.  
 
    Ever since she left the ranch he hadn’t tried to reach out to her. It broke her heart, and mine too. It was obvious she meant the world to him, but his pride wouldn’t let him change his mind about me, no matter how long we stayed together. 
 
    Meeting Bella would change that. I couldn’t remember feeling this excited about anything in my life. Even if things didn’t work out with her father, I’d still have a blood cousin to share my life with. I’d be able to meet her daughter and husband and call them family.  
 
      
 
    I found Addison curled up under the covers. She was wearing a tank and a pair of cotton shorts, much like she put on every night before I took them off. I’d never enjoyed sleeping naked up until I got with her. Now I couldn’t stand anything being between us.  
 
    I lifted the covers and laughed. “Precious, when are you going to learn I like you ready for me.” 
 
    “I’m tired, though.” 
 
    “I’ll do all the work if I have to.” 
 
    “Fine.” She adjusted. “Just take it.” 
 
    I laughed to myself and undressed, taking my time to climb over top of her. “This feels a lot like necrophilia.” 
 
    “How would you know what it feels like?” Her words were strained, like it was hard for her to stay conscious. “Do you dabble in that sort of thing often?” 
 
    I pulled off her shorts without answering at first. She’d shaved during her shower, giving me a fresh canvas to work from. Since she wasn’t in the mood I decided to play around. I hopped off the bed and got a few sharpies in different colors. When I returned she was still in the same position. I spread her legs and slipped in between them, keeping my head down close enough to be able to work easily. I opened the black and began tracing an outline around her sensitive area. I didn’t apply much pressure since I knew she was trying to rest. The flowers I was drawing were intricate. I took my time making sure every petal would look lifelike. I took extra care when I even expanded the work to her inner thighs, creating thorns that went down the inside of her legs. Then I started on the color, using my red, purple, and fuchsia to give each flower it’s own special look. I used the green and brown for the stems, and finished it off with extra shading.  
 
    She shocked me by finally speaking. I hadn’t even known she’d still been awake. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “I’m finished. It’s sexy. You need to take a look.”  
 
    “You are a weirdo.” She sat up and looked down at her pussy. “Oh my god, Cole, it’s beautiful.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, I know. You should let me take a picture.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “I won’t show it to anyone. I swear. It’ll just be for me.” 
 
    “Just for you.” 
 
    I rushed to fetch my phone, only to come back to her being shirtless. She was spread eagle on the bed, posing. My mouth dropped.  
 
    “Are you going to stand there all night staring or take your picture?” 
 
    “I’m going to need a mental visual to keep this, just in case my phone gets lost or ruined.” 
 
    “I’m going to change my mind if you don’t stop it.” 
 
    It was enough for me to get my photography skills on. I snapped quite of few shots, making sure her supple tits were in some of them. Just to be safe I cut out her face. I’d never want the pictures to get into the wrong hands.  
 
    After I tossed my phone on the carpet, I climbed back on the bed with my girlfriend. I started at one of the stems on her legs and kissed my way up to her blooming pussy. With both hands I spread her open until all I could see was pink. I let my lips brush against it, noticing how turned on she’d become from me drawing on her. “You’re so wet, precious. I could eat you like I haven’t had a meal in weeks.” I licked over her clit, getting a rise out of her immediately. “Get comfortable. I’m going to be a while.” 
 
    I ate that pussy like it was my final meal on this earth, and when I was done, she shook like she was having a seizure. I steadied her legs and came up to kiss her stomach, each nipple, and finally her awaiting lips. Her legs wrapped around my body, positioning me perfectly to enter her. She reached into the nightstand without breaking from our embrace, and located a condom. She ripped it open with her teeth and dressed my throbbing cock with it. The moment her smooth hands unrolled the rubber down my shaft I was ready to rock. I rubbed it against her opening, applying pressure until I felt myself sliding in. I moaned loudly, feeling her tight walls accepting me. Our groove was slow at first, but turned rapid quickly. I’d spent too much time messing around with my drawing.  
 
    Addison’s nails dug into my back. I pumped my dick inside her again and again until we both collapsed entangled. We were both too tired to move, and I didn’t care if I slept all night in the position we were in. This was like being in heaven, and I was grateful for every second of it. 
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    Chapter 24 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    I could tell he was getting anxious. We’d known the truth for almost a week. Bella was due to arrive at our house any minute, and I was sure if Cole kept pacing he was going to wear a hole in the carpet. “Would you please sit down? You’re making me crazy.” 
 
    “I’m freaking out. What if she doesn’t like me? What if she thinks I’m like them?” 
 
    “Bella never knew them. She wouldn’t think that. You’re being ridiculous. Come sit down. I’ll rub your back.” 
 
    Cole started to walk toward me, but we heard a car pulling into the driveway. He rushed to the front door, opening it  before I could stand up. “What do I say?” He asked. 
 
    “You say hello, goof.” 
 
    Bella smiled when she saw me. Rusty was with her. He was getting their daughter Sarah out of the back. I walked outside and hugged my cousin. “It’s great to see you.” 
 
    She gave me a once over. “You look fantastic.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m happy. I suppose it makes a difference.” 
 
    “Yeah. It certainly does.” 
 
    Standing behind us was Cole, waiting for his moment to meet the one person he’d been waiting all his life for.  
 
    Bella turned to face him. She smiled. He smiled back. “Bella, I’d like you to meet your cousin, Cole. Cole this is Bella.” 
 
    Cole held out his hand to shake, but she wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly for a second. I watched my strong boyfriend break down. He leaned his head on her shoulder and lost it.  
 
    I could feel my own heartstrings pulling. Imagining him waiting his entire life. Nearly twenty some odd years he’d spent wishing he had a real family. Our relationship had changed his life, and now the empty puzzle piece was finally discovered. Cole was whole, probably for the first time.  
 
    Rusty came up and hugged me while we watched the two cousins. They didn’t let go of each other for a very long time. Little Sarah was confused. She was just starting to really communicate. “Daddy, why is my mama crying?” 
 
    “They’re happy tears, sweetie. Mama is just very happy.” 
 
    Bella turned to reassure her daughter she was fine. She smiled and took her into her arms. “Cole, this is your second cousin Sarah.” 
 
    Cole wiped his face and tried to smile, though it was seemingly difficult at this point. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    Sarah hid her face. She was playing shy. I found it to be so cute.  
 
    “Should we go inside and talk? I can’t wait to go to my father with this. You don’t know how angry we are about this. He’s cut me off. For nearly a month he hasn’t spoken to me. He’s acting like a child.” 
 
    Bella turned to Rusty and then back to us. “We got in last night. After getting Rusty and Sarah settled at Noah’s, I went over to your parent’s house.” 
 
    “You did?”
She nodded. “I think when he saw me walk through the door it hit him. He didn’t even ask why I was there. Your mom seemed relieved to be honest. I know she stands by him, but it was obvious she didn’t agree with his decision.” 
 
    “For the record, in my opinion he’s doing this because he thinks it’s best for the family. He assumed that cutting you off would make you come home and give up Cole.” 
 
    “Cole deserved a chance though.” 
 
    “All I wanted was to have a chance. It’s obvious I love his daughter. I’m not the enemy. We both want what’s best for her.” Cole’s explanation wasn’t anything new. Everyone in the room was aware of how he felt. 
 
    “Well, you’re not going to have to wait long for him to get in touch with you. I wanted to come here first; to prepare you.” 
 
    “Prepare us?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, after our talk he called my dad. Your mom was in tears over it. They’d all kept my paternity a secret for so long. They knew once Cole found out we were related it would get back to everyone else. They broke the law to protect me from the Chase family. Apparently our grandma was trying to take me. I know you didn’t have a good upbringing, but I did. My dad is my only father. He was there when I was born, and he’s been with me ever since then. We never needed blood to be related. I’m his in every way that counts. He loves me unconditionally and I love him the same. The idea of her taking that away from him made him go to extremes to protect me. Uncle Colt didn’t want my dad getting hurt. He needed to make sure he was okay with it. The thing is, I’d already told him about you. It was his idea for me to intervene, and that’s when I brought it up to Noah.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” Cole admitted. 
 
    “Your dad will be here any second. I asked him for a little bit to explain why I took matters into my own hands. I knew things would become heated. You’ve got two men who are fighting for your love. It wouldn’t have ended the way you wanted it to. Now it doesn’t have to be that way. Addison, we both know your father doesn’t apologize. I have no idea what he’s going to say to either one of you. You need to be prepared for anything, but just know he’s not going to cut you out of his life anymore. He seemed like he was about to break anyway. I just eased his mind a bit. Just because we were born to illegitimate people doesn’t mean we’ll turn out like them. Life is what we make it.” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re going to stick around for this,” I asked Bella. 
 
    “Are you kidding? I love drama. My ass is staying right on this couch.” 
 
    The sound of gravel moving around caught our attention. Cole looked out the blinds to see who it was. “It’s your parent’s SUV. They’re here.” 
 
    I got up to greet them, opened the door, and saw my dad with a bouquet of lilies. Chris and Ethan hopped out of the back, carrying gifts, while my mom had grocery bags. The moment I saw them, after a month being away, I started to tear up. “Hi.” 
 
    My mom was the first to kiss me. “Hi sweetie. You look wonderful. I didn’t know what to bring, so I made us lunch.”
Chris walked by and shoved a couple packages in my arms. “Here. They’re house warming gifts.” 
 
    “This isn’t a party,” I mentioned. 
 
    “It is now,” she corrected. “You know how this family is. Just go with it.” 
 
    Ethan smiled and gave me a nod before heading inside, leaving me to face my father alone. He didn’t come close enough to hug me. Instead he stood a full body’s length away. “Addison, it’s good to see you.” 
 
    I placed my hands on my hips. “Don’t come here and pretend to be nice to Cole. I told you before, and I’ll tell you again, I love him and nothing you can say will change it.” 
 
    “I reckon I might have been wrong to push you away. You need to understand that I was only thinking of your best interest. His relatives caused us nothing but pain. I was thinking of your mother, and what they took from us.” 
 
    “Dad, Cole wasn’t a part of that. His mother abandoned him. She left him alone in his house for days without food or nourishment. He was a little boy. Do you think for one second he’d want anything to do with her, or anyone else in that family?” 
 
    “Are you going to let me get a word in?” 
 
    “Are you going to be nice?” 
 
    My dad smirked and then shook his head. “You’re hard-headed. You get it honestly. No one could ever tell me I was wrong without a fight.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you admitting you were wrong?” 
 
    “I’m admitting I handled things improperly. You’re my little girl and I felt threatened. Your sister was assaulted a while back and I couldn’t do anything for her. When I heard who you were involved with it concerned me. I didn’t want you going through something traumatic. We couldn’t afford to lose you again to drugs.” 
 
    “Daddy, when you forced him away I went out and bought drugs. I was that messed up where I wanted to forget about everything, even my accomplishments.”
“So you used?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Cole saw me on the road and stopped me. I was seconds away from making a terrible mistake and he was there to save me. That’s what he does, Daddy. He keeps me safe. He makes me happy, and when we’re together I’m different.” 
 
    “I owe you both an apology. You’re grown. I overstepped. I’m here to make it right.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ready to forgive you. You cut me off.” 
 
    “Addison, I never stopped being your dad. I continued paying your car payment, your insurance, your cell phone bill, and your tuition. They were empty threats and you didn’t even realize it.” 
 
    “You told me I wasn’t welcome on the ranch.” 
 
    “And you think I would have stopped you? Have I not been a good father to you? Have I not given you everything you ever wanted?” I watched my father break down right in front of me. In all my life I couldn’t remember him crying, but there he was, covering his face and shaking. 
 
    I walked over to him and placed my hands on his strong arms. “You’re the best father. I’m grateful for having you. I’m just angry for what you did. You hurt me.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for you, darlin’. I’d give you whatever you needed.” 
 
    “All except for Cole. You wouldn’t let me stay with him.” 
 
    He deeply sighed. “I said I was sorry.” He wiped his face and stared at me, his eyes red and strained. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “You need to tell him that. He’s the one who has to forgive you.” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed Cole step outside. He was leaning on the front door listening to us bickering. “I accept your apology, but I need to know you understand I don’t have anything to do with that family. I’ve been alone practically my whole life. My foster family tried to fill the void, but they never loved me. In all honesty, I think the only person who ever has is standing in front of you. Can you imagine what it’s been like for me? All my life I’ve been searching for a place to belong. Without your daughter I’m lost. I don’t care what anyone thinks about us. What we have is real, and I’m not going to leave her, no matter who thinks they can get in the way.” 
 
    My dad held his hand out to Cole. He said nothing as he waited for Cole to react. For a few seconds I wondered if he would turn around and walk away. In my opinion my dad needed to be taught a lesson, but Cole was done fighting. He wanted to be accepted, because he had too many reasons to be thankful. 
 
    When they shook I wanted to cry. I held my hands up to my face and watched them both smile. “All my life nothing has been more important than family. My niece was right. I can’t love her and force you away. I am truly sorry.” 
 
    “I know, sir. I get it. I just hope you know you were wrong. I was never a threat. I tried not to love her,” he looked at me as he said it, “but she’s hard to forget.” 
 
    “If you hurt her we will have a problem,” my dad threatened. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I plan on making her crazy happy for as long as she’ll have me.” 
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    Epilogue 
 
    Six months later 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that’s everything?” I asked Cole as he locked up the trailer. 
 
    “I told you I double checked every room. If you don’t believe me go on in and check for yourself.” 
 
    I looked at the truck piled high with the rest of our things. We’d had to wait until our six month lease ended before being able to move back home. Ever since the day my father came to apologize, he’d been itching to get me to move back to the ranch. After much consideration, my Gram asked me to move into the main house with her. She’d met Cole a few times in the past several months and come to favor him, maybe even a little more than Ethan. If you ask me, she had a little crush on him. I think Gram was just sweet on Cole because he’d bend over backwards to impress her. He’s already repaired several minor things in the house.  
 
    From what my parents told me, I was the last child left to live in the house, since my brother and Christian both had homes of their own. Since it would be mine in the future, they felt it was alright if we moved our things into the one wing and got settled.  
 
    I’m pretty sure Cole about crapped his pants when we sat down at a family dinner and discussed it. He’d never had much growing up, so it was a bit overwhelming to look at the mansion and imagine it being his home.  
 
    I knew I’d have to take care of Gram eventually, and I was okay with it. For now we’d have over six thousand square feet of living quarters just for us. My Gram would have the other half, and we’d share the kitchen and common areas.  
 
    Another thing Cole couldn’t believe was that we wouldn’t have to pay rent. The house had been paid for years ago before my grandfather passed away. Aside from the annual taxes, which were paid by the farm, there was nothing except for the utilities.  
 
    My dad wanted us to save. He knew Cole liked his job doing tattoos, but offered him a position on the farm anyway. At first he declined, but had been helping out when things got hectic. I was almost positive he was reconsidering the offer to be able to work so close to the house.  
 
    For me, I’d be able to finish my course, and finally get my certification as a drug counselor. I still thought back to that night in the car when I almost ruined everything I’d been working for. Being extremely close to having a career I knew I’d love, I was thankful Cole had stopped me. If I would have used there’s no telling where I’d be, and how my life would have changed. 
 
    “Are you going to miss this place?” 
 
    “How can you ask me that? We’re moving into a castle.” 
 
    “It’s not a castle. It’s just a big white house.” 
 
    “Maybe for you.” 
 
    “Are you overwhelmed?” 
 
    He snickered. “No. I’m more petrified. I feel like I’m going to mess something up.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. 
 
    “And you’re sure this is cool with your dad?” 
 
    “Cole, you were with me when he insisted we move home. What are you stressing about?” 
 
    “Being a family.” 
 
    I got in the truck and took his hand. “How many times have I told you that you weren’t alone?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Too many.” 
 
    “Stop worrying. It’s just a house. If you don’t like it there we’ll move into one of the trailers.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “That’s what my dad said about you,” I teased. “Now you’re actually friends.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. He’s coming around. I still think I have something to prove to him, but I’m working on it. One day he’ll know I’m in this for the long haul. There’s no place else on this earth I’d rather be than with you. Wherever you go, I go. I love you, precious.” 
 
    “And I love you, Cole.” I looked toward the road leading back to the ranch. “Let’s get going. There’s a bubble bath calling our names.” 
 
      
 
    No one really knows what their future may hold. We need to take one day at a time and try to be the best person we can be. Life is short. There are no guarantees. I knew now how important it was, and what I’d taken for granted. With the love from Cole I knew I’d have a future free from drugs and addiction. He’d saved me in more ways than he knew, and in many ways I’d done the same for him. Whatever brought us together, whether cosmic or coincidence, we were blessed and happy it happened. Cole finally had what he’d always wanted. 
 
    A family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Preface 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want to do, Cassie? I know how much your family means to you,” my boyfriend Brant asked for the third time in ten minutes. We’d been sneaking around again in order to see each other, because my family didn’t approve. 
 
    “Yes. I’m positive. The sooner the better, Brant. The longer we stay here the worse it will get.” 
 
    “It’s settled then. I’ll make some calls and see if I can find a job somewhere else. I don’t even care what I’ll be doing. As long as I’m with you we’ll make it work.” He smiled, a tiny dimple forming on his cheek. “You know I love you, right?” 
 
    “I do. I love you too. Leaving is going to be hard, but it’s our only choice. I want a future with you, no matter who we have to cross to make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    Brant dropped me off on the main road leading to my parent’s house. We lived on a large ranch, so his vehicle would be undetected, even if they were waiting up for me. I’d lied about where I was going, only because I wanted to spend some quality alone time with my boyfriend.  
 
    When I walked in the door, I found both of them waiting for me. Maybe I should have known to expect it. If they could make my life hell they would do it, until they knew I’d given up on Brant for good.  
 
    It was never going to happen. 
 
      
 
    We’d been arguing about it for the past two hours. You’d think since I was in my twenties they’d lay off about my boyfriend. I’d been paying rent to my parents since I turned eighteen; something they said would teach responsibility. Seven days a week I worked at my family’s huge produce distribution office managing shipments. I went to church, like every good girl was supposed to. I gave back to my community, and helped others whenever I was given the chance.  
 
    Why couldn’t they let me be with the man I loved? “Daddy, please. I’m sorry for coming in so late, but we went to a concert. It was three hours away. I was quiet coming in, and didn’t wake anyone. Why are you making a big deal out of it?” They’d been on me since I came home with my first tattoo at sixteen. Sure, I’d done it without their permission, but it was my body to modify however I wanted. 
 
    Had he not been waiting in the recliner, gun in hand, I would have probably gotten away with it, but ever since I’d started dating Brant my dad had been irrational. He claimed he knew what kind of man Brant was and if I knew better I’d steer clear of him and anyone he associated with. He said the whole town knew of his criminal record, and that I’d be a disgrace to our family name if I was seen associating with him. 
 
    Little did he know I’d met Brant at a time where I felt lost. He’d made me feel good about myself, which is something every teenager struggles with. The moment my dad learned his name, he was forbidden from coming onto our property. They’d tried to make it impossible for us to be together, though we’d been finding ways for a while right under their noses. Who were they to tell me who I could and couldn’t love? 
 
    With my mother standing behind him, he snarled and leaned forward in the chair. “Young lady, you live under this roof. I’m not having this kind of behavior for your brother and sisters to see. You need to set a better example. That boy is nothing but trouble. He’s going to end up spending the rest of his life in jail. Don’t let him drag you down.” 
 
    “Drag me down? Are you serious? Like I said before, I’m not a kid. I can be with whoever I choose.” 
 
    “Not while you’re living in this house. I want you to stop seeing him. I’m not messing around either, Cassie. The relationship is over! This is the last time I’m going to say it.” 
 
    I shook my head, hot tears pouring out of my eyes. “I love him. You can’t keep us apart. I’ll leave if I have to.” 
 
    I’d never threatened my father before. I’d never dared backtalk him, or go against his final decision. I watched as his eyes widen and then finally closed. I’d crossed a line I couldn’t come back from. He knew I was choosing my forbidden relationship over our family. 
 
    My mother interrupted before my father blew a gasket. “Cassie, please. We’re doing this for your own good. Brant is a bad person. We don’t want you to get into trouble. You’re a good girl. Please reconsider. I know you don’t understand, but we’re doing this to protect you. Guys like him will only bring you down.” 
 
    I threw my hands in the air. “I’m too tired to argue with the both of you. I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Cassie, don’t you dare walk away from us,” my father ordered. 
 
    I continued until my bedroom door was preventing them from coming after me. I made sure the door was locked before falling onto my comfortable mattress and bawling my eyes out.  
 
    Why couldn’t they understand how being with Brant made me happier than I’d ever been? All they saw was what other people gossiped about. He wasn’t the guy they’d pegged him out to be. He was so much more than meets the eye, and I refused to give him up because they couldn’t look beyond the surface. 
 
    I didn’t sleep at all. I couldn’t.  
 
    My mind was a disarray of thoughts. I imagined breaking it off with Brant, and how hard it would be to get over such a love. He’d been my first, my only. It wasn’t just saying the words and holding hands. We wanted a future, the whole kit and caboodle. His rough demeanor was a façade. I knew the man inside of those rough walls. I’d watched him fall apart a month ago when his grandmother fell ill. I’d witness firsthand how her death took a hold of him, destroying all that was precious. Without me, I was afraid of what he would become. We were good for each other; a light at the end of two tunnels, coming together for a common interest. I needed him, just as much as he needed me. 
 
    That’s when I knew what had to happen. There was no other way, none that would work. I had to leave, and I’d do it before my father was able to stop me. 
 
    By the time the following week rolled around, Brant had made his plans.  
 
    I stayed calm, letting my parents think I’d stayed away from my boyfriend, so they’d be unsuspecting. I couldn’t let on, because I knew they would find a way to intervene. 
 
    My father was the biggest hurdle. I waited for him to go to work. My bags had been packed for hours, and I’d conveniently hid them in the bush out front of my bedroom window. My mother was in the laundry room, and I was fully prepared to go without a goodbye until she caught me heading toward the door.  
 
    Her words caused anger to fill me. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    I turned, nonchalantly giving her a half-witted smile. “I think you already know the answer, don’t you? We discussed this last night. Please don’t make a big deal out of it.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    My brow raised. I was done trying to appease my parents. It was time I lived for me instead of everyone else. “I would. I’m tired of living by your rules. It’s time I take what I want in life.” 
 
    “Oh,” she replied sarcastically. “And I suppose this has something to do with Brant?” 
 
    I didn’t falter. “It has everything to do with him.” 
 
    “You’re making a terrible mistake, Cassie. If you leave out that door you’re not going to be welcome back, not if your plans are to run away with him. We’ve been patient with you, but enough is enough. I’m tired of trying to convince you how bad of a person that boy is. If you want to run to him now, it’s going to be forever,” she threatened.  
 
    I snickered, almost getting a kick out of her gall. She certainly believed I’d back down because she was warning me I wouldn’t be welcome back. “Don’t be overdramatic, Mom. I know you’re full of shit. You don’t have to worry though, I won’t be returning to this hellhole anyway. I’m done being treated like your little slave. You can’t control me, and you never will.” I headed for the door, taking the knob into my grasp. “Oh, and don’t think you can call Daddy and come after me. We’re leaving this God forsaken state and never coming back.” I was bidding goodbye to North Carolina, no matter how much it hurt. 
 
    She pulled me by the hair, desperate to keep me from leaving. I heard the sound of a loud motor and knew it was Brant. My ride had arrived and losing a bit of scalp wasn’t going to stop me from running after him. “No! I won’t let you do this to your life,” she struggled to say while pulling me back. “Please Cassie.” 
 
    I twirled around, shifting my weight to have the upper hand, finally pushing her off me. She fell down to the floor, shocked and emotionally pained. I was breaking her heart by the second. “Don’t come looking. I’m done with this family. The more you search, the further I’ll go. Goodbye, Mom. I hope you have better luck with your other children, because you failed terribly with me.” 
 
    She got up and rushed in my direction, holding me from moving. I jerked my arms out of her reach and she slapped me. “How dare you?” 
 
    “How dare me?” I sighed. “You know, I get why your first husband beat you. You’re weak, and I’ll never be anything like you. You’re so fake. You say you live by God’s rules, but you’re a hypocrite. You were married to someone with a criminal record.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “He was a horrible man. You could have left at any time, but you were afraid. I’m nothing like you. I won’t be afraid to take what’s mine, and do whatever I have to do to be happy.” 
 
    “This isn’t you.” She noticed the vehicle waiting outside for me. “Cassie, there’s things you don’t know about him – about his parents.” 
 
    I pointed in her direction. This was her last attempt to get my attention, and it wasn’t going to work. “Nothing you say will prevent me from walking out this door. I love him and he loves me. Have a nice life. Keep in mind this could have been easier had you just given him a chance. You pushed me away. You and Dad did this to me.” 
 
    In my defense I was talking out of my ass. I needed her to stay vulnerable so I could get a head start. In no time at all she’d be on the phone with my father, hopping in their vehicle to hunt us down. This had to be brutal. It had to hurt, or else I’d never get away. I needed to force myself to sever ties, so I could finally be free. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Cassie 
 
    “Stop crying, Cassie,” Brant ordered for the second time in five minutes. We hadn’t even gotten an hour away from my uncle’s farm in Kentucky before I lost it. We’d run to their house first, mostly because I needed to see if I could gain some more funds from my rich family before we continued on to our destination.  
 
    Since that time, my boyfriend hadn’t been very sympathetic. Brant couldn’t understand what it was like to leave everything behind. My parents, my siblings, and the rest of our kin, which happened to spread between two states, were all worried about me. Little did they know I’d probably never see any of them again. Brant had made me promise I wouldn’t contact them, not even my closest cousins. This decision had to be final, probably because he knew the pull they’d always had with my emotions. It was obvious he’d never been part of a group of blood relatives who’d do anything for each other. Faith – family – love, it’s what we were raised to value. God was first, and afterwards it was our devotion to be good people. Though I couldn’t always understand, I did what I was told, like every good little country girl was taught to do. 
 
    When Brant came into my life things got a bit crazy. The more drawn to him I became, the further from my values I ended up. My parents were the first to see it, forbidding me from being around someone with such low standards.  
 
    Brant wasn’t like any of them. His heart was hidden under a slew of tattoos and criminal acts. Even though they couldn’t see past what was on the outside, I fell in love with the whole package. His bad boy image made me want to fight for his attention, and once I had it, I refused to back down. 
 
    I didn’t know the first thing about being bad, but I did a fine job fitting in with his crowd, dressing and doing the things they’d do for fun. I’d dabbled in drugs, only recreational, and later been caught by my parents. My father, having gone through his own stint of living on the bad side, years ago, was the first to freak out and promise to do everything in his power to keep me from going down a path I’d regret.  
 
    Mostly it meant keeping me away from Brant.  
 
    The more he tried to severe ties between myself and my boyfriend, the harder I had to fight to find ways to keep him in my life. I became deceitful, desperate, and a cold-hearted bitch. I’d chose to follow my heart, instead of the values and opinions of my family members. I’d sacrificed stability to throw caution to the wind and be with the crazy man I couldn’t get enough of. 
 
    He was my greatest addiction, and I gladly welcomed the high he brought me when we were together. 
 
    Even though my choice was made, I still had hope in the back of my mind that I’d be able to change everyone’s opinions and have a happy life. I’d hoped when we stopped in Kentucky to see my cousins, Brant would like it so much he’d want to stay there, instead of carrying on with his plan to tear me away from all of them. After all, without the constant badgering from my parents, I assumed he’d see the good in the rest of them, settling for new scenery over the unknown. 
 
    I’d always been close with my cousins. We spent our summers in Kentucky, and every other holiday. My father was raised on that ranch, and learned everything from living there. Growing up, I could envision settling down in one of the small homes on the property and starting a family, like many of my relatives had done. Brant could work the cattle with the men, while I took care of our two point five children and dog.  
 
    The truth, it was always a dream. Even if I wasn’t with Brant, no man would give up his aspirations of a better life to work with animal shit and family drama in the name of love. Nowadays couples struggled to remain together. When you add that with the parents I had, there was no hope for resolution. It was Hell or high water. I felt like I was living both at the same time.  
 
    This plan wasn’t only the two of us running away to live in sin. It was our opportunity to start a life, free of ridicule and hate. It was our chance to be two new strangers in a large town. We were going to be free; free from scrutiny and free from judgment. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t have both scenarios. It was my family, or my boyfriend, and as bad as it sounds, I’d had a lot of time to make my decision. They’d kept me from him too many times to keep track of. They’d threatened my happiness, and I was tired of fighting. The bickering and whispers had to stop. I wanted a new life – a new start where I could be a responsible adult. 
 
    One call changed it all for me.  The moment Brant got word, I knew our future was set. For months we’d been planning our getaway, but Brant stayed focused, seeking out opportunities elsewhere. The call was one he’d been waiting days for; a call offering him a job he said he couldn’t refuse – one that could give us more money than we’d ever need to get started on our life together. It would last for a month or two, and then we’d be set. 
 
    Sure, it was good he’d made arrangements, and certainly Las Vegas was going to be an exciting place to start over, but I’d be doing it without the support I’d had my whole life. I’d essentially be alone in a huge city known for crime and sins. It wasn’t exactly a small town safe haven, like I’d been brought up in. 
 
    Brant thought it was a good idea to break contact with everyone, on account of my parents having gone to extremes to keep us apart. My dad had called in favors with friends and even told the cops where they could find Brant when he knew he’d violated probation. He wouldn’t stop. He knew if he kept interfering Brant would go to jail, and I’d be forced to stay away from him. They claimed he was bad news, but in the time we’d spent together he’d only ever made me happy. He’d been gentle, supportive, and above all, my only best friend. If they could only see past the tattoos and criminal record they’d see what I was able to – a kind soul who only wanted to spend the rest of his life with me. Sure, he was rough around the edges, but everyone deserved a chance at happiness, especially a hopeless romantic like me. 
 
    He was loyal to his friends, even though most were a bunch of high school dropout hoodlums. They all congregated in a double wide on the outskirts of town. Most couldn’t hold a job, and some were so hopped up on drugs they weren’t even able to carry on conversations. I never asked how they paid their bills, or managed to afford the drugs and cars they drove. I knew better than to open that can of worms.  
 
    Brant seemed better than them. He did what he was able to impress me, using his charm to take me places and win me over. He never had to work hard. Even when I was angry, he found some way to distract me until I forgot what we were fighting about. He’d been good at something else too. His ability to think ahead made me feel like our plan to be together could work.  
 
    I just feared it  would backfire. My father was a relentless man. People didn’t cross him. He meant business, and when he said he was going to do something, he did it. Much like Brant, he wouldn’t back down. The two of them had that in common at least. They’d fight to the death for me, and it scared the shit out of me to think about losing either of them. 
 
    “Why do you keep looking back there?” 
 
    Keeping watch out of the rear car window wasn’t my idea of a good time, especially after what I was giving up to be with him. Brant seemed to think we were in the clear, but ditching our phones wasn’t going to stop them from seeking another way to hunt us down. “I’m afraid they’re going to find us,” I admitted. “Dad is probably already coming after us.” 
 
    “Baby, chill the fuck out. We’re good.” He took my hand and raised it to his lips. My tolerance level was wearing thin. “I love you. Don’t be such a downer. If I wanted to feel like shit I’ll do it on my own terms.” He smiled, displaying a dimple in the corner of his creamed toned skin. His dark hair was blowing with the breeze coming in the open window. “When we get to Vegas I’m going to buy you something nice. I know this is hard. I get it. Just give us a chance, Cass. We’ve planned this for a long time. Don’t back out on me now. I need you.” 
 
    Like my father, Brant always felt his way was the right way. I however, had a different opinion, though I hadn’t yet voiced it. Now he was making me feel guilty. The idea of slipping away to Vegas seemed exciting, but in hindsight I knew it was a terrible idea. Nothing good was going to come from it, but I didn’t have the gall to go against what my boyfriend had already decided. He wasn’t keen on someone standing in his way, and he’d planned this move for far too long to reconsider. He’d made plans, found us a place to stay, and arranged for a job. He’d kill me if I ruined it because of being homesick, not to mention how many hoops he’d gone through to convince a stranger to give him a chance. It wasn’t like he had fantastic references.  
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered under my breath. While looking in the upright mirror at my reddened green eyes, I wondered if I’d ever be the same carefree girl again, or if this crazy move would change me. “I know this is what I want. You’re right, Brant. I can’t wait to see what life has in store for us.” In the pit of my stomach I felt a need to continue to worry. This was new for me – all of it. I’d never lived anywhere else than my family home. I didn’t know the first thing about being independent enough to start a whole new life, and Brant hadn’t yet been forthcoming about his new job, which had me a bit concerned. He wasn’t exactly the poster boy for employment opportunities. Since he was being so secretive, I was worried if what he was going to be doing would even be legal. If it wasn’t I didn’t know what I’d be able to do. He wouldn’t listen to me, and I couldn’t exactly call the cops on the only person who was taking care of me. 
 
    I’d have to get my own job, and since the only experience I had was working on a ranch, I knew I’d have a hard time finding something I was good at.  
 
    Maybe I should have finished college. A few night courses didn’t exactly leave me with a degree in anything. For the life of me I couldn’t ever remember wanting to be anything more than a housewife, much like my mother. Sure, she had a hair salon with my aunt, and both my sisters enjoyed working there in the past, but it wasn’t for me. I pictured having a bunch of kids and homeschooling so I could spend all my time with them. I’d been raised to love and appreciate my relatives. Us children were taught nothing is stronger than the bond between family. 
 
    Turning my back on them was excruciatingly hard, especially not having any clue what we were getting involved in. 
 
    This was the choice I made, and I couldn’t turn back now. I wasn’t willing to give up my relationship with Brant, and I certainly didn’t want him leaving me behind. This was our future. Like it or not, we’d made the decision to leave and I wasn’t going back. 
 
    I thought about my family as I stared out the car window. The faithful group of people who raised me and taught me right from wrong were probably freaking out. I knew they were frantic by now. I was sure they contacted the authorities, or at least my great-uncle who’d been the sheriff in Kentucky for many years. There was little he could do now, since we’d exited the state hours before. 
 
    Then there was someone else who filled my mind. I’d treated her terribly. I’d taken out my frustrations on her, knowing it was crushing her heart. I’d said things I’d been taught to never say to someone. My mother didn’t deserve to be told off in her own home, nor did she appreciate watching me walk out the door with no intentions of ever returning. I regretted our last moments together, and I wouldn’t blame her if she never wanted to see me again. If my father had been there things would have gone down differently. He probably would have got out his rifle and sent Brant to heaven with no regard for how it would affect me. He hated him with a passion, and it showed. He was quite open regarding his feelings for my boyfriend. Maybe it’s why I was determined to be with him. Maybe my rebellious ways led me right into his arms. Maybe I didn’t deserve a surreal life in the country. Perhaps I was bound for bigger and better things, or maybe I was in way over my head. 
 
    The mere thought of that made my stomach feel queasy. I came from something good. Most people would do anything to be raised by two loving parents under the same roof. It wasn’t just my mom and dad who took care of us kids either. We lived on a large piece of property in North Carolina, where my father and my uncle ran a cattle ranch. Sure, we also had a few chicken houses, and even grew produce for the local grocers, but we mostly were known for raising the best steeds around.  
 
    I’d grown up with chores and responsibilities. I’d been taught to mind my manners when in public, and thank the Lord for every blessing we’d been given. Before kids came alone, my parents had struggled, both with their own personal demons. Finding each other brought out the best in each of them. They were happy together, and extremely settled.  
 
    It’s part of the reason I couldn’t understand why they refused to relate to my situation. Why couldn’t they see I was in love with Brant Moxin? It was either their way or none at all. I think being the troublemaker made me more prone to get the brunt of their reprimands. They were obviously trying to set an example for my siblings, by throwing my relationship under the bus.  
 
    At any rate, they hated Brant from the first time they laid eyes on him. Nothing would change their opinions, and I knew with my latest decision, now more than ever before, they’d do whatever they found necessary to bring me home. That’s why I had to go to extreme  measures. It wasn’t like they would have allowed me to move out with my boyfriend.  
 
    “I think we shouldn’t stop. We need to keep going. The city never sleeps, so when we arrive we can get some grub and party.” 
 
    I tried to focus on our new journey. “Whatever you think. I can’t wait to see the lights.” 
 
    “Baby, you have no idea how awesome it is. Just wait.” 
 
    Brant lit up a cigarette and took a long drag. I glanced over and watched the smoke escaping from his lips and traveling into each nostril. His firm grip on the steering wheel showed off the tattoos he’d gotten just above his knuckles. He told me the words meant something to him, although I found them sexy and didn’t care. Nobody else would question them, or why he’d put Dead Life across the back of his hands, because they always hated approaching him.  
 
    To me, Brant was attractive, a bad boy, rough on the edges with his own sort of style. He was intimidating, and it made me feel safe and protected. He’d always been in control, and I liked it at first. Women were always hitting on him, and before I could go into bars, I was jealous imagining him being with someone other than me.  
 
    Now I worried about the consequences if my parents had been right about him. He’d pretty much threatened our relationship for me to come with him, and now that I’d run away, I knew I’d disappointed all the people who could potentially save me if things went sour.  
 
    Brant’s plan didn’t include me going anywhere without him. He’d promised we would get married, and we’d start a new life together. Each time I fought with my parents, he’d reassure me something better was out there waiting for us. The more miles that separated myself from my family, I reconsidered my selfish decision.  
 
    Things would have been easier if my parents would have given Brant a chance. I could only pray his criminal ways were a thing of the past. He’d changed. He’d changed for me – so we could be together. We were running away to have a life, not like some Bonnie and Clyde scenario. It was about love and nothing else. We’d prove them wrong. Somehow, someway we’d prove our feelings were genuine and they’d finally accept us. He’d be a part of our family, and we could have the future we both had been dreaming of. I’d taken the risk, throwing caution to the wind. I only had myself to blame for whatever happened next. 
 
    “Baby, you need to chill the fuck out. We’re not being followed, and they sure as shit ain’t going to catch up to us. We’re free. Ain’t that what you want? This is our chance.” 
 
    I watched as one of his hands came over and massaged my thigh. My hand fell down over his and I lightly squeezed. “I know. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t apologize. It’s going to be great. Just wait. We’re going to have it all. Anything you could want, I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    I forced a smile and then stared into the passenger side mirror. “I believe you.” But did I? My reluctance made me nervous. “About this job. What will you be doing?” 
 
    He ran his hand through the back of my hair and glanced in my direction. “That’s for me to know and you to find out. Don’t worry. All you’ve got to do is stand around and look pretty.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I noted what he was saying. “What do I have to do with the job?” 
 
    “You’re going to be my partner, baby. Don’t fret. I’ll do the heavy lifting.” 
 
    I already knew what it implied without asking further. By heavy lifting he meant stealing. Maybe I should have asked to get out of the car and found a way home right then. Maybe it was my out I’d silently been looking for. Except, I didn’t take it. In my head I thought I could still change his mind. I wouldn’t give up, at least not yet. If he thought I was going to break the law for us to be together, he was dead wrong. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Cassie 
 
      
 
    The pictures didn’t do it justice. Vegas was absolutely breathtaking. I was in awe of the buildings, the lights, and the atmosphere. Once we got onto the strip I hung my head out the window and let my fears dissipate. We were both overwhelmed with excitement, high off of the possibilities. “This is unbelievable. Am I dreaming?” 
 
    “Nope. This is what I was telling you. I knew you’d be impressed.” 
 
    “Impressed,” I kept staring out the window in awe. “This is the most beautiful city I’ve ever seen. Oh my god. Look at that water show. Do you see the lights?” 
 
    Brant got a kick out of my reaction. “You’re going to rule this city soon, baby. Just wait.” 
 
    As much as I wanted to go into a casino and see what it was like, I knew it was time for us to find a place to stay until Brant was able to get in touch with the people who were arranging our apartment situation. I know he did it to make me feel comfortable. We ended up checking into one of the popular hotels with gondola rides out front of the establishment.  
 
    Our room had one giant king-sized bed, and it was designed in up to date décor. I plopped down on the mattress and stared at the ceiling. The night was still young for Vegas, the city that never sleeps, and there were at least one hundred sights I was determined to see before I closed my eyes. Being that we’d taken turns driving in order to nap, we were good to go for a while. 
 
    Brant crept on the bed, hovering over me so his lips were grazing over mine. “This is just the beginning. I’m going to give you the world.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him. I swear I did. More than anything I wanted to think we could have a beautiful future together. I’d imagined our children, and us growing old together. Yet, for some reason, I could never grasp the idea of it being real, not even now when we’d gotten away from all the people trying to rip us apart.  
 
    “Prove it.” It was a simple request. 
 
    He coasted my body with his eyes, wasting no time watching as he began raising the hem of my shirt over my bra. With his palm running smoothly down my abdomen, I inhaled, preparing for him to dive down into my shorts. His hand was warm against my cool skin, like it had been made to heat me up. It was evident he was breaking down my worried walls, distracting me from being able to think about my family and the pain they all must have been in from my leaving.  
 
    I closed my eyes as I felt his fingertips rolling over my pussy for the first time. He dipped lower, pressing his lips against it, all the while stroking my awaiting clit. When he realized how aroused I’d already become, he yanked off my shorts, taking my thong with them. I leaned up, allowing him to lift my shirt above my head. He shoved my bra away, tucking it almost under my neck while savoring each of my breasts, inch by inch. Brant sat up, taking me in completely. “You’re the hottest fucking piece of ass in Vegas.” 
 
    I appreciated his admiration for me. It was another one of the reasons I fell so hard for him. He knew exactly what to say to make me melt. “Well, if I’m the hottest piece of ass in Vegas, I suppose I’ll let you have your way with me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking permission, Cass. If I want you I’ll take it.” 
 
    His words sent chills throughout my body. It wasn’t like I could fight him, or even if I’d want to. He cupped my pussy, keeping his hand there as he spoke. “This is my pussy. You need to remember that while we’re here. You’re going to attract other men, and I don’t want to have to kill anyone.” 
 
    “Ohh, you sound scary. Maybe I’ll meet a prince who will swoop me away to a foreign land.” 
 
    “I’m not fucking around,” he gritted his teeth as he said it. “No one will touch you. There’s no prince who can love you like I do. That goes for women too. I’ve waited too fucking long to have you all to myself. Everything I’ve done is for us.” 
 
    One thing he said made me giggle. “Women? So I’m a lesbian now?” 
 
    “No. Anyone can be tempted. You’ve never been here, Cass. You haven’t seen how innocence can disappear. I need you to remain like a fragile flower so you stand out amongst everyone else. Do you understand what I’m saying? You’re a little fragile porcelain doll, and this is a big place with a lot of destructive children. They’ll shatter you.” I felt like his comment was a joke, so I laughed at him. Then I caught his stare, and it was everything but comical. “Promise me you’ll be a good girl – you’ll be my good girl?” 
 
    “Yeah. Of course. I’m always yours. I promise. There’s no question. Why would I ever want someone else when I’m happy with the man I’m with? If you haven’t noticed, I gave up everything to be with you.” 
 
    He refused to answer, probably because he was using his mouth to do other things, like kiss my pussy. He used his stiffened tongue to spread me open, inserting it inside of me. While doing so, Brant thumbed my asshole, applying pressure without penetration. He kept at it, toying with me until I was on the brink of falling apart, then pulled away. 
 
    I watched as he got up on his knees and unbuckled his pants, shoving them down and exposing his stiff erection. He handled his package, aiming it while making sure I was focused. “Beg for this, Cass. Beg me to fuck the shit out of you.” 
 
    I bit down on my bottom lip, smiling. I loved it when he got down and dirty. It made me feel like a bad girl, which in turn got him off quickly. Since we were both exhausted, I didn’t feel like spending a bunch of time with foreplay. I wanted a fast encounter, where we’d fall asleep entwined. 
 
    “Please, baby. Fuck me. Make me cum.” 
 
    A guffaw escaped him as my legs were grabbed and lifted up in the air, then further, until they were pressing against my chest. My breathing was strained, but only for a second until I felt him entering me. He hadn’t checked for lubrication, so it was extremely tight. I watched his face coil as he thrust in dry. He bucked a few times before it began to feel slippery. With pressure still on the underneath of my knees, he had me folded over while drilling inside of my now aroused opening. He stared down as he moved, watching his whole engorged length fill my channel. At first he moved at a slow pace, only to pick it up as he got closer to his happy ending. I threw my arms above my head, succumbing to the pleasure he was bringing me.  
 
    His body was in full control, but as I stared into his dark blue eyes he knew what I wanted. He reached forward, straining my legs to the max, albeit continuing to grind. His lips brushed mine. Then hungrily, he ravaged them, playfully teasing my tongue with his. The pressure from our current position was extreme. It felt like he was hitting a dead end road in my cervix. I cried out, not caring if the people in the room next to us could hear. I wanted the whole world to know the sheer amount of satisfaction he gave me. I also wanted my boyfriend to know without a doubt there was no one better in my eyes. He was all I needed – all I wanted even. 
 
    It happened fast, my orgasm sending waves of euphoria down every inch of my body. Overtop of me I felt him stiffening, this time because he was losing control, filling me with a load of release.  
 
    Finally he flipped over, allowing my legs to come down and rest in their natural position. I was out of breath, naked, and satiated. As my eyes fluttered shut, I stopped worrying about what I couldn’t change and got excited about the future we were about to have. 
 
      
 
    When I woke from my sweet somber I was completely alone. I know, because I searched the room for Brant, even the closet I thought he was hiding in to scare me. I wasn’t worried about him, but more concerned he hadn’t woke me up to tell me where he was going. We were in a city I’d never been in. It wouldn’t be smart to wander out on my own alone, and I didn’t want to spend any of our cash without making sure it was okay with him.  
 
    We’d ditched our phones before leaving Kentucky, making it hard to not wonder if my parents had been out all night hunting for us. Since Brant wasn’t around to stop me, I picked up the phone and dialed my cousin, Christian, desperate to let her know I was still alive at least. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s me, Chris. We made it to Vegas. I just wanted to tell someone in case my mom and dad are freaking out.” 
 
    “Girl, you have no idea. They’re here in Kentucky. Your mom is a mess.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “Your dad was talking some crazy shit last night. Are you sure you made the right decision? You have every right to change your mind you know. You’re always welcome home.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple. I wish I could have both lives, but it’s not possible. My dad was clear with his demands. As long as I’m sleeping with the enemy, I have no home to go back to.” 
 
    “He’s only saying that. You know he doesn’t mean it.” 
 
    “Chris, I’m happy. I’m free for the first time in my life. I was just calling to tell you I was all right. If you want to pass on the message I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    I could tell she wasn’t happy about being the bearer of bad news. “Don’t put this on me. You didn’t see your parents last night. They called Uncle John. They had him calling in favors to look for the vehicle you were in.” 
 
    “Thanks for not telling them where we were headed.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. Just let me know when you get settled so we can come visit. Oh, and Jax called me this morning. He told me if I talked to you to tell you he’s pissed you won’t be around to watch the twins when Amber has to go back to work.”
“Of course he did.” My cousin Jax was a newlywed with new twins. He was a twin himself, so we all said it was a curse. I think he actually enjoyed being a parent, at least it seemed that way. His wife was a model. She’d taken off work to be with the children. If you ask me, Amber was already back to her beautiful figure she had before getting pregnant, but who really knew. She was gorgeous no matter what she weighed. “Tell him to get Callie to do it.” 
 
    “I miss you already. I’m kind of jealous you’re out there in Vegas while Ethan and I are here working on decorating the new house. It’s getting annoying. I’m tired of colors and hardwood. I’m ready to cement the floors and call it a day.” 
 
    I laughed at her comment. She was engaged to her boyfriend and they’d been building a house on a piece of property his parents gave him. Ethan was from a farming family as well. If you ask me, they were made for one another. They were like the same people in two different bodies. “Thanks for the money you gave me. It’s going to help us get a start.” 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going to be staying? Did Brant even discuss what his new job is? Uncle Conner is speculating it’s something illegal. You’d tell me if you were in trouble, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. For sure. He hasn’t talked about it, but I’m not worried,” I lied. “I’m sure it’s a normal job. There are plenty of jobs here.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    I heard the door opening and knew my boyfriend was returning. If he saw me on the phone he’d think I was trying to back out of our plans to be together. “I need to go. I’ll call you soon, Chris. Love you.” 
 
    I hung up before I heard her reply. Brant came in the room and stared at me, and then the phone. “I leave for a couple hours and you’re already calling home?” 
 
    “No. Of course not. I called Chris. I promised I’d tell her we were fine.” 
 
    “She better not tell your daddy where we are.” 
 
    “She won’t. I trust her.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It don’t matter if you did. We’re out of here.” 
 
    “Really? So soon?” 
 
    “I got in touch with my friend this morning. He’s going to meet us at our house we’ll be living in. Grab your things. We’re going to our new home, baby.” 
 
    With excitement consuming me, I hopped out of bed and avoided asking about his job again. I had to trust him. After all, wasn’t he doing this for us to be together? 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Cassie 
 
    When he said we were headed for better things, I assumed we’d be staying in a nice sized apartment, at least something we could afford. I never imagined it would be as lavish as the property we pulled up to. A green landscaped lawn was the first thing I noticed when we turned into the driveway. Then I saw the house; the huge two-story dwelling. “Do we need to pick up a key? Is this where the landlord lives?” 
 
    Brant cut off the ignition and turned to address my question. “I told you we were going to be happy here, baby. This is our place, at least for the time being. Once I get enough dough we’ll move on to our forever home.” 
 
    “Yeah right. You must think I’m gullible.” 
 
    Right as I said it a couple came walking outside, and when I say a couple I meant it in the nicest way. They weren’t holding hands or giving each other googly eyes. The guy looked to be in his forties. His hair was slicked back, and I couldn’t tell if it was a dark brown or jet black. What I did noticed right off the bat was his attire. He was wearing a lot of gold around his neck and on his wrist. He had this suspicious kind of smile, which made me feel uncomfortable.  
 
    The female, well I don’t even know what to say I noticed first. Admittedly, it was most likely her extremely large breasts, and then probably her platinum blonde hair. She bounced when she walked, and I wondered if she was one of the performers in one of the exotic shows people come from far and wide to see. She definitely had a Barbie complex about her. The word bimbo came to mind, especially when I turned back around to look at Brant and caught him checking her out. Immediately I felt overwhelmed with jealousy. It’s not like it was the first time it happened. He had a wandering eye, especially when it came to women who flaunted their sex appeal. I suppose moving to Vegas was going to be an adjustment. If I wanted our relationship to work, I’d have to learn to trust my boyfriend. The problem was that we’d been on again and off again so many times I often wondered what he’d done when we weren’t an item. I’d always said I didn’t want to know, but deep down inside it tore me up wondering.  
 
    The blonde approached Brant first, hugging him like they were old friends. I didn’t have time to curl my lip in disgust, because the guy was headed in my direction with arms wide open.  
 
    Now, I’d always been a friendly person, but like I mentioned before, something about him creeped me out. He wasn’t exactly a charming kind of man. In fact, it was more the opposite. It would be a challenge to pretend I felt normal being around him. My cousins had been through a lot with relationships, one being raped by someone she thought she could trust. I knew better than to think I was safe from being a victim. Knowing that kept me safe, because I was always on the lookout for a possible suspect. 
 
    His arms came around me, but I didn’t dare hug him back. “You must be Cassie.” He turned to give Brant his attention. “You were right about her being pretty. Now I know where all the beautiful women must be hiding.” He winked when he said it as if it was meant to be funny. I however, felt like kicking him where the sun doesn’t shine and calling it a day. “My name is Rocky by the way. That fine looking woman over there is Tammy. We’ve been clearing out the room in anticipation of your arrival.” 
 
    “The room?” I’d been under the impression we were living alone. 
 
    “Yeah, baby. I told you we’re sharing a place with another couple.” 
 
    No he hadn’t. “It must have slipped my mind.” I rolled my eyes and looked away, doing my best not to pay attention to Tammy and her huge breasts. “It was nice of you to get the room ready.” 
 
    Tammy headed in my direction, taking me by the hand and leading me inside. “You’re going to love it here. The pool is kept around ninety-six, so late night swimming is a blast. You don’t even need clothes,” she said with a giggle.  
 
    I didn’t respond. I had nothing to say about it. If she thought for a second she was going to go skinny dipping with my boyfriend she would soon find out how country girls protected their belongings. 
 
    Brant came up behind me and pulled me along, while Rocky followed. We walked into the foyer and right away I was impressed with what I saw. The cathedral ceilings made the place look huge. I could see the landing to the second floor immediately, even before taking a single step further. “The living room and kitchen are on the first floor, as well as a formal living and dining room. There’s a powder room down the hall, and the master bedroom is at the end. That’s where we stay,” she explained. “Your room is upstairs. There’s also a private bathroom. You’ll have to use the one out in the hall until the plumber comes and fixes the glass door.” 
 
    I didn’t respond until she walked us upstairs and showed us around. The glass door frame was intact, but the glass was gone from it. 
 
    “Wow, what happened?” 
 
    She turned and looked at Rocky before explaining. “Our last tenant had to be removed. It got ugly.” She smiled like it was nothing to worry about. “We’ll have it fixed in no time at all.” 
 
    I had to admit, the place was roomy, and having the upstairs to ourselves made me feel a little better. I didn’t want to take a dip in the pool yet, but maybe in time I’d feel better about being around the couple. My first impression was that they were hiding something, or up to worse. I didn’t do well with shady people, but since I knew they were going to be our ticket to freedom, I had to get along with them, against my better judgment. 
 
    Since this was the only way Brant and I could be together, I couldn’t complain. He was doing his best to provide for us. Once he started making money we’d be able to get a place of our own. I had to be patient. Good things came to those who waited.
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Cassie 
 
      
 
    Uncomfortable. It’s what I felt from the first moment I stepped foot on to the property. Something told me things weren’t going to be as spectacular as I’d imagined in my head. Though important to keep my opinions to myself, I preferred to hide out in my bedroom to avoid from being around Rocky and his ridiculously flirtatious girlfriend. In fact, for the first twenty-four hours I stayed in bed crying. It was partly because I missed my family already, but mostly because I feared I’d made a terrible decision.  
 
    It didn’t help when Brant preferred to be entertained by our new housemates instead of staying in the room with me. I didn’t blame him. He was trying to keep the peace for the sake of his new job. He’d never been the kind of guy to sit still, so sleeping the day away wasn’t an option.  
 
    That first night he came into the room inebriated. He smelled of strong liquor and his hair was dripping wet. Wearing only his shorts, I watched as he kicked them off his legs. My first inclination was that he’d gotten a shower, but it smelled like chlorine. “Where were you?” 
 
    He was shivering as he climbed under the covers with me. “I was just chilling with Tam. She’s going to take us out tomorrow night for dinner, then Rocky and I are going to get things in order for our first gig.” 
 
    “Gig?” I wanted to ask him about being around Tammy, but was too curious about the job. “It sounds like you’re in a show.” 
 
    He gave me that look – the one where I wasn’t suppose to question him. “Listen to me, Cass. I’m going to do whatever it takes to make us money.” 
 
    “It’s illegal isn’t it?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s not if no one knows it ever happened. Here’s the thing though. After talking to Tam tonight, I think it’s best if you’re a part of the operation. We’ve got the potential to make a killing, but we need a distraction. As much as I’d like to say she fits the bill, we need someone who can blend in undetected.” 
 
    “Undetected?” I sat straight up with worry. “I’m not getting involved in a crime, Brant.” 
 
    He ran his fingers over my lips. “Shh, it’s going to be okay. All you have to do is play a couple slots and be friendly. You don’t have to touch anyone or commit a crime. I promise.” 
 
    “This makes no sense at all.” 
 
    He rolled over and turned off the light on the bedside table. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow. I’m beat.” 
 
    I remained sitting up in the dark room. I should have known this was a bad idea. “You knew all along you’d be doing something illegal, didn’t you?” 
 
    “We have different values, Cass. Do you want to have a place of our own someday?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt people to get it.” 
 
    “You won’t. I said I’d protect you, and I meant it.” 
 
    “This is wrong. It’s exactly why my parents wanted me to stop seeing you. I’m not going to be a part of this. I won’t!” 
 
    “You said you’d do anything for us to be together. I just need some time, baby. I know it’s not an ideal job, but with a little bit of time I’ll find something else. It’s temporary, so we can stay together. Please. Give me a chance. Let me do what needs to be done until I can figure something else out.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. He wasn’t hearing me. He never would. “Fine, but I’m not okay with this. I don’t want to help you.” 
 
    “I get it. That’s why I admire you so much. You always assume I can be a better person. You have to believe it’s what I want too. This main score will give us the cash we need to be on our own. In the meantime we’ll have to do little jobs to have some cash. We don’t have to stay in this city. We can move wherever you want, even if it’s back to the country somewhere. We need a head start. You know it. Without support from our families this is the only way. Please, Cass. Just give me a month. Let me do what I need to, and then we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Even though I hated the idea, I knew we were in a tough situation. Like many times before, Brant had kept the truth from me because he knew I wouldn’t be able to handle it. Now I didn’t have a choice. I could call my parents and have them pick me up, knowing they’d been right all along, or I could wait this out, until I could figure out another way for us to make end’s meet. “One month, Brant. That’s it though. I won’t let you lead us down a path we can’t be proud of.” 
 
    “You have my word, baby. We’ll get what we need and get out.” 
 
    My mind went back to his wet hair, especially since I needed to change the subject. “Were you in the pool?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Rocky and Tammy made some burgers. We had a couple beers while going over the plans for tomorrow.” 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Why didn’t you change into swimming trunks?” 
 
    “Yeah, about that.” He paused. “We didn’t need them.” 
 
    I rolled over and buried my head in my pillow. After one night he was already making me question my decision. I feared it was going to get worse, and living under the same roof with a Tammy was going to test my ability to trust my boyfriend; something I’d been very bad at.  
 
    “Don’t be mad. We’re in Vegas. There’s lots of naked people walking around.” 
 
    He tried to touch me, but I forced his hand away. If he thought for a second I was going to be all right with him sitting around Tammy in all her glory, he was in for a rude awakening. 
 
    “I hate it here.” 
 
    He said nothing and I was glad about it. Had we gotten into an argument over it, I probably would have been on the first flight home. After all, the grass wasn’t at all greener, at least not yet. 
 
    That night I tossed and turned in bed, finally deciding it was better if I got up. I put on some sweats and found my way through the dark house. After stopping in the kitchen to make a sandwich, I made my way outside to the pool. Assuming everyone was asleep, I was flabbergasted when I realized two people were still clearly awake an in a surprising situation. In the dim light, I could make out Tammy, her large boobs bouncing around in the bubbly water, while high pitched sounds escaped her lips. Behind her was a man, but after ducking back behind a tropical tree, I noticed he was built different from Rocky. I covered my mouth with my hands and snuck back inside the house, determined to keep my little discovery a secret. Far be it from me to ruin a relationship when I didn’t even know if there was one at all. My main concern was Brant, and somehow making enough money to keep moving.  
 
    The next morning I awoke to find him bringing in a tray of breakfast. I could smell the maple syrup he’d poured over the buttermilk pancakes. “Peace offering time,” he noted while handing me the tray. 
 
    I sat up and welcomed the food. My appetite had been non-existent since arriving. “Thank you. It smells wonderful.” 
 
    “About last night.” 
 
    I shook my head and shoved a bite into my mouth. “I’m never going to be okay with you being around other naked women. I’m not a jealous person by nature, but she’s very different from me, and it makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I know. I had too many beers celebrating being free of your parents. It won’t happen again. Besides, she was with Rocky the whole time.” 
 
    I raised my brows. “That’s funny. Last night I walked around and saw her fucking someone else outside.” 
 
    “What? You must be mistaken.” 
 
    “Let’s hope. I don’t need to be kicked out before we can figure out where we’re going next. We need to save everything, Brant. I don’t want to put roots down here. This lifestyle isn’t for me. I know you like it, but I want a more quiet atmosphere. I want children, and a place to raise them where I don’t have to worry so much.” 
 
    He ran his hand through my hair. “I know, baby. I’m working hard to give it to you.” 
 
    I was content with his promise, but only because I knew how long he’d stuck by me when my parents did their best to keep us apart. Brant could have given up a long time ago and found someone with less baggage. He loved me enough to wait it out, and so I owed it to him to give him the same amount of patience. 
 
    I laced my hands in his and accepted his gentle kisses against my cheek. “I love you. Thanks again for breakfast. As long as this is just a pit stop, I’ll do my best to keep the peace. If that bitch so much as rubs against you, it’s not going to be pretty.” 
 
    He smirked at my threat. “I like it when you’re overprotective.” 
 
    “Don’t make me get physical. She’s got nothing on a country girl like me. I’ll rip out every damn extension she’s got in that pretty head.” 
 
    “Good to know. Good to know,” he repeated. 
 
    After breakfast we dressed and prepared to go out on the town with our new roommates. Tammy had picked my outfit, insisting I needed to look the part. She chose a pair of cut off jeans with a tank top and a tied thin flannel shirt overtop. I looked like Daisy Duke, especially when she told me not to wear flip-flops, but my winter cowgirl boots. “Is she for real?” I asked Brant. 
 
    “With your southern drawl you’ll have every old man in there not needing Viagra, that’s for sure. I could bend you over and fuck you right now if we had the time. You better save that ass for me tonight, or I’m going to take it from you anyway. Damn, woman, you make me insane.”  
 
    I gave him a quick cackle and checked my makeup in the mirror. I did feel sexy, although it was probably the most inappropriate way to go about it. 
 
    For the ride there, I kept to myself, sitting in the back of the car with Brant without saying much. My boyfriend was the only one in the car to know how much I loved to talk, yet refused to carry on a conversation with people I didn’t care for. He fidgeted with my hands, running his over my palms. When they started on me about the plan, I knew I couldn’t back out. It was now or never, and as I looked into my boyfriend’s eyes, I knew I was doing this for an important purpose. Morals were going to have to be thrown out the window. My innocence was about to disappear, and what came next would be nothing but regrettable. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Cassie 
 
    “Do you understand the plan, Cass?” Brant’s question went in one ear and out the other. I thought I’d mentally prepared for this, but in all honesty I was petrified, mostly of being caught. 
 
    “Yeah,” I exclaimed while nodding. “I get it. I’m to go over and play the slots near several elderly people. I’m to bet the minimum so I can keep playing for a while. Each time they hit for whatever amount I’m to congratulate them, befriend them even. I’m the distraction, right?” 
 
    Brant patted me on the shoulder. “You got it, baby. See, I told you it wouldn’t be hard. All you have to do is be yourself.” 
 
    He made it sound easy, legal even. Little did the elderly people know, he planned on robbing them of their wallets that sat next to or beneath their chairs in bags. He made it seem simple, even though I doubted it to be true.  
 
    “Good. Now, once we’ve made the pickup, you need to remain seated. Remember, do not acknowledge we know each other. Once you walk into the casino we’re strangers. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded again. A voice from the front seat gained my immediate attention. “Tonight is just little stuff. We need to know you can be undetected before we get into the bigger stakes.” 
 
    If they thought I was going to do this long-term they had another thing coming. I didn’t want to steal from people. In fact, I wanted to call the cops and turn them in, except I’d be ratting on the man I loved, and I was stuck right in the middle to protect him; to protect the future I longed for us to have. 
 
    “I understand. So where will we meet?” 
 
    “You’ll get a cab and meet us down the road. I’ll text you the location. Remember, no contact once we’re inside. None of us can be seen together.” 
 
    I wanted to cry. Bile rose to the top of my throat when I imagined people working hard for a trip to Vegas, then to have it cut short when they lost everything to a thief. My family would be appalled I was a part of such acts. While determined to do what was necessary, I held back the tears, hoping I could manage and make it out with my conscience intact.  
 
    I was dropped off a block away from the casino.  Tammy got out at the front door, while the guys took the car to park it somewhere close. I adjusted my clothes, strapping my little purse around my shoulder. I most definitely deserved to be robbed for doing it to other people.  
 
    Walking inside was like stepping off a high cliff to my death. That’s how unnerved I felt. Right away I could smell the cloud of cigarette smoke looming inside of the establishment. People all ages, sizes and races were crowded in rows of machines, gambling their hearts out in hopes of a payout.  The fancy designed carpet led the way in all directions, and as I scoped out a place where I’d do my job, I wondered if there was someone present who deserved it more than another. Maybe I could steal from a criminal, so that it wouldn’t hurt so much afterwards. 
 
    I’d never been much of a gambler. My father was too frugal to condone it. The most I’d bet in my life was a few bucks on a friendly game of family cards. My sister Cammie was always better, so I didn’t play much. My other sister Callie and brother Josh liked to cheat, so I refused to play anything they were a part of.  
 
    I thought about Cammie, and the fact that she was in California studying to be a doctor. She’d chosen to attend college. I was too caught up in love to worry about a future education. I wished I could be more like her; studious, admired, trusted. I wished we were closer. Perhaps we could stay with her for a little while instead of doing illegal acts to get by. 
 
    My mother was probably praying for my return, all while I was struggling but too ashamed to admit they may have been right. I suppose since I was the second child I was a pretty big disappointment to my parents. They never acted like they favored Cammie any more than the rest of us kids, but you could tell they were super proud of her. I was the one they worried about; the one all bets were on to fail. The more they smothered me, the further from them I pulled. Now I was about to do things that would make them disown me. Even though I argued with Brant about them, I knew it was our only choice. We couldn’t wait for a job to fall into his lap. More than ever we needed to keep moving and we couldn’t do it unless we had enough funds available. We’d have to go to extremes, even when I knew we’d have to break the law to do it. 
 
    In a corner of the casino I found a crowded area of people playing a popular machine. Some were even cheering as I sat down and placed forty dollars into the device. A jingle let me know my funds had been accepted, and with a deep breath I sat there pretending I was there to hit a jackpot, the legal way of course. 
 
    Twenty minutes went by. I’d ordered a cocktail, nothing too strong so I’d be able keep up with the plan easily. The older woman next to me had won a hundred, while the man to my left was down a significant amount. He was chain smoking, coughing and gagging all at the same time. His bushy beard hadn’t been groomed in God only knew how long, and the way he was staring at my breasts when I wasn’t looking was disgusting to me. That’s when I knew I was looking for reasons to make him my mark. The only problem was that instead of an easy grab, someone was going to have to unchain his wallet from his pants loop.  
 
    Then he hit for a large amount. After giving a celebratory shimmy, he stood and walked away. For a moment I thought I’d have to scope out another victim. Then, as I reached over to hit the cash out button, I saw him sit back down, flashing a wad of cash around in my face. He placed the money in the chained wallet and went back to gambling, stating this was how he always stayed up. He knew he’d spend if he didn’t put the cash away to save it. 
 
    Little did he know I had another plan for his savings; one that wouldn’t include him at all. 
 
    Tammy approached slowly, sitting two seats down and putting in her money. She was giddy, clapping each time she made any kind of money, even if it was only five cents. People were paying attention to her, forgetting all about me, except for the gruff neighbor beside my chair. He was still eying up my breasts, probably in hopes of giving me the biggest motorboat possible after luring me to his room.  
 
    I tried to focus on the task, ignoring the inevitable truth in it all, but it was no use. No matter how I tried to spin it I would always know what I’d done. It was something I’d live with for the rest of my life. This was the moment I could have gotten up and walked away. It was the right decision, albeit I hadn’t been making them lately. Instead I’d chosen a dangerous path; one that could give me a life with the man I wanted.  
 
    My hands were shaking and sweaty. I felt like I was someone else, acting out of desperateness to fit in with the new crowd we were forced to be around.  
 
    I closed my eyes and envisioned walking away from our relationship. Even though only few could see it, we had a chance at happiness. This was just a bump in the road for us. So, I did what every person in my situation would have done, well at least I hoped. Without a single look to see if anyone was watching, I leaned over and put one arm around the perverted man with the wandering eyes. “I think I need to rub on you for some luck.” With his attention fully on me, I reached my other hand in front of my body, unclipping the chain from his pants and freeing the wallet. I rubbed his back, while tucking the wallet into the waist of my shorts. “I’ve a got a room upstairs if you need to be skin on skin, little lady.” 
 
    I pulled away and smiled, realizing I was getting away with the theft without him noticing. It surprised me how easy it had been. “I don’t think my boyfriend would like it if I came home smelling like another man, but thanks for the offer. You’re too sweet.” I stood up and patted him on the shoulder. “I think my luck is about to come back.” 
 
    “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.” 
 
    I laughed while walking away, catching the eyes of Tammy as I did so. I didn’t stop to acknowledge her. I’d already gone against the rules of the plan. All I could think was how proud Brant would be that I’d pulled it off on my own. 
 
    In the closest bathroom, I went through the wallet, taking out all the cash and counting it. Three hundred and six dollars was stuffed into my short’s pocket, while I tossed the leather holder in the wastebasket. By the time the man knew it was missing I’d be long gone.  
 
    I took a different route out of the casino, not stopping to look and see if I spotted Brant or Rocky. I was sure they’d been watching from afar, and soon join me outside.  
 
    While I waited, I kept checking the exit, making sure security wasn’t coming after me. At any moment they could have spotted me lifting the wallet. For all I knew the man had gone to them with my description. Guilt and nerves sent me walking further from the establishment. I didn’t stop until I reached the next casino. Once inside, I sat down at a machine and placed five bucks inside. The person to my right was smoking a cigarette. She was blonde, and her skin had seen a little too much sun. Her wrinkles made me think she was in her fifties, maybe older. She smiled and kept pushing the buttons, ignoring my being there.  
 
    I could feel my phone vibrating in my small purse, so I answered it. “Hello?” 
 
    “Where the fuck did you go?” It was Brant and he wasn’t happy. 
 
    “I’m down the street. I took a man’s wallet and I freaked out.”
“Damn it, Cassie. I told you to stick to the plan. Come back to the front of the casino. We’re ready to get out of here.” 
 
    “Aren’t you happy? I did the job for you?” 
 
    “No. I’m not. I told you to be the distraction. Now it’s on your hands.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it. I did it for us. The sooner we get the money, the faster we can get out of here.” 
 
    “Just hurry up.” 
 
    When he hung up the phone I felt angry and hurt. I’d made the choice to do something reckless, but somehow he was punishing me for it. I sulked back to the front of the building, not knowing what would happen when I got there.  
 
    Even from afar, I could see Rocky and Tammy standing next to Brant. Tammy was talking with her hands, while Brant’s eyes were fixed on mine. I pulled the wad of cash out of my pocket and handed it to him, hoping it would lighten his mood. I pictured him pulling me into his arms. I imagined going back to the house and celebrating with all-night lovemaking, but that’s not what happened either.  
 
    Brant ripped the money from my hand and shoved me in the direction of where the vehicle was parked. The look on his face was something I’ll never forget. For the first time since we’d been together I felt scared, like he was unhinged. He’d never been this angry with me before. 
 
    The car ride home was dead-silent. I knew it was because I was being punished. I had no idea thieves got this touchy when it came to their crimes.  
 
    The three of them waited until they got me back at the house to chew me a new ass.  
 
    Rocky started. “I told you to keep your bitch under wraps.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” 
 
    “Keep your little mouth shut. This could have blown up in our faces. Do you know how long we’ve been working this scene? I’m not having some little whore come in and ruin it for us.” 
 
    I turned to Brant, waiting for him to take up for me. I could tell he didn’t exactly want to speak his opinion, so I nudged him. “Look, man, she didn’t know. We still scored, so let’s give her a pass on the bullshit threats. She won’t do it again.” 
 
    Rocky ran his hand through his thick, greasy looking hair. “It better not. There’s plenty of other people I could have given this job to. If she fucks it up again, you’re both out of here.” 
 
    They said a few other things, but I didn’t stick around to hear them. I was too upset. After rushing into the bedroom, I flopped on the bed and began to bawl. When the door creaked open I knew it was Brant. I didn’t budge.  
 
    His voice was stern, causing me to spin around and face him. “What were you thinking? You could have blown this for us, Cass.” 
 
    “Don’t start on me, and don’t you dare let them call me those things. I’m not a bitch, and I’m certainly not a fucking whore.” 
 
    He waved his hands around. “Calm down and hear me out. You can’t make the decisions yourself. This isn’t our score. We only get a cut. These people aren’t the kind you want to piss off.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Oh give me a break. It’s not like they murder people. They’re petty thieves, Brant.” 
 
    His grimace was serious. “Baby, listen to me…” 
 
    I had to interrupt, because in that moment I knew he was keeping something from me. “Whoa. I’m not staying here.” I whispered so they wouldn’t hear. “You’ve got me staying here with murderers?” 
 
    “No, but I wouldn’t put it past them to start. Look, when Rocky tells you something just listen. Don’t argue or go against him. Three hundred bucks means nothing to him. While you were busy doing something on your own, we managed to score a grand and a gold watch. Do what you’re told, Cassie. It keeps you safe. Now I’m not sure he’ll trust us.” 
 
    I shoved him away from me. “I hate you for this. I never should have agreed to run away with you. You’re going to get us killed, and for what, a few lousy dollars?” 
 
    “Today was a test, which you failed by the way. The scores will be bigger. My buddy made a lot of money when he came here last year. We just need to stick around until we have what we need.” 
 
    “I don’t like this at all. You understand this is wrong, right? You get we’re risking our lives to make a few bucks?” 
 
    He ran his hands on my shoulders. “Cass, it’s a couple of months. We’re not going to die. Let’s do what we need to and stick to our plan. It’s for our future. Don’t you want that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Honestly, right now I don’t know what I want.” 
 
    He leaned forward, placing his lips against my forehead. “I need you to trust me. Then I need you to get changed. We’re going out to scope a new target tonight. Wear a dress. I hear it’s a party.” 
 
    “I’m not going out tonight, especially with them.” Was he crazy? I didn’t want to be anywhere near either of them. 
 
    “You’re coming. They’ll know something is up if you don’t. I’ve already had to jump through hoops to calm them down. Can’t you pretend to be grateful?” 
 
    “Grateful? Do you hear yourself?” Every second I was getting more furious. “I can’t believe you got us into this shit, Brant. I should have known.” 
 
    “Cass, please. Don’t you love me?”
“This has nothing to do with love, you idiot! These people are fucking crazy. I’m afraid for my safety. You expect me to live under the same roof as them, and go out in public as if nothing is wrong? Are you delusional?” 
 
    It took a lot for Brant to get angry, but when he did, he was out of control. I watched his phone fly across the room and hit the wall. It smashed into several pieces on the floor. He screamed at the top of his lungs. “FUCK! You’re ruining everything. Why don’t you just call your daddy and go home. It’s obvious you don’t want to be with me, Cass.”  
 
    Figuring it was best to calm him down, I rushed behind him and held my arms around the front of his body. “Don’t say that. It’s not true. I’m here with you now. I’m just scared.” 
 
    He turned and forced me to look into his bloodshot eyes. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I swear. Please trust me. I’ll keep you safe, or I’ll die trying.” 
 
    I smiled, well at least tried to. “Ok. I’ll do what you want, but when this is over, we’re out of here. I mean it, Brant.” 
 
    Later, when I finally got into the shower, I let the water fall over me. To be honest, I wasn’t in any shape to party. I felt horrible for stealing, guilty for playing that man a fool, and angry I’d been able to pull it off so easily. Before I got in over my head I needed to find a way out. The problem was figuring out how to do it. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Cassie 
 
    The party – that’s what they were calling it. I would have used another term. Half naked people were scattered around the first dark lit room we stepped foot in.  
 
    Even before going inside, I knew it wasn’t going to be that enticing. The building, and old warehouse looking structure, hadn’t been kept up. Parts of the exterior were cracking, and the paint had mostly chipped off. We could hear the music as we pulled into the crowded parking lot, and before entering got our hands stamped like it was a secret club. I think I had high hopes that’s what it was. A rave would have been fun at least. Maybe, in some ways it was private, per se. According to Tammy only few people knew it existed. She’d insisted I wear a tight black dress and high heels, and now I understood why. The few people fully clothed left nothing to the imagination. This was indeed a swingers club. 
 
      
 
    She was greeted by someone who was apparently a friend. The woman, dressed in a sheer see-through fabric bodysuit, which covered only her nipples and pussy, kissed her passionately on the lips. It was so shocking I couldn’t take my eyes from it, not even to see if Brant was doing the same thing. Just to be safe, I wrapped my arm underneath his and held him closer. If this was some kind of underground sex club we weren’t participating. While waiting out the uncomfortable scene, I tried to focus on other things going on around us. In the far distance I could see naked dancers on high platforms. Strobe lights were moving around, giving me only flashes of the environment. The music, a sexy techno, vibrated off my body, so loud I knew I wouldn’t be able to hear anyone talking.  
 
    Thankfully, Rocky waved us over towards a bar. He ordered us four shots and waited for his girlfriend to join us before toasting his in the air. “To Winning.” 
 
    I didn’t know what it entailed, but I saluted anyway. We were away from my family, and on our way to better things. Today had taught me to follow directions. I suppose they’d been looking out for me. I’m sure I was the only one of them without a criminal record, though I couldn’t be sure about Tammy. 
 
    For a little while we watched the crowd, while doing several more shots. Some people were dancing while others mingled casually. It wasn’t until I needed to use the restroom that things got a bit weird, making me question whether I wanted to stay or go. It was obvious the alcohol was going straight to my head. I’d never been very tolerable, no matter how much practice I’d had. I’d gotten directions from Rocky before Brant took my hand and led me in the location he’d pointed us in. A sign displaying a female figure was on a large wooden door. “Hurry back, baby,” he said loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    I threw my boyfriend a smile before walking inside, assuming it was a regular lavatory.  
 
    There were stalls, and some people were actually using the facilities, but that’s not all of what was going on. There were couches filling the whole right side of the room. I couldn’t be sure, but they all looked like a crushed red velvet fabric. On several were women, some half dressed. They were groping over each other, kissing, and even acting out other things. The worst part about it was how they didn’t seem to mind being on display. On the counter, was a long strand of white powder. As I walked by, I watched someone bend down and snort it through a straw.  
 
    I’d dabbled in enough to know it was cocaine, and feared there would be consequences for me walking in on such an act taking place.  
 
    Once in a locked stall, I contemplated remaining there until I knew they’d all gone. I’d always considered myself a brave girl. Sure, I’d been protected from a lot of things, but I certainly wasn’t used to seeing such actions happening as if they were acceptable. It wasn’t like I cared about other people’s sexuality. To each his own. Just because I was only interested in men didn’t mean everyone had the same taste.  
 
    While inside the small stall, I could hear the women making noises. It was obvious they were high on each other, if not then the drugs they’d brought in with them. I wondered if they were drunk, not knowing what they were doing.  
 
    I’d been that drunk before, though I never ended up naked in bed with another woman. Once I’d awaken in a bed of my own vomit, and another time I woke up to an extremely sore ass. Yep, you heard it right. Apparently I’d gotten drunk off my butt and begged my boyfriend to fuck me in it. I couldn’t walk right for days after that, and I sure as shit wasn’t going to ask him to do it again. 
 
    After a few minutes, I remembered Brant was outside waiting for me. I wanted nothing more than to get out there and go home, where we could be alone. Then something happened. 
 
    I heard her voice first, but not soon enough to make it to the exit. Tammy had come into the bathroom, and she wasn’t alone. At her side Brant was there watching me. He reached out his hand for me to take. Since he was my only serenity, I gladly accepted his suggestion and placed my palm against his. He pulled me close, saying nothing until I was close enough to hear. “It’s time to party, baby.” 
 
    I didn’t know what he was talking about, and still wanted to leave the establishment, so I pulled away enough to give him a dirty look. He began to smile and nod, as if I was supposed to understand what was going through his head. “I don’t think so,” I announced loud enough Tammy could hear. 
 
    She approached, placing her hand on Brant’s shoulder and running it down his back. “Maybe you should let me.” 
 
    He said nothing, but took one step back to allow her to swoop in. Before I was able to move out of her reach, she had a chunk of my hair. “Oh sweet Cassie, you have so much to learn.” 
 
    “Learn?” I’d had enough of this woman by this point. 
 
    Her lips smacked against mine, and before trying to pull away I felt her tongue drag over my teeth as I fought to deny her entry. “Oh, come on. We’re just trying to have fun. Brant told me he wants to see two girls making out. Don’t you want to satisfy your man?” 
 
    She had nerve, I’ll give her that. “Say what?” I gave my attention to my appeased boyfriend. His smiled turned into a confused frown.  
 
    “Come on, Cass. It’s all in fun. We’re in Vegas, at this kick ass club. This is where you forget who you are and let go. Try new things. Be adventurous.” 
 
    “Adventurous,” I argued. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to march my ass right out of here and take a cab back to the house. If you choose to stay here without me, you’ll be without a girlfriend.” 
 
    Buzzed or not, I wasn’t letting them make me do something I wasn’t comfortable with. I turned my direction to Tammy. “You need to keep your grabby hands off of me. I’m not into chicks.” 
 
    “I never said you were.” Her sarcastic glare was making me uneasy. It was like she knew something I didn’t, and I hated her for it. “Although, how would you know if you’ve never tried?” She traced my cheek with her long fingernails. “I’d love to show you how much fun we could have, but it’s entirely your choice.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    “Cassie. Don’t talk to her like that.” Brant was acting like he was pissed at me for declining. I wanted to smack him in his face. 
 
    “I will do as I please. If you don’t get me out of here right this minute I’m calling my cousin to come and get me.” 
 
    My threat worked. He took me by the arm and pulled me out of the ladies room. We kept moving through the crowd until we were outside. A line of cabs were waiting for fares, so we climbed into the first one. Brant called out the address to the driver, then leaned back, putting his hands up to his face. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” 
 
    “What I’ve done?” I argued. “You wanted me to dyke out with that slut. You’re lucky I’m inebriated, otherwise I might threaten to leave you.” 
 
    He cackled. “Baby, we were having fun.” 
 
    “Just like the hot tub the other night?” His eyes widened, which made me wonder what else happened in there. Tammy obviously liked to share things. Maybe Rocky was one of those men who enjoyed watching his woman with other people. “What did you do with her? Did you screw her?” 
 
    “No! Fuck you for saying that. Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to have you to myself? I don’t want what she has to offer. I thought tonight we could have some fun. I wasn’t going to participate, but you took it to a whole different level. It was just a kiss.” 
 
    “A kiss? Then what? Did you want me to ask to do a line of coke too? I mean, isn’t that what you want? You think it will help me fit in? You think if I spread my legs for Tammy and Rocky we’ll become best buddies?” 
 
    He kept shaking his head. “Of course not! I like you the way you are, and I sure as shit don’t want to share you.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, Brant. Cut this shit out. I don’t know who you are right now. I gave up everything for you. I came to this godforsaken place in hopes we could have a future. Now I don’t know what I was thinking. Maybe my parents were right.” 
 
    “No.” His hands were grabbing mine. “Cass, please. I was out of line. I thought we could let go, but I should have asked you first.”
“We’re supposed to be a team, Brant. What I did earlier today will stay with me for the rest of my life. I did that for you. If you think for one second I’m not trying then tell me, but from the way I see it, I’m going above and beyond to fit perfectly into your life. Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    He pulled my hands up to his lips. “Before you I didn’t know what love was. I’ve never had a family who cares about me. You’re all I have. When I’m out of line you need to tell me. I can’t fuck this up. I can’t lose you, Cass.” 
 
    The cab pulled up out front of the house. Brant dug into his pocket and pulled out some cash, while I removed myself from the vehicle. We met back up at the front door. He fiddled with the keys, finding the one that opened the lock. The next time he looked up at me with worried eyes. “Please don’t let me fuck this up. I don’t want to live without you.” 
 
    The change in him was obvious. As soon as we were away from those people he was back to being the man I fell in love with. I knew it was up to me to get us out of the situation we were in, or else our relationship was going to fall apart. “You know, the party doesn’t have to end, Brant. We could take it out to the pool and have some fun of our own, if you’re interested. My only stipulation would be that no clothes are allowed.” I knew I’d get a positive reaction, and didn’t have to wait long for it to happen.  
 
    Brant pulled me inside the house, lifting me up and carrying me to our bedroom. For the moment our problems didn’t exist. I just needed to figure out how to convince him we needed to leave. Without the guidance and support of my family, Brant was all I had left. I’d burned bridges to be with him. In order to prove my parents wrong I wasn’t willing to give up so easily.  
 
    True love stands the test of time. I prayed that saying was true. 
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    Chapter 7 
 
    Cassie 
 
    We’d been in Vegas for two weeks, and in that amount of time I’d spent my days and my nights in regret. I missed the smell of fresh air, kind people, and the love that radiated from my family. Unlike where I was from, every day in Vegas was like a weekend. People partied twenty-four-seven. That kind of life takes a toll on anyone, especially me. I drank too much, mostly to break away from reality. Two different times I’d smoked marijuana, and once I’d gotten brave enough to take my top off in the hot tub. Of course, when I woke the next morning and realized what I’d done, I felt sick to my stomach all day. The idea of Rocky seeing me exposed was disgusting. 
 
    Brant was always reassuring and protective. I appreciated feeling safe when I was with him. He’d be a good father one day, once he was done with this way of life. I prayed every night that he’d follow through with our plans. I needed him to be the man I deserved instead of the one I felt like I was settling for. 
 
    After the first night, we’d gone out to different clubs, some like the first. As time slipped away it began to get easier, being away from my family, the drinking, and being independent. Not a second went by where I didn’t think about someone from my family, and wonder if they’d all given up on hope that I’d return. 
 
    Brant had been supportive, but I think he sensed how homesick I’d become. Probably assuming I’d just get over it, the topic was never addressed. Instead he consumed me with ideas on how we could accomplish great things.  
 
    It took me two weeks to finally find out how Tammy and Rocky made their money. To say I was shocked would have been an understatement. Apparently their little heists were nothing compared to the high scale of grand theft they were performing under everyone’s noses. The shit had hit the fan, and I was caught in the middle. 
 
    During the days, while I was stuck alone in the house, Brant would leave with Rocky and Tammy, only to return half-hammered and tight lipped. He claimed they were working, but I wasn’t really sure it was true. For the time being I had a roof over my head and food to eat. It was better than living on the streets of Vegas, begging for my next meal. Still, I was miserable, succumbing to the fact that I’d given up everything to live a life of crime and grief.  
 
    One thing I was certain of was that my boyfriend knew about the people we were living with the whole time, and it made my blood boil. How dare he get me involved with such people? Why would he want this for us? Why couldn’t he get a normal job like other people?  
 
    I was aware he’d kept it from me because he knew I’d never be okay with traveling across the country if I knew we were staying with such dangerous people. Whatever he was doing couldn’t have been good, and I was at my wit’s end to figure it out. 
 
    Brant probably wouldn’t have told me on his own, but I continued drilling him, and prying when no one thought I was listening. Each night I’d take what I learned and push him to tell me the truth. 
 
    Finally, after threatening to leave, he came clean. “If I tell you, you have to swear you won’t say anything.” 
 
    “Who am I going to tell?” 
 
    “Rocky has an underground digital theft ring.” 
 
    He made it sound important. “What? You’re making no sense.” 
 
    “Hear me out. He’s got this programmer who makes devices small enough to hide from the naked eye. Each time we go into a casino or gas station, his tiny devices are put on or near the ATM machines. From there it takes a photo each time someone approaches and sends a transmission to his internal server enabling them to record the card numbers and use them fraudulently. Each transaction is small and hard to detect. Until the card is cancelled for being compromised, the funds continue to be deducted without the person’s knowledge. It seems like he wouldn’t do well, but imagine thousands of cards per day. Once they’re in the system they continue to withdrawal until they are no longer active. He’s banking millions of dollars, Cass. That’s why he has such nice things.” 
 
    “What?” I was in shock. “He’s involved in bank fraud?” I knew it was a lot bigger than I’d feared. They weren’t petty criminals at all. “Why did they have me stealing from people at the casinos? How could you bring me here to be around these people?” 
 
    “They’re building you up. They have to be able to trust you before they let you in on the program. Since you’ve never committed a crime they have nothing to base the trust on, and let’s face it, with my record your lucky I was able to bring you with me at all.” 
 
    “How many people involved are we talking about? How long has this been going on?” I inquired. “This is beyond screwed up.” 
 
    Brant turned up the volume on some music playing and brought his lips up to my ear. “You have to stay calm, Cass.” 
 
    I shoved him away from me. “No! You’re crazy if you think I’m staying here for another minute. Those types of crimes are traceable. I’m not going to prison for sharing a house with someone.” 
 
    “Trust me, he’s covered his tracks. The funds are filtered through international accounts and then transferred back into the states under a dummy account. The dummy system pays it’s employees. It pays taxes and runs without suspicion. It’s legit.” 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair and paced around our room. “We can’t stay here. What have you gotten me involved in, Brant?” 
 
    “Nothing! You’re not involved, and that’s why I didn’t tell you about it sooner. The less you know the more protected you are.” 
 
    “I want to leave,” I reiterated. 
 
    “We can’t yet, Cass. I was hired for a job, and I’m obligated to stay until it gets done.” 
 
    “Then I’ll go and stay somewhere else without you. I can’t be here. I know you think I can handle myself, but this is bullshit. I miss my family, and they’d never approve of this. Please, if you love me you’ll let me go home, even if it’s for a visit.” 
 
    He reached over and ran his hand over my cheek. “If you leave you won’t come back. I’m not a fool. They’ll never let you come back to me.” 
 
    I could see the fear in his eyes, the pain of me leaving and never coming back again. Sure, Brant had lied to me, but his love never failed. The idea of him being around these big-time crooks made me nervous. “How did you even get involved with these people, Brant? They’re dangerous.” 
 
    “I knew someone, who worked for them in the past. Rocky doesn’t like keeping the same employees, just in case they’re working undercover to bust him. He let’s you in, teaches you what you need to know, and then uses you one time to change out and add new devices. He doesn’t even tell you when it’s happening, just in case you were to call and report him. Everything is done without notice. That’s why I’m trying to wait it out. We’re not in danger, baby. I’m going to do the job and get paid. Then we’ll take the ten grand I make and get started someplace better.” 
 
    It sounded a lot easier than I knew it would be. Still, I sighed and wrapped my arms around his waist. “I love you and I don’t want to leave you here. I’m just afraid. This could put you in jail. I could go as an accomplice.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to keep you occupied and out of the spotlight, Cass. Now do you understand? Do you see how important it is to stay out of the business?”
“Why did you let me steal?” 
 
    “I thought if you felt like you were a part of things you’d back off. You’re going to keep me on the straight and narrow once we’re out of here. This is one last stint and then we’re off to a better life. Have I ever let you down before?” 
 
    I hated to admit it, but he hadn’t. He’d always been there for me no matter how small the challenge. His love was true and forever. It was something I could always count on, even when I was steaming mad, I knew it would never fail. “No.” 
 
    He cupped my face and stared into my eyes. “Don’t tell anyone about what I told you. Nothing bad will happen if I stick to the plan and get the job done. This is for us, or else I wouldn’t be doing it.” 
 
    I felt annoyed. “Let me guess, he’s got other people doing the dirty work just in case you were to get caught? Do you have any idea what you’re risking by getting involved with these people?” 
 
    “It’s not as bad as you’re making it. It’s smart business. Rocky has been doing this for a long time. People would jump on the opportunity he’s given me.” 
 
    “He’s a joke. I hate him. He’s creepy, and he stares at me all the time. What’s with the two of them? Are they a couple? Tammy seems to screw whoever she can find to drop their pants.” 
 
    “Obviously they’re swingers. They don’t talk to me about it.” 
 
    “Why would someone want to share the person they love? I guess I’m too jealous.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby. I’d never share you. Stop thinking about them. Imagine it like we’re sharing a house with strangers. We don’t have to be their friends. Just be cordial and the time will go by quick. If you need to take the edge off just tell me and I’ll get you something.” 
 
    “Something, like drugs?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Whatever it takes. I won’t let you get hooked. It’s important you’re comfortable. I know you’re not happy.” 
 
    “I feel stuck in a situation I don’t want to be in. Put yourself in my shoes.” 
 
    “It’s for our future. How many times do I have to say it?” 
 
    His defensive attitude annoyed me. “Forget it. While you’re dabbling in danger every day, I’m going to go out and get a real job. I’m tired of staying in this house.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s a good idea.” 
 
    I was shocked he’d agreed, but didn’t question it. The less I had to be in the house the better. “Then it’s settled. If we’re staying for a while I’m getting a job. I promise to keep my mouth shut about your business venture, if you promise as soon as it’s over we’re out of here. I’m not screwing around either. One time is enough, Brant.” 
 
    The idea of him stealing for our future still didn’t sit right with me, and I knew my parents would never be able to understand. Brant may not have been forthcoming about our future, but I believed he had our best interest at heart. 
 
    One of us needed to forge toward an honest living, before we both got carried away in evil acts we couldn’t be saved from. 
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    Chapter 8 
 
    Cassie 
 
    It took me eight days to be called in for an interview at a casino. My hours would vary, but at least I’d be making honest money to put away. The job requirements were simple. I had to be twenty-one, without a criminal record, and able to wear a slutty little outfit around while serving drinks to gamblers. I could be friendly all the day long if I needed to, plus meeting new faces seemed like a good side of it. 
 
    Brant didn’t like the idea, especially after he saw the uniform. After two days of arguing, he was dropping me off at the back employee entrance, warning me to let him know if men tried to grope all over me.  
 
    I snickered as I walked inside the establishment, getting off on the fact that he’d be jealous. A part of me wanted him to be overprotective, because it was reassuring. Another part wished he’d let me breathe. Since we’d been away from home I felt like he was watching me constantly. I liked freedom. 
 
    My boss was an older woman in her fifties. She still had a nice body for having six kids. She took me under her wing and showed me the ropes, introducing me to employees and going over my job duties. Carol Tanner had worked in Vegas since she was sixteen years old. Her husband, Joe was a party planner for major clubs in the area. He’d met her while he was a guest at the casino, and they’d been together for thirty years. Her story was sweet, and to hear her talk about her children made me want to be a mother of my own. 
 
    I didn’t divulge the story, which led us to Vegas, except for the part where love was involved. She seemed like a hopeless romantic, and I appreciated her caddy way of bringing out the best in people. Standing a good foot taller than me, with legs to kill for, was a co-worker named Chloe. We hit it off fast, especially since she was from Virginia. It was nice having another east coast person to chat with while on the clock. 
 
    After my first week I’d met a ton of new people. My life didn’t seem to suck as much, but more than anything I knew I had to reach out to my family, so one day during my lunch hour I used one of my co-workers phones to call home.  
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Hi, Mom. Before you say anything I want you to know I’m calling to tell you I’m okay. I have a roof over my head and Brant is being good to me.” 
 
    I could hear her getting choked up. “Cassie. It’s good to hear your voice. We’ve been worried sick. I’m glad to hear you’re doing okay, but you need to know we want you to come home. Your dad has calmed down. I know you don’t understand, but the things he said were because he loves you. We don’t want to see you with a criminal when we know you can do so much better.” 
 
    Rage filled me once again as she gave her honest opinion about my boyfriend. I think what made it worse was the truth in it. I was more worried about the things I’d said to her, not that I could admit it. It was better if I kept my distance and didn’t give her false hope. Criminals or not, I wasn’t living under my parent’s roof and they would never be able to tell me what I could and couldn’t do again. 
 
    “I’m not calling because I’m coming home, Mom. I’m calling to let you know I’m doing fine. I’m happy,” I lied. “Maybe if you could have given Brant a chance things could be different. We’re starting a life out west, and I’m sorry you won’t be a part of it.” 
 
    “Please, you need to know our door is always open.” 
 
    “Actually it’s not. I made my choice, and it’s obvious you’ll never understand.” 
 
    I hung up the phone before I could say or do something I’d regret worse. I’d already shattered her soul, but at least she knew I was alive and well, at least to her knowledge. 
 
    I spent the rest of my break bawling my eyes out. Chloe came outside to fetch her phone and light up a cigarette. Briefly I explained how I’d left home to run away with my boyfriend. Right in front of me she lit up a bowl and inhaled some type of strange smelling drugs. Then she passed it over to me. “Take a couple hits. It will relax you and keep you focused.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Weed. I get a strain from this guy I know. It’s potent.” 
 
    Feeling overwhelmed by depression, I sucked in the mystery herb, letting my lungs fill with the substance. After a coughing spell, I could feel it taking affect. Chloe took another hit and slipped it back into her purse. “You’re not the first person to run away from her life, Cass. If you ever need to talk to someone I’m your girl. My apartment is small, but I always have room for a friend, especially if you bring the alcohol.” She walked away while laughing at her own response. 
 
    I remained standing in the same position, realizing immediately that I hadn’t just smoked marijuana, but something else laced with it. Everything around me was starting to spin, but if I started walking it straightened out. My heart was beating faster than normal, at least that’s how it felt, and I wanted to smile at everyone for no apparent reason. Chloe spotted me once I was back on the casino floor. She shot me a wink while taking someone’s drink order. Thankfully, I made it through the rest of my shift with ease. In fact, it went by so quick I wondered how dangerous the substance could actually be. It had made my performance better and lightened my mood.  
 
    The next day I struggled to stay on my feet. I was tired from lack of sleep, and kicking myself for calling my mother and getting her upset all over again. 
 
    I waited for Chloe to get off and asked her if she could get a little more in case I had another bad day. She let me take another hit  of her bowl while we sat in her car, and gave me a Xanax to hold me over. I hadn’t realized how pathetic I was until she’d given me something to fix me. Now I felt devastatingly alone and in need of a fix to keep me on my toes.  
 
    Figuring it was easy to stop whenever I wanted, I agreed to the amount she said it would cost, and believed when she said it was only a strong strain of weed, not laced with any other drug. Being naïve had never been a problem for me, but in this instance it would come back and bite me in the ass later. 
 
    Like after every shift, Brant showed up when I called him for a ride. I found it funny how he didn’t notice anything different about me. I suppose I was super paranoid from taking a couple hits of Chloe’s bowl, and assumed everyone would be able to tell I was high. Instead he acted like everything was normal. 
 
    Once home, we sat out at the pool by ourselves while drinking a few mixed beverages.  The drugs made me extremely adventurous, and in no time at all we were in the hot tub with nothing on. Music played in the background from inside the house, and the only light was from the pool under the water.  
 
    The air was cool with a slight breeze. We stayed close, letting the warmth from our bodies keep us comfortable. Brant’s kisses were both hungry and passionate. His hands cupped my ass while my legs wrapped completely around his back. He leaned me against the seat, slipping inside of me with ease. I was fully aware of what we were doing outside, on display for anyone to walk up and see, though I didn’t care. We were in love and free to do whatever our hearts desired. Everything was fine until I heard voices radiating from inside the house. I could make out three figures from afar, and sat up straight with alarming speed. “Oh my god. We’re not alone.” 
 
    He kissed me again, this time ignoring what I’d said. I pulled back, shielding my breasts with my arms as the figures came walking outside. Tammy got an eyeful before a wicked grin flashed across her face. “Well, well, well, it looks like the princess has finally come out of her shell.” 
 
    I growled at her assumption and looked to discover my towel was out of reach. “Don’t flatter yourself, Tammy. We were just finishing up.” 
 
    She began pulling the straps of her sundress off her shoulders, while the two men, of which I’d never seen before, stood behind her. “Don’t leave on my account. There’s enough room for all of us.” 
 
    “All of us?” I questioned. Brant gave me a quick look of worry. I knew I needed to keep the peace, but being exposed in front of other people wasn’t my idea of a fun time. It didn’t stop Tammy from stripping down and slipping inside next to us. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Cassie, I’m sure Brant will be just as gentlemanly as he was the last time we were in here together.” 
 
    She made me want to scratch her eyes out. Before I could respond I noticed the other two guys removing their clothes with hopes of joining us. 
 
    Dicks, it’s all I could see. I tried to unsee them, to look in another direction, but my head wouldn’t respond to my order. With my boyfriend clung to me, I stared as the men got closer, wedging themselves inside the hot tub with us. Right away Tammy floated over and began to tend to them, while I was left speechless and vulnerable.  
 
    Against my better judgment, I turned back around and attempted to ignore them, focusing all my energy on being with Brant. I was surprised when he tapped me on the shoulder, halting me from doing anything further. “What?” I whispered. 
 
    “I think your boyfriend wants to know if you’d like to watch? From what I can tell, he’s into that kind of thing.” Her words were like fingernails scratching a chalkboard. Maybe if I were clothed I would have been able to attack her and rip out her eyes. Instead I remained straddled over my boyfriend, hoping he would have the nerve to tell her where to go. 
 
    When he said nothing I feared what would come next. Then Tammy, in all her naked glory, sweetened the deal. She leaned over the edge and pulled a small box up on the ledge. I watched her open it and reveal a pocket mirror. She opened it slowly, keeping it’s contents dry. That’s when I saw the soft white glow of what was inside. “Who wants to party? Let’s get fucked up and have some fun.” She turned to my direction again. “Come on. Don’t be such a prude, Cassie. Take the first hit and let go. What do you have to lose? Are you afraid you might like it?” 
 
    I was irate that she’d have the nerve to put me in this position, while making it known I felt uncomfortable being in this situation. I closed my eyes for a second and thought about Brant. He’d made me promise to keep the peace, yet here I was prepared to murder this chick in her own pool of water. I felt Brant’s hold loosening, and his gentle words vibrating in my ear. “You don’t have to do this, baby. Let’s just get out and head to bed.” 
 
    “No!” I replied loud enough everyone could hear, then, while turning my attention back to Tammy I smiled and took the compact, leaning down and snorting the white powder into my nostril. There was no time to hate myself for what I’d done. The high was almost instant and I accepted how fast I began to forget about my fears. I was overcome with excitement while watching each person in the hot tub doing their own line. Brant kissed on my neck, twisting me around until my back was against his chest. My breast floated above the bubbling water, exposed to our neighbors. Tammy looked pleased as she turned to face me, doing the same with her position against one of the men. The other started rubbing over her tits, then kissing her roughly before pulling away. Her eyes never left mine, and in doing so my body became hot. I felt like I was sweating while in the water, and needed something to cool me down. Tammy’s hands were on my legs, dragging upwards to my thighs. I threw my head back until it was sitting comfortably in the arch of Brant’s neck, allowing her to explore me further without borders. In the meantime, my boyfriend started moving around, making his erection known as it pressed over the opening to my pussy. I kept my eyes closed on account of feeling ashamed. As much as I didn’t want this, I couldn’t make them stop.  
 
    Then it happened. 
 
    He entered me, while three people sat across watching. My lids cracked open and I saw their eyes drawn on my most precious of areas. Tammy kept touching me, finally dragging her hands up to my breasts. I cried out and focused harder, watching the guy behind her lifting her to be in position. The other one brought his ass up to sit on the edge of the hot tub, exposing himself to everyone. Tammy let go of me and spun around. Her face lowered and before I knew what was happening I watched her sucking on his dick. She came back up and kissed the other man, taking his cock in her hand and began stroking him.  
 
    Brant kept moving, lifting me up and then letting me fall back down on his full erection. My tiny moans were nothing compared to the three people across from me, who become completely engrossed in each other. Brant’s hand came up and pinched both of my nipples. I tried to close my eyes, but found myself curious as to what was happening across from me.  
 
    In a matter of seconds Tammy had climbed on one of the guy’s laps. They were deep in the water, obviously doing the same as Brant and I were. The other guy wasn’t ignored for long. Tammy leaned over and played with his dick, sucking it and then jerking him off again.  
 
    Watching it play out, seeing her in the act, that perfect body, and two men obviously willing to go to extremes to be with her, turned me on. I felt things I’d never experienced before, and perhaps it was the coke, but maybe it was something deep inside me I never wanted to admit. Maybe I wasn’t the innocent woman my boyfriend claimed me to be. We were both guilty of getting involved in this. No one had held a gun to our heads.  
 
    I came, screaming out for anyone within a half mile to hear. Beneath me I felt Brant going still, holding me until he was able to grasp what had transpired. Then we sat quickly, still connected, while watching Tammy pleasure two men at once.  
 
    I was too high to care about what would happen when I saw her the next day, or if it would somehow change my relationship with Brant. All I cared about was finally feeling completely satiated. 
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    Chapter 9 
 
    Cassie 
 
    I was losing myself, caught up in the act of sex, and the sweet sensation of being high. For several days since the hot tub encounter we’d been binging on alcohol and cocaine. When we ran out, Rocky would go and get us more. Time was irrelevant. I called out of work, and ignored my responsibilities. 
 
    Tammy had been helping us explore our sexuality. She was teaching me to let go and accept the beauty of a gentle caress, the brush of a pair of soft lips, and the euphoria that could be brought when a person was willing to try new things. 
 
    The effervescent glow of her skin left me flushed, confused, and overwhelmed. I never thought I’d partake in something so risqué, so taboo and forbidden. Her actions were practiced and seductive, her touch hot enough to ignite a flame. My eyes were open, scanning the room for Brant. This was all for him; something he’d fantasized about for as long as I’d known him. Much like every other man on the planet, Brant wanted to be with two women. I’d been against it for far too long, letting jealousy stand in the way of exploring my sexuality.  
 
    This however, was like walking a tightrope of good and bad. I knew there would be consequences for my actions. We were both aware this would change the dynamic of our relationship. We’d either be stronger than ever, or fall apart into a million irreparable pieces.  
 
    With our lives spinning in a whirlwind of disarray already, I found solace in new discovery – the feelings and thrills it gave me. His hazed over eyes were focused on her touch, while my body trembled beneath her fingers. Parts of me reacted immediately to the way her hand coursed over my pussy. She glanced up at me to make sure I wasn’t going to stop her. Tammy wasn’t just skilled physically. She knew exactly how to act to make her partners feel comfortable. I suppose that’s what kept them coming back. She was popular, and she had every right to be. Instead of accepting what society believed to be forbidden, she basked in the unthinkable, all the while knowing it would bring her the utmost fulfillment. 
 
    Her blonde hair slicked back in a ponytail swung around as she dipped down to kiss over my kneecap. Her slow motions were soothing. She took her time converging around my thighs, dragging her nails over the inside of them.  
 
    Naked and exposed to her tender touch, I was too stoned to admit what I was doing. This would go down in the history book of another experience I kept secret from the important people in my life. I was doing this for Brant, on the anniversary of the first time we were together. This celebratory encounter started as a promise, but had turned into something delightful.  
 
    All it took to strip down in front of her was a line of coke and her coaxing. I was denying being attracted to a woman, because I’d been taught it was wrong. I wasn’t a lesbian, but gratification was hard to come by, and she knew exactly where I needed extra attention.  
 
    She walked her fingers up my abdomen, circling both of my nipples with those long manicured nails. They began to tingle and harden as she watched. Entertained by her own actions, Tammy let out a gasp and pierced her lips together as she ducked down and kissed the skin above my pussy.  
 
    Brant’s eyes were fixed on what she was doing, one of his hands down his pants. He hadn’t had time to remove them, or prepare. We’d been fooling around to get a rise out of him and one thing had led to another. At first I wasn’t going to go through with it. I told him I wasn’t comfortable enough in my own skin to be around someone as open as Tammy. I felt like he’d want her instead of me.  
 
    Now, all I could think about was where her lips were about to be, and how they were going to make me feel.  
 
    Her tongue, long and stiff, slipped down brushing over my clit. My body bucked the moment she made contact with my sensitive bud. A little cry escaped my lips, and I swear I heard Brant in the corner groaning. All of a sudden he’d freed his cock and was stroking away while watching us together. 
 
    Tammy turned when she heard him. Her smile was evil, like she knew she was getting to both of us. She was in control and we were her puppets. “Is this what you want, Brant? Your girlfriend tastes so good. Mmm, I could eat her all night.” 
 
    “Fuck,” was the only thing to come out of his mouth. 
 
    She reached forward and kissed me on the mouth, her tongue circling against mine in a matched pattern. I had to close my eyes, because they were becoming too heavy to keep open. Both of her hands were once again on my thighs, her thumbs rubbing up the muscles. I was not only turned on, but could feel my natural lubrication trickling down to my ass. She drug the back of her hand up my pussy, spreading it around while watching and licking her lips.  
 
    Then, while glaring into my eyes, she rubbed my juices over her lips. A wicked grin filled her face as she lowered her body again, positioning herself between my legs. This was it; the moment I’d feared I’d never be able to handle. Another woman was about to eat my pussy and I wanted it to happen. I was crumbling into a pile of ecstasy. 
 
    Then I felt her warm tongue penetrating me, lapping me up, and then dragging over my pulsating bud. She moaned again, sucking on my essence while I clung to the plush carpet beneath me.  
 
    I couldn’t look at Brant. My focus was only on what Tammy was able to do with her tongue. She kept at it, circling my clit like it was a bull’s-eye. Then I couldn’t handle it. Her touch was too precise. She knew exactly where to attend to make me go crazy. As a woman, she didn’t waste more time exploring my body. She was there for one reason, and as she claimed my pussy as her own, I knew nothing would ever feel this good again. 
 
    It took me a few seconds to catch my breath, and in that time, Brant had come over to join us. Tammy welcomed him in our little space, allowing him enough room to touch me. She toyed with my spent pussy, fingering me as my juices continued to pour out. “I’m afraid I’ve found a new pet to play with. She’s delightful, just like I knew she would be. The good girls are always the best to fuck.” 
 
    “Is it my turn?” He asked her. 
 
    She moved her head from side to side. “Not yet. She has some work to do before you can have her, don’t you, Cassie?” 
 
    I knew exactly what she wanted and I was so high I didn’t even consider what I was about to do. She lifted her body until she was straddling my face but didn’t lower herself, not yet. She turned back and lifted her ass first, putting it right up in my boyfriend’s face. “Give him permission. Let him touch me while he’s fucking you. Share him with me, Cassie.”  
 
    I couldn’t look at Brant. I already knew what his answer would have been. How could he not want to be a part of this epic encounter? “Yes,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    It was obvious when he slid up between my legs. Tammy turned around to face him. She lowered her ass until she was feeding me her pussy. I brought my hands up and began running my mouth over her skin while listening to two of them kissing. I wanted to hate it; to beg him to stop touching her, but I was too elated to ask and too high to care. I wanted him to experience being with both of us, and I couldn’t explain why. 
 
    Maybe it was the drugs, or the alcohol we’d consumed right before. Maybe I was sick in my head. Maybe I was tired of being the good girl. Whatever the case, I allowed my boyfriend to kiss and caress another woman, while I did the same. The smell of her natural essence filled my nostrils, but I was too taken back to taste her. Then I felt it, Brant entering me. His slow pace was too much to handle. Tammy slid forward, sitting her butt down over my breasts. She then turned and lowered her mouth to mine, our bodies parallel to one another. Brant kept ramming into me, even harder after she’d adjusted. She was rubbing her pussy against mine, moaning in sync with me. I could feel her hand massaging her clit. She sat up and leaned back to kiss Brant while I watched. Then he pulled out of me. Like a light switch going off, I’d changed my mind, but it was too late. He was taking her from behind while I remained stuck underneath of her. I watched their faces, and the way his hands came up and cupped both of her breasts. In that moment I wanted to scream – to cry and run away, but I was trapped. I’d asked for this. I’d let it happen. 
 
    Brant didn’t falter with Tammy. Eventually he pushed her off of me and slide back inside. I could feel the tears running down the sides of my face, not that he noticed. He bucked roughly until finally his body stiffened.  
 
    As soon as I was able, I got up and locked myself in the bathroom. I had destroyed the little bit of conscious I had left. This was one of the lowest points in my life. There would be no going back and changing things. What was done couldn’t be undone. There were no take-backs.  
 
    This was where I should have put a stop to the madness; ended this charade of being in control and accepted my parents were right. This was where I should have run home and never looked back. 
 
    Except I didn’t. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    Cassie 
 
    It took me years to find the courage to stand up for what I wanted in life, and only a matter of weeks for me to throw it all away on sex, drugs, and crime. When I looked in the mirror, I no longer saw the sweet girl my parents raised. Instead I saw someone who woke in the morning looking for a fix to get me through; someone willing to toss her morals aside for the high. 
 
    Three weeks ago I fell victim to my own hunger. I yearned for something more, and found solace in whatever I could put in my body to make the days easier. 
 
    I stopped caring about saving up and moving on. I lived in the now. Even Brant knew he’d changed me. The drug use only got worse once we started doing them together. Before getting high, I struggled to find the positive in my life. When we used we were unstoppable, so I thought. 
 
    Keeping myself in check to manage my job was becoming difficult though. I struggled with staying straight, on account of feeling so good when I wasn’t. Several times Brant had asked me to stop, begging me to go back to being the person he fell in love with. I suppose he didn’t like the new me very much, probably because I didn’t care anymore. Nothing affected me, not even the knowledge of the dangerous situation we were living in. 
 
    I started stealing little things for the excitement, bringing the wrong change to drunk patrons who wouldn’t notice. Each night I’d bring home over a hundred dollars, only half were tips. Originally, my intentions were to save it, but our habit was becoming too expensive to manage. As my hunger increased, the need for more daily cash was relevant. Brant only knew half of it, not that I cared about his opinion. He’d shown me how much easier it was to steal than to work hard for a little reward. 
 
    Our home life was better, but not because things had changed. Rocky was still a perverted dick, and Tammy remained to be a sore on my ass. 
 
    With the exception of the two times I got carried away, the hot tub and then the threesome with Brant, I ignored her like the plague. She was too judgmental to be around without being scrutinized for my actions. She acted like I’d asked for it to happen. If I wanted a mother, I would have gone home. 
 
    Speaking of which, I hadn’t contacted anyone in my family, even though I’d purchased a new cell phone. I wanted to feel bad about keeping in touch with my cousins, but they’d never understand my new lifestyle.  
 
    I felt invincible, up until everything came crashing down. In the blink of an eye I saw my life flash before my eyes. Now I had to come to terms with my actions, and what I was going to do to save myself, because let’s face it, I’d burned every bridge I had crossed to get to this point. 
 
    It was just another day at work, daunting and obviously a necessary means. I’d gone on my break in desperate need of a fix to get me through the next four hours of being on my feet. Like every afternoon, I crouched down in the back corridor outside and prepared my pipe. I packed the contents and began to heat them up until they were ready to inhale. As soon as I took my first hit I saw feet approaching. The glass bowl fell to the concrete ground, the tip shattering and spilling the liquid. I scrambled to keep it covered as the person came to stand over me. My eyes slowly coursed their way up his faded jeans, stopping when something reflective and shiny caught them. It was a badge for the FBI. Almost afraid to look up, I swallowed the lump in my throat and sank down further against the building.  
 
    “Turn around and put your hands behind your back.” 
 
    I was already crying, silently pleading he’d give me a break and let me go. Maybe if I told him how terrible my life had been he’d feel sorry for me; he’d pity my situation. 
 
    I felt the metal cuffs being attached to my wrists. This was really happening. I was being detained.  
 
    “You’re under arrested for possession of illegal narcotics.” He continued with the rest of the Miranda rights while I bawled uncontrollably, as if it was going to somehow help the situation. 
 
    I said nothing as he led me to his unmarked cruiser and put me in the backseat. Once he was seated in the front, he adjusted the mirror to look at me. He removed a pair of aviator sunglasses for a better view. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you drugs were bad?” I watched as he held up my purse before lowering it. I could hear him shuffling through my things. “I have the right to search your property. Is there any needles in here I should know about?” 
 
    “No,” I managed to say. 
 
    He pulled out my wallet and looked at my license photo. “North Carolina. Is that where you’re from?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, your current address is this one listed?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied. 
 
    He turned to face me instead of talking in the reflection of the rearview mirror. “I know for a fact that you’re lying, Cassandra Healy.” 
 
    “It’s Cassie,” I corrected him. “No one has ever called me that.” 
 
    “When I file the charges it will have to be under Cassandra. There’s no getting around it.” 
 
    “Whatever.” All I could think about was what my parents were going to say when they found out I’d been arrested for drugs. They’d disown me forever. “Do what you need to do.” 
 
    “How long have you been using?” He asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Why do you care? Either way I’m going to jail. I’ve just ruined my life, and you want to know how long it’s been going on? It seems irrelevant don’t you think?” 
 
    He snickered at my response. “Actually, I’m asking because you’re going to go through withdrawals. In some cases where it’s pretty new, it’s easier to kick.” 
 
    “How thoughtful of you to care,” I answered sarcastically. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” He turned and started to pull out of the parking lot. I saw a few of my co-workers outside watching me being carted away. My job was probably terminated, and all I could think about was how I was the reason.  
 
    In that moment I wanted to die. 
 
    The FBI building was set up so we could enter through a back entrance. An agent led me through a long hallway. Another one said something snarky to the guy I was in the presence of. “Looks like you picked up another trophy wife, Campbell. Are you starting a collection to keep at your house?” 
 
    “Fuck off, Regan. At least I’m out doing my job. What’s it like being on desk duty? Are you enjoying being the coffee bitch?” He replied while taking us into what looked like an interrogation room. He sat me down and took off the restraints. I brought my arms to the front of my body, trying to relieve some of the pain they were in from being in the same position for quite a while.  
 
    He left me sitting inside alone for only a minute before returning with a large manila folder. A single sheet of paper sat on top. It was an arrest form, and he’d already filled out my full name at the top.  
 
    I sat silently watching him sealing my fate as he continued to fill out the report. “Do you have anyone you’d like to call, Ms. Healy?” 
 
    I thought about Brant, and then my family. “No.” 
 
    “Why don’t I believe you?” 
 
    “I don’t want to contact anyone. It’s my choice, right?” 
 
    He slid the form over, placing a pen on top. “Sign your name.” 
 
    More hot tears fell down my cheeks. This was really happening. There wasn’t any getting out of this. If convicted, which I knew I would be, I’d have a criminal record for the rest of my life.  
 
    I signed my name while sobbing, never looking up at the agent until I was finished.  
 
    He took the pen first, and then pulled the paper back in front of him. “Now, before I put this in the system I have a question for you.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m listening, sir.” 
 
    “I’d like to make this charge go away permanently. You seem like you’re in a bad way, and I think I can help you.” 
 
    “I don’t need help,” I stammered. 
 
    “I think you do. You have two options here. You can help me, or I can take you to a cell where you’ll stay until you can either make bail, which could still require more time. It’s your choice. I can give you a couple minutes to make a decision.” He stood and headed for the door. Right before he was able to open it, I called him back. 
 
    “Wait.” I sighed, imagining my fate and my future if I continued on the path I was on. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    He sat back down and passed the folder toward me. “Open it.” 
 
    I don’t know what I expected to see. I wasn’t high enough to be hallucinating, so I knew it was real. The photographs before me were shocking. I looked up at the agent, hoping for an explanation as to why he had pictures of me and Brant. “What is this?” 
 
    “Are you aware of the illegal actions going on at the place you’re residing?” 
 
    “No.” I had to lie. According to Brant, Rocky was a bad man. I couldn’t cross him. It was possible he had the ability to have me killed. I had no idea how bad of a person he was, or what he was willing to do to save face. 
 
    “I think you’re lying, Ms. Healy. I think you know exactly what’s going on, and I’m pretty certain your boyfriend was hired to help with the next drop.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “What does your boyfriend do for a living?” 
 
    I shrugged. “He hasn’t found a job yet.” 
 
    He flipped through a few photos, coming to one where Brant was taking a device off of an ATM machine. “Are you denying your involvement with this man?” 
 
    He knew I wasn’t telling the truth. I was in hot water, and I didn’t know how to get out. “No. I didn’t know about this.” 
 
    He pointed to a person sitting at a slot machine in the distance. “This is you. I know that, because I have surveillance from that particular night. I also suspect you lifted a wallet while you were there. It seems this man,” he pointed to the gruffly man I’d stolen from. “Reported his wallet stolen to security. It was later located in the bathroom waste. I have video of you, not only taking the wallet, but also going in and out of the restroom. Now, this can go two ways, Ms. Healy. You can cooperate with me and make my job a whole lot easier, or you can sit here and withhold information. I can have you locked up for not only drug possession, but also theft, and proceed with the investigation accordingly without your assistance. If you choose to help me, this official report will go into the trash. If you proceed to withhold information this will get filed by this evening.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to manage my trembling body. This was too much to take in. He wanted me to become an informant, and in doing so I’d be incriminating Brant. How was I to choose my freedom over the man I loved? Had he led me down this path I couldn’t escape from? Was he as bad as my parents had said? Clearly he’d been helping Rocky since the first night we arrived. Whether it was a test or not was still to be determined. I wondered how many other lies were out there, and because of it, what was I willing to do to uncover them. I needed answers. I deserved them, after giving up my life to be with him. Maybe I needed to hit rock bottom before I could find salvation. Maybe this was my way out of this hellish life I’d been living. 
 
    “What would you like to know?” 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Cassie 
 
    I’m not really sure how long we sat there going over details of Rocky’s operation. The little I knew about it wasn’t going to be very helpful, and I was fully aware if anyone found out I’d ratted my life could be over.  
 
    In the time I sat with the agent, we went over every single day since the moment we’d arrived in Vegas. He wrote everything down, while also recording the conversation. 
 
    I wanted to ask about Brant, but knew I’d be pushing it, especially since he was giving me the opportunity to avoid being charged. I had to do this, because I couldn’t live with myself if my parents ever found out the way I’d been living my life. 
 
    As far as Brant’s involvement, I had to hope I could convince him to stop and run away with me, otherwise he’d be going down with the ship, because telling him I was informing the task force of their business wasn’t an option. He’d be irate, and in turn would lash out, sending alarm to Rocky. 
 
    The agent, who said his name was Logan Campbell, made me sign a bunch of papers. If I screwed up, I’d be charged with interfering in an investigation. Alongside of the crimes I’d already committed I’d be doing jail time.  
 
    Special Agent Campbell was in charge of the investigation, and had been for quite some time. According to him they’d surveyed Rocky, also known as Rockefeller James, for around two years, gathering enough intel to be able to shut down his operation. Without someone on the inside, they’d been unable to establish timelines, mostly because Rocky kept everything to himself until the last minute. I knew how crucial I was for this case. However, he was giving me no choice. If I didn’t abide by his terms I could go to jail. 
 
    After agreeing to be his in, he brought in more files and surveillance photographs, stating it was only a part of the information they’d collected.  
 
    We’d been in there for several hours before I started to worry about Brant coming to work to look for me. “What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s almost seven, why?” 
 
    “My boyfriend picks me up from work. I get off at seven. If I’m not there he’s going to require an explanation. Unless you want me to tell him I was detained by the FBI, you better get me back.” 
 
    He stood up from the table and left the room, only to come back with my purse. “Call him. Tell him you’re covering for a friend until she can get there. Tell him she’s having car troubles.” Since he was adamant, I did what he said immediately without argument. 
 
      
 
    Brant answered on the first ring. “Hey, baby. Did you get off early. I can be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    I looked straight at the concerned agent as I purposely lied to my boyfriend. “No. It’s the opposite. Chloe is having trouble with her car. She got a flat tire. They’re taking their time fixing it, so she’s running late. I told the manager I’d stay until she could arrive.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m making you a special dinner tonight. The house is all ours for a change. I’m making your favorite, and I even splurged on that fancy wine you like drinking.” 
 
    I felt terrible for being a liar while he unsuspectingly prepared to impress me. I was essentially planning his demise while he was cooking dinner. I felt like a horrible person. “I can’t wait. I’ll call you when I’m ready.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
    After making sure the call ended, I slid my phone back toward the agent. “You can’t keep me here much longer if you want my help.” 
 
    He tapped on the table top before standing up again. “We better get on the road. Traffic is a bitch this time of day.” He handed me my purse. “I put my name in your phone as Cam. If he sees it, tell him I’m an employee at the casino; a female. If you learn anything you’re to call me as soon as you’re able to. Remember, if I find out you’re withholding information, I’ll be forced to proceed with charges against you.” 
 
    I knew how important this was. “I get it. I know I’m in deep shit. I’ll do whatever you want as long as my family doesn’t find out about this. It’s important they think I’m doing fine. Can we go now?” I was tired of talking to this guy. He wasn’t going to protect me when Rocky was holding a gun to my head, or killing my boyfriend for allowing me into his home. 
 
    I think I made it obvious I didn’t like the agent. He was quiet as we walked toward the rear exit. A few times I looked over to see him clenching his jaw. It didn’t matter that he was calm and collected during the whole ordeal with me. He hadn’t cursed at me, or treated me like I was a junkie. He’d been professional, even kind at times. I understood this was his job. He was only doing what he thought would help with the case. I just hated the fact that I was his bait. 
 
    Once we were back to the unmarked cruiser, he opened the front passenger side door for me. I was surprised I didn’t have to sit in the back again. I waited until we’d left the precinct to speak. “Do you do this for all the women you arrest? Do you have a slew of informants at your beck and call?” 
 
    A voice was coming in through the radio asking for available agents in the area to respond to an incident. He reported that he was in the middle of transferring someone and couldn’t respond, before finally answering me. “No. But I’ve been watching women like you fall victims because of men for as long as I’ve been doing this job. You don’t want to know how many dead females I’ve had to respond to. Most of them are runaways. Their families don’t even know they’re living in Vegas.”
“I’m not a runaway. I made an adult decision to leave North Carolina.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” he sarcastically offered. “For the boyfriend?” 
 
    “Not just him. We’ve been together for a long time. My parents don’t care for him. I was sick of being in the middle.” 
 
    “Ms. Healy -.” 
 
    I interrupted. “Cassie.” 
 
    “Fine. Cassie, maybe they don’t care for him because he has a long rap sheet. The first thing I did was look into the new couple living with Mr. James. After what happened to his last housemates, I needed to know everything I could about you and your beau.” 
 
    “What do you mean? What happened to the people before us?” This was news to me, and to say I was concerned would have been an understatement. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. One day they were there, and the next they weren’t. The girlfriend put out a missing person’s report, but we’ve yet to find a single clue as to his whereabouts.” 
 
    Of course I feared the worst. Rocky was a bad man; I knew it even before I was informed by the agent. Now I had more reason to want to get out of dodge. “Look, all I know is our place was a mess when we moved in and Rocky made a big deal about having it cleaned up first.” 
 
    “Cleaned up? Was it a crime scene?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said honestly. “Listen, this is all a little too much in one day, agent. If you’ve looked into me the way you say you’d know I don’t have a criminal record. I may or may not be involved with someone with one, but you’re barking up the wrong tree if you think I can help you. I’ve told you what I know, and I’m not sure what else I can offer.” 
 
    We pulled up out back of the casino and he put the vehicle into park. “I’m hoping you’ll overhear something crucial to our investigation. It’s all I can ask. So far you’re the closest I’ve been able to get inside. Keep your eyes and ears open. I’d hate for someone like you to end up like the last tenants.” 
 
    “If anyone’s going to get me killed it’s you.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, but you’re already on the road to killing yourself. You’re putting those drugs into your body. There’s no telling when you’ll get a bad batch and take your last breath. I often ask myself why people do them. What’s so great about the high that keeps you coming back for more? It leaves you unhealthy and broke. It causes strain in relationships. It makes you a zombie, walking around not giving a shit about anything.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me. I’m not an addict.” 
 
    I swear he almost smiled when I said it. “That’s what they all say. You have an opportunity here to rethink what you’ve been doing with your life. Don’t be a statistic. Clean yourself up and start over. Give yourself a second to realize what you’ve gotten yourself into before it’s too late.” 
 
    I appreciated him for wanting to be a government official assigned to such a messed up city, but he wasn’t my friend and I refused to allow him to tell me what I was doing wrong. “I can handle my own life. If you’ll excuse me I need to get going.” 
 
    He grabbed my arm before I was able to climb out of the vehicle. “Cassie, I will be in touch. This isn’t over. If you cross me, I’ll make sure you’re charged.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes open and your mouth shut. I’m not asking you to get involved. Just tell me if you hear anything. Stay out of trouble. Oh, and lastly, get off the drugs. I’ll be watching you, don’t forget it.” 
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    Chapter 12 
 
    Cassie 
 
    Nervous couldn’t begin to explain how I felt when I called Brant to come and pick me up from work. When I saw his vehicle pull up I worried he’d see right through me. Instead the smile on his face remained, as if he had no clue where I’d been and what I’d promised to someone else. “I can’t wait until you see what I made for dinner. I know you’re probably tired, but if you could stay up with me tonight I’d love it.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you ask, Brant. You know that.” 
 
    “Good. After a talk with Rocky earlier I think things are about to happen for us. He says everything is set, and within the next couple of weeks we’ll be making the switch.” 
 
    “What does he do with the old ones?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never asked. He’s so sensitive about people prying. I just do what he says to stay on his good side.” 
 
    “If I were him I’d burn them. Wouldn’t one lost device be enough evidence to convict him if it were ever discovered?” I realized I was asking questions that may seem too inquisitive, but as Brant’s girlfriend I had every right to appear worried. Whether I was asking for myself or Agent Campbell, I still needed an answer. I wanted to know how involved we’d become. 
 
    “I’m sure he has a way of wiping the information clean before they’re destroyed. You never know what kind of devices the authorities have nowadays. I saw on a show they could recover erased hard drives. No one is safe anymore. If you want to live the lifestyle of a criminal you need to be one step ahead of the authorities at all times. It’s a good thing I got in with Rocky. All the security shit is his deal. My job is simple.” 
 
    I pretended to be amused and content. “I’m glad of that. It still makes me nervous. I wish we could walk away, Brant. Living here hasn’t been great for me. I’m tired of struggling. I need to get clean and be focused again, or else I’m afraid we’re never going to get out of here. I miss my family, and I know I agreed to let them go, but it’s not fair. Why should I have to choose? They know we’re together and they can’t stop us.” 
 
    We pulled up at the house and I noticed a car parked in the driveway. “Is someone else here? I thought you said we had the house to ourselves?” 
 
    “Come on. You’ll see.”
After the day I’d had, I wasn’t in the mood for surprises. All I wanted to do was take a long shower and figure out how to kick my habit before I lost control and landed in jail. I had a feeling the agent was going to keep his word. He’d be watching me. 
 
    If I slipped up for a second it could cost me my freedom.  
 
    When I walked inside and saw a familiar face I wanted to cry. My sister Cammie wrapped her arms around me and held for a few seconds. “It’s good to see you, sis.” 
 
    Next to her stood my cousin Christian. I hugged her next and pulled away to address Brant. “You did this?” 
 
    “I knew how lonely you’ve been, baby. I thought maybe if they visited you’d feel better. Not everyone is against us.” 
 
    I could have said something smart, like divulged information to them I knew he hadn’t. It was obvious they wouldn’t have visited if they knew what Brant was involved in. “We’re just glad you two are doing so well. This house is amazing. He told us you’ve been working at a casino. Is the money good? Do you make a lot in tips?” Christian asked.  
 
    “It’s okay money. Enough about me though, how did you get out of school?” 
 
    “I had exams. I’ve got some downtime, and when I went to Kentucky to visit Chris told me what was going on. I can’t believe Mom and Dad didn’t call me.” 
 
    “They probably thought I’d come home. It got ugly. I said things to them I regret. Mom has to be devastated.” 
 
    “They’ll get over it. Parents always do,” Chris added. 
 
    “How long can you stay?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re leaving on Sunday,” Brant interrupted.  
 
    Right away I felt cheated. They had to leave before Rocky came home and discovered our visitors. I wanted to be happy about the surprise, but for some reason my mind kept going back to all the things I didn’t know about my boyfriend. I wouldn’t be able to get to the bottom of it while we had visitors, and as much as I wanted them there with me, I kind of needed to be alone with Brant so I could drill him for answers. Brant walked up and kissed me on the cheek before heading into the kitchen. I finally dropped my purse on a table and gave all my attention to my family. “I can’t believe you’re really here. I miss everyone so much. How is everyone? Is Josh staying out of trouble? Did Callie get a dress for the Christmas ball? Is she still going with that guy she liked? Are Jax and Amber still mad at me for not being around to babysit?” 
 
    Cammie took my hand and sat down beside me. She looked in the direction of the kitchen before speaking in a whisper. “We’ll talk about that later. What’s going on, Cass? You look terrible. Tell us the truth. Are you in some kind of trouble? Is it drugs?” 
 
    I’d fallen flat on my face with guilt. They’d all told me being with Brant was a terrible decision, yet I’d gone and done it anyway. My rebellion had led me down a road I didn’t know if I could get back from. I was already thinking about my next score, even though in my heart I wanted to be able to stop. Being in a bad place and seeing the look on their faces made it all real for me. I couldn’t continue down this path. “I’m doing the best I can,” I admitted. “It hasn’t been easy for me.” 
 
    Chris sat on the opposite side of me and rubbed my back. “We’re here now. We came because we think you need to come home.” 
 
    They couldn’t understand how much I’d thought about it; the idea of being around our family again. At the moment the possibility was unreachable. I was involved in a situation I couldn’t avoid. Running away would only get me in worse trouble. “I’m not going anywhere. I can’t leave Brant,” I lied. The truth was, his secrets were making me question our relationship. Whether he was lying to protect me, or just because he was avoiding the truth wasn’t acceptable. I needed an honest relationship. I needed someone to protect me from the evils of the world, not persuade me to bask in them. I had to start thinking outside the box. It was important to straighten out my life; repair my wrongdoings, and make things right again. Then maybe, after some time, I’d be able to go home again.  
 
    “Cassie, please. You need to get away from him. It’s taking a toll on you. We can see it. I think you need help.” My sister was right, though I couldn’t make her aware of it.  
 
    “I do not. I’m fine. Can’t we just spend the next two days together and appreciate the time we have?” I was determined to make them see I was fine, even if I had to keep using to prevent from having withdrawals while they were present. “I can show you around town. We’ll go to the strip tonight. The lights on Freemont Street are incredible. Come on, you came all this way. Let’s have a good time. I’ll prove how amazing it is, and when you leave you’ll know I’m happy. I’ve just had a long day. I had to stay late at work and my feet are killing me. My head is pounding out of my head, and I need something to eat before I pass out.” 
 
    Cammie and Chris stared at each other for a second. I knew both of them too well to suspect they’d drop the subject. For now they were content on making the most of their trip. As long as I could keep them occupied maybe they’d forget about pulling me away.  
 
    My sister, who probably looked the most like me out of my three siblings, was trying to read my mind. I could tell from the way she stared into my eyes at dinner. I kept avoiding her, giving most of my attention to the food Brant had made us. He’d grilled steaks, baked potatoes, and made a creamy macaroni and cheese with big wedges of broccoli in it. The four of us sat outside. We’d turned on the lights around the pool and enjoyed the evening breeze. Much like I’d been when I first arrived, my family were taken back by the place we were calling home. If they only knew about the people we lived with, and what they were involved in they’d have wanted to do whatever it took to get me out of there. 
 
    Brant did good being the host. He catered to their needs and went above and beyond to make sure they were satisfied with his actions. He talked about his job briefly basically saying he was an employee of a major corporation for international trading.  
 
    Trading my ass. He was stealing. They were all thieves, myself included.  
 
    The innocent girl who once left North Carolina was gone. As a package I was a total mess. I had nothing going for me, and now the FBI were on my back for answers I didn’t know how to provide them with.  
 
    Brant drank a couple beers while we ate, and much to my surprise left me to be alone with my family. I’d pulled him to the side while doing the dishes to thank him for bringing them to me. He was drying his hands on a towel. I wrapped my arms around the front of him and rested my head on his back. “Thank you, Brant. It means so much to me.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you smiling. I know it’s been tough. It’s almost over, baby. As soon as I get paid we’re out of here.” 
 
    He kept saying the same thing to me, but I was beginning to think it wasn’t going to happen, especially since I knew the FBI were investigating the operation. “Brant, when my family leaves I want to talk to you about our future. It’s important to me.” 
 
    He spun me around and cupped my face in his hands. “Are you leaving me?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.”
“Okay. It can wait then. I’m headed to bed. Enjoy your night.” 
 
    It was hard knowing my secret and keeping my composure. What was more difficult was knowing support was so close, yet too far away to grasp. I’d never felt so afraid and alone before. I needed help, mentally, physically, and most of all with freeing myself from danger. I needed to save Brant from himself before it was too late. The idea of him going to jail, even if we didn’t end up together, weighed heavy on me. I didn’t want him having to live his life in a cell. I couldn’t believe the future we’d dreamed of was further away than it had ever been. The harder we fought to move forward, we seemed to be permanently pulling back. 
 
    I wouldn’t give up. 
 
    I couldn’t, because I knew what the fate would be if I did. 
 
    It was hard remembering a time when I had courage and strength. I wondered what happened to that person, and if I could bring her back. 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Cassie 
 
    Two days wasn’t enough time to spend with my family, but with my body losing control from withdrawals, I knew it was best that they go. As soon as they left I became deathly sick. Brant assured me it would only be temporary, but many times I felt like I was dying. I was too ashamed to admit I couldn’t do this alone. I needed help, the professional kind. I think Brant knew it too. Between the vomiting and the lethargy I was left a feeble mess.  
 
    Still, it was important we had our talk. He needed to know how dangerous his involvement with Rocky had become. I needed to convince him to walk away. I didn’t care if we had to live on the streets. It was better than being under the same roof as a killer. 
 
    I didn’t take it lightly that the person who stayed in our room before us had vanished. Usually when that happened it was a given. He’s been murdered – removed. The problem ceased to exist. My only question was how long until Brant was his next victim. I wasn’t going to pretend Rocky was going to pay us and let us go on our merry way. He probably never planned on forking out a cent. Brant was just another pawn in his operation, and he’d use him until his job was finished. 
 
    “I need to tell you something, and I want you to really listen to me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think we should leave. Let’s just get our things and go. We don’t have to tell anyone where we’re going. My family knows were okay now, and Rocky can find someone else to do the job. Please, Brant. Please do this for me.” 
 
    “What’s gotten into you, Cassie? I know you’re not happy here, but it’s only for a few more weeks. Don’t ruin this for us. It’s too much money to turn down.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the money. I care about you. I’m afraid you’re in trouble. I think Rocky did something to the guy who worked for him before you. I think he killed him,” I said softly in case someone were to be listening in on our conversation. “You’re the one who told me to be careful what I say. I’m scared for you, for us.” 
 
    “What? Listen to yourself. You’ve been watching too much television. Rocky may be a thief, but he’s never committed murder. I told you, he also runs a legit company. We’re safe.” 
 
    I wished I could tell him about Agent Campbell. Maybe if he knew he’d help me get our things so we could leave as soon as possible. “What if we aren’t?” 
 
    “I think the drugs are getting to you, baby.” 
 
    “I think you’re too damn blind to see what’s happening in front of you. Maybe you’re too stuck on Tammy to consider I’m right.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” I’d definitely got his attention. “That night was all you. I told you several times we didn’t have to go through with it.” 
 
    He was right, but I knew he wanted it. What would stopping solve? In my head I’d always know he wanted her. It would never change. As much as I knew he loved me, a part of me would always wonder if I’d be enough for someone like Brant. He hadn’t been raised to respect the person you loved. I didn’t even know if he’d ever loved anyone truly before me. Sure, there was his grandmother who raised him, but she was a hard woman to live with. I’d never seen her be affectionate. Perhaps it’s why Brant struggled with his feelings so much. Maybe he didn’t understand them. “It doesn’t matter. I want out of here, and you’re not going to let me go. Whatever happens is your fault.” 
 
    He walked out of the room, leaving me to sulk alone.  
 
    For the longest time I laid in bed crying. I hated being so overly emotional, but it wasn’t like I didn’t have a reason. My life was falling apart. We were in danger, and I didn’t know how to protect us.  
 
    After a while Brant came back into the room. I could tell he wasn’t in the mood to argue. It was obvious he’d gotten high, which made my situation of getting clean much harder. Where he seemed relaxed, I was in excruciating discomfort. 
 
    He drove me to the hospital late on Sunday night, hoping they’d be able to give me something to manage my symptoms while the drugs worked their way out of my body.  
 
    I lay there on the hospital bed, freezing one minute and sweating the next. My teeth chattered out of fear, and I swore every single nurse who entered the room was out to make me suffer worse. Brant stayed at my side for as long as they’d allow it. A doctor came into the room to give me something that would help me sleep, and suggested Brant go home and rest. He fought with me about it, insisting he wasn’t going to leave me.  
 
    “Cassie, please. I hate seeing you like this. I need you to get better.” 
 
    “I need to get clean, Brant. Those two days were hell on me, and I’d rather do it now than wait until later, because I know I won’t want to. Don’t you want the old me back?” 
 
    He smiled and leaned down to kiss me, his eyes filled with tears. I’d never seen him so emotional, and in that moment I knew it wasn’t just because of my situation. Something was about to happen, and he wasn’t planning on telling me because he knew I’d argue with him about it. Rocky must have met with him while I was in the bedroom searching for ways to get out of there. Now I didn’t know the plan, or how soon it was going to happen. 
 
    Then my mind went to Tammy. Would she take advantage of me being away? Would she sink her paws into my man one more time? What was her role in the business, and why was Rocky okay with her screwing around with anyone she wanted? 
 
    Nothing made sense. For someone right in the middle of the clusterfuck, I literally had no idea what was going on. I felt like ever since we’d had a threesome things had been distant between us. Brant kept trying, and I refused to care. I thought it was just the environment; having to see Tammy all the time and imagine what we’d all done together, but that night was just the tip of the iceberg.  
 
    I’d committed just about every one of the seven deadly sins. My humanity was lost. 
 
    Pride: I’d been too conceited to allow my family to dictate my future. 
 
    Greed: Stealing had become easy, because I had to have more drugs and personal gain. 
 
    Lust: I don’t even have to explain this one, because the past month had pretty much been summed up for me. 
 
    Envy and Gluttony: I wanted and wanted and wanted, even what wasn’t mine. 
 
    Sloth: Instead of striving for greatness I’d settled into a life of crime and destruction, both mental and physical. I no longer cared what toll it took on me. 
 
    Wrath: I couldn’t help from being angry, at myself and everyone around me. It was easier to put the blame on others, even when I knew I was at fault more than any of them. 
 
    Growing up in a Christian family, I’d been taught to repent for my sins. I was to a point where I didn’t know where to begin. I thought kicking the habit would be the first step of many I’d have to take, but as I remained in the hospital I wondered if it would even be worth it. If I couldn’t convince Brant to break free of his commitment to Rocky, I was afraid of what could happen. I was reluctant to call him, but I felt like I didn’t have a choice.  I scrolled through my phone to find his number and prayed he wouldn’t answer. 
 
    “This is Campbell.” 
 
    “It’s Cassie Healy. I’m in the hospital. We need to talk.” 
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    Chapter 14 
 
    Logan 
 
    I’d spent the last eight years going after the scum of the earth because I felt it was my obligation to do so. I’d lost too much in my life to give up. It was my own personal restitution to satisfy the emptiness I felt for doing nothing so long ago.  
 
    Maybe my life would have been different. Maybe I would have continued playing sports and gone somewhere with baseball. It was still a bad dream; the horror of what had transpired to take my family from me.  
 
    I hadn’t come from a broken family. We were solid, devoted to being good people. My mother was a social worker, and she’d met my father through a joint project with his construction company. Together they worked to build homes for the needy, and fallen head over heels for each other.  
 
    My sister had been the first born. She was a tough act to follow, getting good grades, and excelling at every sport she played. I did my best, finding baseball to be my escape after a ton of hard work.  
 
    Our parents were proud. They bragged to whomever would listen. We did everything together, especially during the summer months. My father, who owned his business, took off for a whole month every year. My mother saved up her time so she could be with us. We’d pick a different location each time, and spend a full thirty days there, exploring and discovering new things together.  
 
    They went to church, and worshipped even when we were away. I remember my mother’s bible versus on Sunday’s. When we traveled in our RV she’d make us sing for hours at a time. When I was little I hated it. When I became a teenager I hated her for making me do it.  
 
    Now I know why she was so adamant about instilling morals in her children. I fully understand why she wanted us to be good Christian adults.  
 
    Not a single day goes by where I don’t think about my parents. It would have been nice to hear their voices again – guiding me to be the best person I could be; to help others, even when I don’t agree with their beliefs.  
 
    Though I quit going to church after their death, I never stopping believing in a higher power. Now, more than ever, I needed to keep that faith, because Las Vegas was like dwelling in Hell. The devil was alive here, and he didn’t take sick days. Like a beacon for evil, this place attracted the worst of humanity. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw someone pay it forward. I suppose that’s what drew me here. I knew there was plenty of misery to surround myself in. I wanted to blend in; to be a different person than the one everyone saw on television – the sad teen son left with nothing but the clothes on his back. Had I not been at my friends that night I would have burned to death like my parents, while my sister and her crack head boyfriend stood out back watching. I still couldn’t imagine what the police thought when they rolled up to our property and found her high as a kite, watching the fire she’d set burn our parents to death.  
 
    She’d been in custody since that night. Eight years had gone by and I’d never once visited. I was already in foster care by the time she went to trial, charged as an adult. Thirty years was a long time to recover and think about what she’d done. They’d never given her a reason to hate them, all except for trying to prevent her from being with a man who would in turn ruin her life.  
 
    They’d been right, and they didn’t even get the chance to see it.  
 
    Every time I smelled smoke I imagined what it was like for them. Had they died from the smoke while sleeping, or had they woke and tried to get out of the house before the flames engulfed them? I’d never know the truth. A part of me didn’t want to. I knew I’d dwell on more of what I couldn’t change.  
 
    My drug addict sister, who once had so much potential, had met a guy she thought she couldn’t live without. She gave up her soul to be with him. Then she gave up her life when she killed our parents. 
 
    She’d been writing for years, probably as soon as she was clean. One letter, that’s all she got from me. I told her to leave me alone, and that I hoped she rotted in a cell before the state was willing to set her free.  
 
    Joining the force seemed like the right thing to do. As soon as I was of age I submitted my application. I’ve never looked back or regretted my decision to do good; to save people from themselves, before they’re too messed up to know right from wrong. I didn’t want to see someone else have to go through what I did; the unbearable future of being alone.  
 
    Cassandra Healy. I read her file again just to be sure I hadn’t left anything out. I had high hopes for the girl, especially after she’d called from the hospital. Then something in me started to worry. Maybe she’d told her boyfriend about our meeting and he’d harmed her. Maybe her life was in danger because of me.  
 
    I drove as fast as my cruiser would allow, lights beaming for vehicles to get out of my way. If she was in trouble it would be on me, and I wasn’t going to allow that to happen. 
 
    I don’t know if I calmed down until I located her room and found her in one piece. She looked rough, but I’d seen firsthand what withdrawals can do to someone’s appearance. I approached her bed, first looking around to make sure she was alone. “Ms. Healy, is everything all right?” 
 
    She seemed weak as she spoke. “I’ll be fine once I’m out of here. They’re saying at least seventy-two hours. I feel like I’m going to die, and it’s your fault.” 
 
    I chuckled lightly to myself. “And why is that?” 
 
    “You told me to get clean, so I took your advice. Now I feel like I’m on death’s door.” 
 
    “You’re not. I can assure you, there’s light at the end of the tunnel.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say. I’m sure you’ve never gone through this before. You’re probably a natural do-gooder,” she said with sarcasm. 
 
    “I’ll have you know I work hard to be perfect,” I taunted. 
 
    “Give me a break. I might choke on your humor.” 
 
    “Why am I here, Cassie? You have to know you’re not my only case.” It was important to stay professional with my informants. I knew she was new to the program, but she had to know I didn’t mess around. My goal was to keep her out of trouble. I wasn’t there for a therapy session. I wasn’t even qualified for such actions. She needed a friend, but it couldn’t be me. My priority was her safety, and that’s as far as our relationship could go. Sure, I’d noticed how beautiful she was, even while strung out. I could only imagine how fucking amazing she could be when she was clean. Even though I lived by my code of ethics, I was still human, and a man at that. I hated she’d fallen into a life of crime and drugs. Every case seemed to remind me of my sister, and how I hadn’t been able to help her. Sometimes I felt like each case was a do-over for me to get it right. With every failure there would be one that stood out. I hoped this one had a good outcome. Losing another female to the hard life of Vegas was crushing to my soul. For so many reasons I felt like this was my calling; to help the ones who couldn’t save themselves. 
 
    She waited a few seconds before answering me. When she did, she fidgeted with her hands, as if she was nervous. “I think Rocky is ready to make the switch. I don’t know for sure, but Brant mentioned something about it tonight while we were here. He said we wouldn’t have to stay in Vegas much longer.” 
 
    I immediately thought about what would happen when she left. Would she be able to maintain a straight life, or would everything fall apart again, because she couldn’t get away from her poor excuse for a boyfriend. For the life of me I couldn’t understand why good women were attracted to the wrong kind of men. It made no sense at all. Then I started to think about the case – the one I’d worked for over a year to solve. Even with the highest form of surveillance, we were still unable to be a step ahead of Rockefeller James. “What makes you think he’s telling you the truth?” 
 
    She shrugged. “He’s hiding something from me. Then when he mentioned us being able to leave soon I knew it was because it had to do with the job. You said you wanted to know if I heard something, so I called you as soon as I was able to.” 
 
    I stepped closer to the hospital bed, noticing how beautiful her green eyes were, especially since they were bloodshot. It made the color of her iris pop. I snapped out of the trance before she noticed. “I appreciate the call. I’ll have my team stake out the house to see if the activity changes. I’ll put a tail on every vehicle that leaves the house. The heads up will help. I appreciate your cooperation.” 
 
    “I’m only doing it so I don’t go to jail. You did threaten me with it.” 
 
    “When you’re clean you’ll thank me.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up. My boyfriend’s life is in danger and you’re not going to do anything to help him. That makes us enemies.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh at the audacity she had. Obviously I had the upper hand, but her spunky personality kept coming out. It bugged the shit out of me. 
 
    “Cassie, you need to understand that I’m just doing my job. Being a criminal is a decision. It’s a choice. You could have gone home and told your boyfriend all about your ordeal. The two of you could be on the road headed for better things by now, but you’re not. Why is that? Is it because some part of you knows right from wrong? Are you in this hospital because I forced you to get clean, or because you know it’s the right thing to do?” 
 
    She was quiet, and I knew I’d proven my point. I tapped on her leg. “I know you’re having a rough time. I can’t imagine how hard it is to go through what you are. If I can get to Mr. James without involving your boyfriend I’ll do it. He’s the target. If we wipe out the big guy the rest will falter. I can’t make any promises. Guy’s like your boyfriend don’t like to be threatened. It’s in his nature to steal. Unfortunately guys like him have a hard time going straight. Once they get a taste of the life of crime, they stick with it. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but statistics don’t lie. Odds are even if we don’t catch him, he’ll get in trouble in the next town, or the one after. You have a choice. I’ve seen too many women lose themselves because of crooked men. Go home and start over. If you have a family turn to them for support. It might hurt to think about, but it’s the best thing you can do for yourself.” 
 
    “Did I ask for your advice?” 
 
    “I’m offering it for free.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anyway. I can never go home, not after everything. They’ll never respect me. I don’t want to live like that.” 
 
    It was hard to stand there and hear someone who had a family turn their back on them, especially when I’d give anything to have mine back. “I hope one day you’ll change your mind. I’ll stop by tomorrow to check on you. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure it’s after visiting hours are over so nobody sees us together.” 
 
    She seemed annoyed, but now more than ever, I was determined to make sure she stayed out of harm’s way. 
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    Chapter 15 
 
    Cassie 
 
    From the moment he walked into my hospital room I regretted calling him. He acted like his shit didn’t stink, and it bothered me. Nobody was perfect, especially an agent who used his badge to control people. 
 
    The doctor who promised to give me something to help me sleep didn’t order the prescription until the middle of the night. Exhaustion had already set in, so the moment my IV was filled with the medication I passed out. 
 
    The next morning I woke up to a nurse taking my vitals. A plate of breakfast was already sitting on the tray next to my bed. I coasted the room for Brant only to realize I was alone. Before attempting to eat something that may or may not be appetizing, I used my cell phone to call my boyfriend. It got his voicemail six times in a row. His phone was either turned off or he’d forgotten to charge it. I thought about calling Tammy, but I didn’t want to hear her voice, asking where I was and when I’d be back.  
 
    Figuring he might be on his way in, I remained calm. I watched television, and managed to keep down some hard toast. By lunch time I was chomping at the bit to get out of the hospital. I don’t know why I did it, but I threatened to harm myself if they didn’t let me go. They strapped me into the bed and put in for a psychiatric evaluation.  
 
    I was in a big fat mess, and I didn’t have any way to get out of it.  
 
    I cried. I screamed. I begged. 
 
    No one came. They left me there to rot. 
 
    Nightfall came, and still no Brant. I couldn’t exactly use my phone since I was strapped to the bed. They fed me through an IV, but my stomach growled for something solid to eat. Finally I dozed off, succumbing to the fact that I had to wait it out. Footsteps caught my attention. I turned, excited to see my boyfriend, only to realize it wasn’t him at all. Logan Campbell stood over my bed, his hair disheveled and face looking exhausted. “Do you mind telling me what happened earlier? I called to check on you and they said you had a breakdown. What’s going on? Did you hear from Brant?” 
 
    “No. That’s why I’m freaking out. Is he alive? Is he in jail?” 
 
    “If he was in jail I’d know it. As far as my team knows everything has been quiet all day. There hasn’t been one person coming or leaving from the residence.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ve hurt him?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to make us think an act of violence has occurred, Cassie.” 
 
    “I need to get out of here. I can’t stand it anymore. I’m starving, and they’re not feeding me. Please, Agent Campbell. Please help me get out of here. I don’t care if you have to take me to jail. At least I’ll be able to eat. They won’t even talk to me when they check my vitals.” 
 
    He stepped out for a second and came back in. In a matter of seconds he freed both of my hands. “I made some calls. I have good news and bad.” 
 
    “What’s the good?” 
 
    “They’re releasing you under my supervision.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Do you have to babysit me?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Tomorrow they’ll assign a detail to you, but right now we’re short staffed. There was a murder of a government official on the strip earlier, and all agents are busy at the scene.” 
 
    “Just let me go. I need to check on Brant.” 
 
     “I can’t. It’s my civil duty to protect you. Now, I’ve had a shitty day, so don’t even think about trying something stupid. It’s for one night. My roommate is a nurse, and she’s agreed to care for you until you can manage on your own. She’s not involved in this, so don’t treat her like you treat me. She’s kind, and she knows what you’ve been through.”  
 
    “What?” She wasn’t happy at all. She pointed her finger in my direction as she spoke. “I’m not going to your house.” 
 
    “I’m doing this because I’m not willing to let you get involved with my investigation. It’s too dangerous. You need to be under protective custody until further notice. You know too much, and that puts you in the line of fire.” 
 
    “Protective custody? You’re the one putting me in danger. I can’t do this. Brant might need my help. I have to go home.” 
 
    He grabbed my hand to keep me from searching for my clothes. With him standing behind me I knew exactly what he was getting an eyeful of. I turned toward him with a disgusted look on my face. “Get away from me, you pervert.” 
 
    “Are you being serious? I’m a government agent, not the pope. Maybe you should have stayed in bed until I could hand you something to put on? Did you ever think of that?” 
 
    I shut my mouth and watched as he located my bag of things. He tossed them in my direction. “Here, I’ll wait outside. Call me when you’re finished.” 
 
    I gave him a dirty look behind his back, but dressed quickly once I knew I was alone in the room. I didn’t care what I had to do to get to Brant. I had to warn him he was in danger. I had to save him from himself before it was too late.  
 
    Agent Campbell led me to the outside parking lot where he’d parked his cruiser. He looked around, as if he was making sure someone wasn’t watching us. He opened the door for me and made sure I was buckled in before walking around to climb in himself. He started the vehicle, still without a spoken word to me.  
 
    “How far away do you live?” I asked. 
 
    “I live outside of Vegas. It will take us a bit to get through the traffic. Don’t worry, I plan on stopping to get us something to eat.” 
 
    My stomach growled at the mention of food. I was starving. “I could eat a triple cheeseburger if you stuck one in front of my face.” 
 
    “Wow, as small as you are, that could be entertaining to watch.” 
 
    I suppose his comment was somewhat funny, though I didn’t have the energy to laugh. My mind was consumed with worry. “I know it’s asking a lot, but could you at least call to make sure nothing has changed. I haven’t heard from Brant all day, and that’s not like him. He was worried about me last night. He wouldn’t have left me in the hospital without a call. Something is wrong. I can feel it.” 
 
    I could tell he didn’t want to, but he pulled out his phone from his leather jacket and made a call. I listened to see if I could make out what they were talking about. 
 
    “It’s me. Any change?” He paused and listened to whoever he was speaking to. “Have you seen the boyfriend? Yeah, I see. Okay. Keep me posted if anything changes.” 
 
    “Your boyfriend is fine. Apparently a bunch of people just showed up. Music is playing and it seems like there’s a party taking place. Do you know if one was scheduled?” 
 
    I felt sick again. “No. Brant didn’t say anything to me.” 
 
    My contact says the backyard is full of people. They’ve seen your boyfriend several times throughout the day.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe he’d left me in the hospital, and was now partying it up. How could he have been so cruel. “I left everything for him,” I managed to get out. “I can’t believe he’d abandon me. I thought he cared. I was under the impression he was supportive of me getting clean.” 
 
    “Cassie, it’s not my business to say, but sometimes misery loves company. Maybe he’s not ready to stop. How bad is his addiction?” 
 
    I shrugged and looked out the window as I answered. “I don’t know. He seems to be in more control over what he does. It’s easier for him to stop and start up again. Before we dated he was into it pretty bad. He cleaned up when we got together.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I’ve done so much to be with him; to make him happy. Maybe I’ve never been enough for him.” 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t call someone from your family?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’m a big girl. I made this mess, and like my Momma always told me, I need to fix it myself. I’m responsible for where I am.” 
 
    “Family forgives, Cassie.” 
 
    “I’ve had about enough of your positive vibes. Can you please just find a place for us to eat. I’ll even buy the food. Just get there faster.” 
 
    “I’ll pay for it. I’d hate to eat with money you took from someone else.” 
 
    “I resent that. I’m not a terrible person. Yes, I’ve made mistakes, but only because I was desperate. I’m trying to be better, but you should know more than anyone that it takes time. Rome wasn’t built in a day, dude.” 
 
    We finally pulled up at a fast food franchise. My heart started to flutter at the idea of shoving greasy food into my famished mouth. Agent Campbell ordered for himself while I scoped the menu for the most fulfilling meal. He let me order my own food and pulled around to pay for it and pick it up. We sat in the parking lot gobbling it up as if it were the last food on earth. I licked my fingers after tossing a few fries in my mouth. “I know my life is a freaking mess, but this feels like heaven.” 
 
    When I turned to see his reaction I noticed he was staring at me with wide eyes. “I’ve never seen someone scarf down food the way you can. Are you sure you’re chewing it?” 
 
    “I told you I was starving. Don’t be a hater.” 
 
    He left the remainder of his food in the bag. “I’m going to finish at home. I need a shower and some Aspirin.” 
 
    I kept eating my fries until the container was empty. As much as I wanted to devour my burger, I knew it was respectful to save it until we’d reached his house. When we pulled up I was surprised. I guess I pictured his home to be small. It was the opposite. Much like Rocky’s house, it was very spacious and on a corner lot. “Wow. How do you afford this on an agent’s salary?” I wondered how much money someone in the FBI made. Maybe I should have wanted to fight crime instead of the path I was on. 
 
    “I inherited money when my parent’s died, not that it’s any of your business. Keep in mind you’re only here because I have no where else to put you unless you want to spend the night in a jail cell.” 
 
    “Geesh, you don’t have to be so mean.” 
 
    He walked by me and unlocked the door, opening it all the way for me to be able to enter. He flicked on a light and led me up a set of stairs. The living room was the first place we came to. In the rear was a large dining room and to the left of that was a big eat in kitchen. “The bathroom is down the hall if you need to use it. I’ll show you your room after I eat, if that’s okay with you?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” I took the seat across from him and pulled my burger out of the bag. We sat in silence for several minutes while eating. Finally he dropped his sandwich to sip at his drink.  
 
    He kept looking at me, as if he was trying to read me. Maybe it was a FBI profiler thing. I hadn’t been around enough to know. “What’s your deal anyway? What did you want to be when you were a kid?” 
 
    “I wanted to be a kid when I was a kid.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he retorted.  
 
    “First I wanted to be a doctor, until I realized people would bleed. I was afraid of needles, so that was a no-go. Then I wanted to be a professional ice-skater, but I broke my arm when I was seven while trying to skate on our family’s pond. After that I suppose I wanted to do hair like my mother does. The older I got the easier the jobs became. For as long as I can remember I wanted to be a wife and mother someday. I thought I’d have that life with Brant, but now I’m wondering if he’s not the right guy for me. I know you probably don’t care about my drama, so I’ll shut up now.” 
 
    “It’s cool. I asked.” 
 
    “What about you? Did you always want to be an FBI agent?” 
 
    He seemed bothered by my question. “Not really. I didn’t decided to go into the police academy until I lost my parents. From there I graduated and proceeded to get into the bureau.” 
 
    “How did they die?” I felt like it was a legitimate question, though I could tell I’d hit another nerve. He took another bite of his sandwich before answering me. “They were murdered.” He tossed what was left of his food back in the bag and stood up. “Are you okay here while I get a shower?” 
 
    Our conversation was over just as fast as it had begun. I couldn’t read the agent to save my life. One minute he seemed to care about other people, but the next he was withdrawn and angry.  
 
    When he offered to leave me alone while he showered I knew it was my chance to leave. I had to get to Brant. Even if he was okay, I had to see it for myself, or else I’d be worried. If he was partying while thinking I was in the hospital I was going to give him a piece of my mind. I didn’t deserve to be lied to, especially after what I’d done to be a part of his crazy life. 
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    Chapter 16 
 
    Logan 
 
    I should have known better than to think she’d stay put. The moment I stepped out of the shower I knew something was wrong. I hurried to dress, only to find my worst fears confirmed. Cassie had taken off and I knew exactly where she’d be headed. This chick was obviously going to be a pain in my side. If my boss got word of me losing her, I’d never hear the end of it. 
 
    I hopped in my car scanning both sides of the road as I drove along. She couldn’t have gotten far, not without calling for a ride, which she’d have to wait for in this part of town.  
 
    Street by street I searched until finally I saw her walking. The moment she spotted my car she took off through a person’s yard. I parked a little further down, judging where she’d surface again. While making my way in her direction, I spotted her before she could see me coming. I ducked back behind a house to gain space between us. She was hiding behind a shed when I found her. I waited until I was a few feet away before startling her enough she’d turn around instead of running. “I should have known you wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    I grabbed her by the arm and started leading her back to the car. “Get off me,” she fought. 
 
    “I need you to listen, Cassie. I’m doing this to keep you safe, not to be an asshole. You have no idea what you’re walking into.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it?” She argued. “I don’t care what I’m walking into. I have to know he’s okay.” 
 
    “I’ve already confirmed it. Let us do our jobs.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t. You can drag me to jail if you want, but I’m not going down without a fight. I need to see him. Please. You say you want to help, but you’re not doing anything I need you to.” 
 
    “I’m prohibited from allowing you to complicate our investigation. You’re safe with me. That’s all you need to worry about right now.” 
 
    Before she responded I felt a swift kick between my legs, sending me down to my knees. The pain radiated into my stomach, crippling me for a brief moment. It was enough time for her to break free of my hold and take off down the road.  
 
    It took me a minute to regain composure. When I did I drove as fast as I could toward the suspects property. If Cassie was determined to go there, I’d be waiting to stop her. I couldn’t let her appearance ruin our chances of catching Mr. James. We’d put too much time and money into closing the case for a crazy insecure woman to interfere.  
 
    Prior to arriving, I made a call to my unit to notify them to be on the lookout for Cassie. I told them to restrain her without a scene, by any means possible. That meant if she fought them she’d get tased, and I knew from experience that it hurt like a bitch. 
 
    In a short amount of time I’d arrived at the location. To the other agent’s knowledge, Cassie hadn’t arrived. A few people were exiting the house, getting in their cars and driving off down the road. I’d yet to see either of the suspects, or Cassie’s boyfriend. One by one the guests continued to leave, which made me wonder if something had happened. Why would people be leaving when it was still so early? Had something occurred to make them leave in a hurry? 
 
    The only remaining cars belonged to the three people suspected to still be in the home. I climbed out of my sedan and walked over to talk to the other agents who’d been there doing surveillance. “Any changes I need to know about?” 
 
    “It’s been a revolving door for the past hour. People were coming and going up until twenty minutes ago. Everyone left. Cruise is out back in the woods. He’s got eyes on James and his associate. According to him they were having words. Things got heated, and James ordered everyone to leave. After the altercation both suspects went back inside of home. It’s been quiet since.” 
 
    “Can we get an audio feed from inside?” 
 
    “We tried earlier tonight. James has something interfering with the signal. He’s covering his tracks. How are we going to find out what’s going down if we have no intel?”  
 
    I scratched my head and tried to think of a way to get answers for Cassie, while determining the next move we needed to make. We were parked too far down the road for me to be able to see inside of the windows. It was important we remained undetected.  
 
    While contemplating my next move, I saw a taxi cab pull up into the driveway. Before I was able to call her name, Cassie ran inside of the house.  
 
    I turned to the agent I’d been talking to  for a brief moment and grabbed my gun from it’s holster. “I’m going around back. Cover me if you hear shots.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for him to tell me it was terrible idea. My only concern was making sure Cassie hadn’t just walked into her own funeral.  
 
      
 
    The first thing I heard once I was close enough were two female voices. They were screaming at each other about someone cheating, and what the one had done to the other. Figuring Cassie had caught her boyfriend with his pants down, I lowered my gun while continuing to watch and listen for something more incriminating. I wasn’t close enough to a window to be able to look inside, and since they didn’t have curtains, I couldn’t exactly walk up without being detected.  
 
    I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. As much as I wanted to keep Cassie safe, I knew it was going to ruin my investigation if James found out we were outside watching and waiting. 
 
    A man’s voice became apparent. He was angry and then I heard something shattering. A woman screamed and then the sound of a door slamming caused me to hide behind a hedge. I watched the tall blonde storm out the front door. She climbed into her sport’s car and took off down the road. Not one person came out to catch her before she could leave. Now there were only three people in the house.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to focus on what they were saying. “Brant, we have to leave. Get up. I can’t carry you. You’re in danger. It’s not safe here. The FBI is watching the building. They know what Rocky is up to. Get up. I don’t want you to go to jail. I know this FBI agent who can help us. Please come with me. I forgive you for what happened with Tammy. I need you to come with me.” 
 
    “Get the fuck off me, Cassie. You’re too good for me. I fucked up. I can’t do this anymore. We don’t want the same things. You should just go home to your family. It’s what you want anyway.” 
 
    “No. I won’t leave you. Aren’t you hearing me? The FBI task force is coming to arrest you. They probably have the house surrounded.” 
 
    “Get my gun. It’s in my duffle bag under the bed. Ain’t no one taking me out of here.” 
 
    Her boyfriend’s words were unnerving.  
 
      
 
    Panic struck me when I realized how loud they was talking. It was only a matter of time before James heard them and realized he was about to go down. I had to get inside of that house. 
 
    I didn’t care if I was spotted as I darted across the back lawn to enter through the rear.  Then I saw him, James loading a gun as he listened from the next room over. My eyes widen and focused on the coffee table where a silencer sat in front of him. He slowly began screwing it on, giving me only seconds before I could get inside and attempt to save them from their impending fate. 
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    Chapter 17 
 
    Cassie 
 
    I was desperate and enraged. I’d arrived to discover Tammy and Brant fucking on the bed we’d shared. I should have known he was drunk from the way he smiled, as if being caught was funny to him. I slapped him several times while giving Tammy a piece of my mind. I shouldn’t have expected her to be trustworthy. I’d known all along she was only out for herself.  
 
    She tried to say Brant had come onto her when we first arrived. She claimed they’d had sex several times while I was in the house with them. I didn’t know who to believe. 
 
    Then I remembered why I’d come back, and what I needed to do to convince Brant staying was a bad idea. Tammy was still giving me hell about not being good enough to satisfy my boyfriend, so I did what every country girl would have done when they felt threatened. I jacked her ass up, smacking her hard enough where I sent her down to the floor. She fell so hard her high heel broke in half and flung across the room. She kicked off the other shoe and whined about them costing more than I was worth, before running out the door to avoid me killing her with my bare hands. 
 
    Once we were alone, I went after Brant, desperate to convince him we needed to get out of there. In those moments I didn’t care about him cheating, or what our relationship would be going forward. I just needed to know he was away from Rocky. 
 
    I shook my boyfriend while trying to get him to sober up enough to hear me. “Brant, we have to leave. Get up. I can’t carry you. You’re in danger. It’s not safe here. The FBI is watching the building. They know what Rocky is up to. Get up. I don’t want you to go to jail. Please come with me. I forgive you for what happened with Tammy. I need you to come with me.” 
 
    “Get the fuck off me, Cassie. You’re too good for me. I fucked up. I can’t do this anymore. We don’t want the same things. You should just go home to your family. It’s what you want anyway.” 
 
    “No. I won’t leave you. Aren’t you hearing me? The FBI will arrest you. They probably have the house surrounded.” 
 
    Finally, I had his attention. His eyes widened and after staring at me for a second he pointed toward something. “Get my gun. It’s in my duffle bag under the bed. Ain’t no one taking me out of here.” 
 
    I rushed for his gun, only to realize what I was about to do. Did I want a shoot out happening between my boyfriend, Rocky and the FBI? Would I be caught in the crossfires? I handed him his gun, but refused to let go of it. “Wait. Don’t do this. We can leave out the back and the agents will protect us. My agent friend is right outside. He’ll keep you safe if you just tell him what you know.” 
 
    “I’m not a rat, Cassie.” He aimed the gun at me after jerking it out of my hold. “What have you done? Do they have me on tape? Did they see what we did? Do they know it’s going down right now?” 
 
    I threw up my hands to keep him from pulling the trigger. “No, please don’t hurt me. It’s not what you think. I didn’t go to the police or the FBI. Are you crazy? I wouldn’t do that. I didn’t want to tell them anything. They threatened me. They said I’d go to jail if I didn’t tell them what Rocky was up to. They don’t know anything. They have no idea about anything tonight.” 
 
    “What did you say to them? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but closed it when I heard Rocky’s voice coming from outside of the room. “Yo, Brant. Can you come out here for minute? I think we need to discuss the future of your relationship with your girlfriend. I warned you about what would happen if either of you fucked this up for me.” 
 
    Brant shoved me out of the way and left the room. I covered my mouth and tried to remain calm. Rocky had heard what I was saying. He knew he was in a ton of trouble, and blamed it all on me.  
 
    Rocky wanted me gone. He was threatening to kill me, and Brant was defending me still. I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t even sure if Agent Campbell knew I’d arrived and gone inside the house. The other agents didn’t know who I was. They could have thought I was someone there for the party. All of a sudden it got quiet. 
 
    I peeked around the corner to find them gone.  
 
    Then I could hear the conversation still going on. It was getting louder again. I prepared to run in and plead my case to Rocky, begging for him to spare us because I didn’t have a choice. Even if he was a cold-blooded killer, he had to have a conscience. If this was the last thing I did in my life I wanted to die because I was trying to save someone I cared about.  
 
    The voices were close again. There was arguing and then a loud gunshot, my body startled and became full of worry.  
 
    I waited to see Brant come back into the room. I thought he was the one who’d shot Rocky. 
 
    Then I heard a man’s voice, and I knew Brant wasn’t the one coming to rescue me. Rocky was alive.  
 
    “Brant!” I called out. 
 
    “Sorry, your boyfriend had to go. I told him it was a bad idea to bring you along. He said you wouldn’t be any trouble. Girls like you are always the problem, Cassie. Do you have any idea how hard I’ve worked to be successful? You think the cops are going to come in and haul me away? Even if they do, I’ll be out of jail in a matter of days. They can’t stop me. I’ve got a few of them in my pocket. This is way bigger than you think, little girl.” 
 
    I had to find a way out of the house. He’d be coming for me next. He knew my being alive jeopardized everything he’d worked so hard to protect. He needed to tie up loose ends, in order to continue with his plans. I knew at any minute he’d find me hiding. His gun would discharge and put me out of my misery. As hard as it was to focus, I began to pray for someone to save me before it was too late. I begged for an angel to guide me into the light when it happened. I didn’t want to die within the darkness, alone, without the family I longed to be able to see one more time. 
 
    Then I heard my savior’s voice in almost a whisper. He’d come to rescue me from my impending fate. His hand was reaching for mine, while the other held up a revolver locked and loaded for protection. “I’ve got you, Cassie. It’s going to be okay. I’m getting you out of here.” 
 
    I clung to him as he lifted me out the bedroom window. Once my feet hit the ground another agent was there to take me to safety. I turned back around to make sure Agent Campbell was following, but he disappeared back inside.  
 
    I heard yelling again, but couldn’t make out what was being said. Another team of agents kicked in the front door and entered the home. I watched it unfold from behind a car.  
 
    There was more gun shots and then a lot of silence. I covered my mouth and tried to hold in the tears, but was unsuccessful. My heart was being torn into a million pieces. Before I knew what was happening, my delicious burger made a second appearance. I vomited all over the ground and my feet. My knees became weak and I fell down to the side of my puke. This wasn’t happening.  
 
    My ears began to ring, and I was losing my ability to think rationally.  
 
    Had this really happened? Was my boyfriend, the man I supposedly loved, dead inside of the house? Had I been the reason he’d been shot? 
 
    I already knew the answer, and it made me feel sicker. I couldn’t handle what I’d done. I wished I’d been the one who was shot.  
 
    While struggling, I heard someone calling my name. It was hard to recognize at first. It wasn’t like I’d known him long enough to familiarize myself with it.  
 
    Agent Campbell ran up toward me, lifting me to a standing position. I watched an ambulance pull into the driveway and the paramedics rushing inside the house. I glanced at Agent Campbell, and then back to the house. Being escorted out in handcuffs was Rocky.  
 
    Once I knew he couldn’t hurt me, I made a dash for the front door, desperate to find Brant unharmed. I knew it was unlikely, but still hoped for a miracle.  
 
    There was blood everywhere. A pool was forming under his body as the medical workers did their best to revive him. They were doing CPR and calling out for him to breathe.  
 
    I sank down beside him and fell apart. I thought he was my future. We’d run away to start a life together, only to have it be the end of his. I couldn’t contain the excruciating emotions that overwhelmed me.  
 
    Every second that went by left little hope for Brant to survive. As I waited for the verdict, I felt someone come up behind me and touch my shoulder. I already knew who it was, though I didn’t turn to address him. If he wanted to take me to jail for interfering I deserved it. There was nothing else to live for now. I’d lost my hopes for a future. I’d not only caused the death of my boyfriend, but I’d lost hope for my own life. I’d never be able to forgive myself for what I’d done.  
 
    The moment they announced his death I knew nothing would ever be the same. When Agent Campbell lifted me to stand again, I held out my wrists and prepared to be detained. This time I’d take that call, and I knew exactly who I needed to reach out to. 
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    Chapter 18 
 
    Logan 
 
    I wished it didn’t have to end this way; with her surrendering as if she’d been a part of this from the beginning. Instead of cuffing Cassie, I pulled her into my arms and let her cry. She was unresponsive for a few seconds, and then finally broke down. 
 
    There was nothing I could say to ease the pain. She’d lost the person she thought she’d spend the rest of her life with. Regardless of what he’d done, she’d forever blame herself. I knew I was to blame, at least for her part in it all.  
 
    As much as I’d tried to protect her, some people just don’t want to be saved. For Cassie it was more of her needing to make up for her mistakes. She wanted to do the right thing and save her boyfriend. Unfortunately she was unable to convince him they were better off leaving. Brant was probably too messed up to understand what was happening. Maybe if he’d been sober she could have gotten to him in time. 
 
    While I stood holding the girl I barely knew, I watched the paramedics preparing Brant for transport. He’d be taken the morgue and from there someone would have to claim his body. I wondered if it would have to be Cassie. Would she have to suffer the pain over and over again until it consumed her? Would she revert back to drug use to alleviate the pain? 
 
    A part of me wished it were that easy. I’d buried my feelings deep inside of me and let them linger for far too long. By the time I started to feel better, I had so much pent up anger I needed to take it out on something. I destroyed property, and beat my drunk friend to a pulp. After that night something inside of me changed. I knew I couldn’t inflict harm on others just because my life sucked.  
 
    I had a choice, and I chose to get myself together.  
 
    I’d prided myself in being a sort of hero. On this night I’d been the reaper. My involvement had left one man dead. As I held onto the woman who loved him, I wondered if she’d ever see me as anything more than the person who caused this to happen. Blaming me would come easy for her, and I couldn’t expect it to be any other way. It was my burden to carry, and hers to overcome. 
 
    “Come on. Let me get you out of here.” 
 
    She pulled away and walked in the direction of her bedroom, from what I assumed. I followed her, watching as she gathered her things. Her sniffles indicated she was still crying, even though I was unable to see her face. “Do you need help?” I offered. 
 
    “No. I think you’ve done enough.” 
 
    “Cassie, I never meant for anyone to get hurt. You know that. I begged you not to  come here tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t.” She pointed at me. “You don’t get to scold me. I know exactly what I’ve done.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to scold you.” 
 
    She rushed by me. “Just get me out of here. I can’t stand around staring at the blood for any longer.” 
 
    I don’t know why I kept pushing. It was obvious she needed time to take it all in and understand what came next. She had a long road ahead of her, and I wished there was something I could do to make it easier. I hated having something to do with her pain.  
 
    That’s when I knew I was going to watch out for her, at least until she could get back on her feet, or finally be able to call her family and ask them to forgive her. Cassie needed support, not someone pushing her to do the right thing.  
 
    I’d caught my guy. While he was behind bars, we’d tear his life apart until we found enough evidence to keep him in jail for the rest of his days.  
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    Chapter  19 
 
    Cassie 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Brant was dead. 
 
    It kept repeating in my head, including the sound of the gun going off. After seeing Rocky being carted out I realized he’d been injured. I wondered if Brant had gotten a shot in before being gunned down. I hoped it were the case, because at least he didn’t go down without trying. 
 
    Agent Campbell drove us away from the scene. I didn’t really care where we were going. I knew I’d been clean for long enough where drugs weren’t in my system, but I still felt dizzy and out of control. My mouth tasted like puke, and my stomach was back to reminding me it was yet again empty. I stared out the window, watching the miles distance me from where I’d witnessed something horrifying. I didn’t know the first thing about overcoming such a devastating loss. I honestly didn’t even know if I wanted to. I felt responsible. So many times I could have said something to Brant. If I’d only acted sooner he would have still been with me. 
 
    Then I thought about the cheating, and the way he’d abandoned me in my time of need. Would we still be a couple if he’d lived? Could I have forgiven him for being unfaithful? 
 
    I didn’t think so. I’d made too many sacrifices to be able to let something so serious go without punishment. I didn’t want to be in an uncommitted relationship. I craved stability and faithfulness. If Brant couldn’t be monogamous, why had I wasted my time? 
 
    I suppose I should have suspected it. He’d been keeping secrets since the time we’d arrived. I chalked it up to being about the job, even though I sort of knew it wasn’t the only reason.  
 
    In that instant I thought about my parents. Still to this day they were madly in love. If my mom hadn’t gotten her tubes tied they’d probably have a dozen of us kids running around. I appreciated the way my father was also gentle with her. I valued their friendship, and the commitment they shared to be each other’s best friends. Against their better judgment I’d fallen for the wrong type of guy. I think I was drawn to him, or guys with problems. Maybe in some ways I was one of those women who thought they could fix their messed up man.  
 
    I’d failed.  
 
    I’d sent my boyfriend into an early grave. I’d destroyed hope that we’d have a future. We had nothing to show for, except a huge mess I couldn’t begin to fix. My future may have been unwritten, but I couldn’t begin to imagine ever being happy again. 
 
    When we arrived back at Agent Campbell’s house I was a little confused. “With Rocky locked up am I still in danger?” 
 
    “Cassie, we’ve learned Mr. James hasn’t been working alone. While we were involved in his arrest, the operation was going on in different places. We managed to obtain his books from within the home. Until we can figure out how many suspects are involved, you’re our only witness. It’s my duty to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Oh great. Are we going to watch eighties movies and paint each other’s nails?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about what happened to your boyfriend. I know it must be hard for you. I’m not trying to make you angry. I’ll do my best to keep my distance.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said as I climbed out of his sedan.  
 
      
 
    Once I’d stormed to the front door, I realized I had to wait for him to unlock it. He came up beside me and put the key into the hole. For a brief second he glanced in my direction. Our eyes met, and I had to turn away. He was the reason all this was happening. I realized the investigation was above his pay grade, but if he hadn’t come into my life Brant would still be alive. I needed someone to blame and he was the easiest target. 
 
    His house was exactly as we’d left it. Even the lights were still on in the kitchen and dining room. While I sat down on the couch and cried to myself, Agent Campbell got right on his phone and started briefing his boss on everything that had transpired. 
 
    I listened to his every word, looking for more reasons to hate him. Of course, the topic of me running away and barging into Rocky’s house came up. Right away I felt guilty. He’d told me to steer clear of the property. He’d tried to keep me safe. 
 
    I was so confused. 
 
    The pain didn’t subside, and as the minutes turned to hours I remained in the same position on the couch. Agent Campbell never checked on me until he was ready to go to bed. He brought me a pillow and blanket, waiting until I got comfortable before cuffing me to his end table. “Seriously? Is this necessary?” 
 
    “Are you really going to ask me after what happened before? I can’t take chance, Cassie. You’re under my protection.” 
 
    “I won’t go anywhere. I don’t even have a place to go.” 
 
    “That doesn’t stop you from running away from the investigation. Like it or not, you’re going to have to testify, and until I know you’ve kicked your habit and can manage on your own, I’m not letting you out of my sight.” 
 
    “You suck. You know that right?” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse. If you need anything,” he paused. “It can wait until I get up.” 
 
    “What if I have to pee?” 
 
    He scratched his head. “Hold it.” 
 
    I watched him walk down the hallway and disappear into one of the bedrooms. As upset as my stomach was I knew I couldn’t possibly eat anything. For several hours I laid awake trying to come to grips with everything. I shed more tears, and tried to remember all the good times I’d had with Brant. Each memory left me feeling worse than the one before it. I even tried to watch television, only to fall apart when I saw any shows with couples in them. Well into the morning I suffered inconceivable agony and grief.  
 
    The sound of someone coming in the front door startled me. I worried someone was coming back to finish the job Rocky hadn’t been able to do. Key’s jingling caught my attention and then I spotted a female rounding the corner at the top of the stairs. She froze when she saw me sitting there, cuffed to the table. 
 
    “You must be Cassie.” 
 
    “Are you the roommate?” I inquired. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m Charlie, well it’s what I like to go by now.” 
 
    I could tell she was a tomboy, and maybe even a lesbian. She had a short men’s hairstyle and wore her pants like a man would. “Agent Campbell went to bed a while ago.” 
 
    “Agent Campbell. I’m not used to hearing people call him by his last name. Around here he’s just Logan.” 
 
    “He’s made it clear I’m a witness, not a friend.” I started to break down. “Tonight I watched my boyfriend die. Now your roommate won’t let me go. He’s afraid someone might be after me.” 
 
    She sat on the edge of the furniture. “Logan is good at his job. You’re lucky to have someone like him looking out for you. If I were in trouble he’s the first call I’d make.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I probably seem like a crazy person. You don’t even know me and I’m telling you my business.” 
 
    “I’m a nurse. I hear it all, honey.” She looked down at the cuffs. “I see you’re limited to where you can go. Are you thirsty? I think we have water, soda and maybe some milk.” 
 
    
“Water would be nice.” 
 
    She reached over and felt my forehead. “How are the withdrawals? Are you managing okay?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I haven’t had much time to dwell on the symptoms. I’ve been too distracted.” 
 
    “That might be a good thing, at least for that part of it. I know drugs can be a bitch to quit.” 
 
    After grabbing us both a drink, Charlie came back and sat with me again. She told me about how she’d come to Vegas and gotten in trouble. She met Logan years ago, and he offered to help her get back on her feet. 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t respect Agent Campbell, I just had a bunch of pent up feelings regarding our ordeal. Plus, without Brant, I was completely alone. Since I didn’t want my family knowing about the drama, or the fact that Brant had been shot while I was in the next room, I refused to call home.  
 
    When Charlie decided it was time to go to sleep, I was able to rest for a little while. The smell of coffee woke me. Logan was sitting on the table in front of me with a cup in his hand. I sat up abruptly, feeling as if he was stalking me. I knew he wasn’t, but it was odd to wake up and see someone was watching you. “Holy crap. What are you doing?” 
 
    “You’re peaceful when you sleep.”  
 
    I noticed he’d removed the cuffs from my wrist. “You can get up and move around, Cassie. I hope you know I only did that to make sure you stayed put.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I managed to say while sitting up. “I get it.” 
 
    “What do you like to eat for breakfast? I usually make a shake and run five miles, but we’ve got plenty of food here.” 
 
    I felt hungry for a brief moment until everything from the night before came back to me. “I don’t want anything.” 
 
    “You need to eat. I know your stomach is empty. Do you want pancakes? I’m good at making them.” 
 
    In that instant I lost it. Pancakes. It was like a silent trigger in my brain. Pancakes reminded me of home and being safe; everything I wasn’t at the moment. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually such a cry baby.” I covered my face with my hands for a second. “I can’t believe this is happening. When did my life start falling apart? I thought we were meant to be together. I thought we could prove everyone wrong,” I explained to Logan, while my sobs became uncontrolled again. “I’m sorry. I know you can’t begin to understand. You think I was crazy for loving him?” 
 
      
 
    Logan ran his hardworking hand over my wet cheek. “Life isn’t simple. You’re not the only person who has felt like they’ve lost everything, Cassie. You can beat this. You can heal, all it takes is time.” 
 
    There was no use trying to hide my pain from him. He’d made it obvious he’d never let me out of his sight. I knew it was for my own good. He was there to help me, not make it worse. I just wondered if his support would be enough, or if I was a lost cause; a sinking ship without life jackets. Maybe I wasn’t meant to have a future. I didn’t feel like I deserved one, not after what I’d done. “I know you mean well. It’s just hard to imagine getting over something like this.” 
 
    He stood and walked into the kitchen while still speaking. “It takes a ton of time. How do you like your coffee?” 
 
    “Extra cream and sugar if you have it.” 
 
    “Figures,” he responded. 
 
    While I heard him stirring my cup, I got up and made my way down the hall to the bathroom. When I saw my reflection in the mirror I thought I was mistaken. I didn’t know the person staring back at me. What had I done to my body? Who had I become? 
 
    It was a hard, brutal truth.  
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Logan 
 
    Sometimes it was hard separating my personal life from work, especially when they meshed together. Cassie was a perfect example. My job was to protect her, but it was my personal choice to allow her to stay in my home until she could get on her feet. I didn’t do this for every woman who came into my life with troubles, but I knew she had nowhere else to go. I’d done a thorough background check on her when she moved in with Mr. James. It was important when we knew everything we could about the people he was associated with.  
 
    I was surprised to discover she was a good girl, who came from a small town with deep roots. There wasn’t much about her. She’d been fingerprinted when she was a kid, probably on a school trip to the police department. She’d never been convicted of a crime. She’d gotten her license when she was sixteen, but hadn’t received a speeding ticket. Hell, I even checked out her parents to make certain they had no connection to Mr. James. I was surprised when I mapped out her residence. They owned hundreds of acres of land. I wondered what a girl like her was doing in Las Vegas with a bunch of criminals. I suppose that’s why I knew she would be the perfect in. She was too much of a good girl to revert to a life of crime. I waited until the opportunity was right and picked her up for possession. In all honesty, it broke my heart to see she was using. It boggled my mind how a person from a good background could ruin their life so easily.  
 
    I’d hoped by keeping an eye on her she’d get clean and eventually go home where she belonged. Unfortunately fate had other ways of interfering. Now I was stuck being the person she hated more than anyone else in the world. Even with her staying under my roof, I feared she’d never trust me. 
 
    After waking up to find her still cuffed to my coffee table, I knew I had to prove I was one of the good guys. The girl was hurting. She was struggling, both to come off the drugs, and also emotionally deal with the loss of her boyfriend. I was no miracle worker, but I knew what she’d need.  
 
    The first thing I did was free her from the restraints. They weren’t necessary. I’d gotten word in the middle of the night that Tammy Larsen had been detained. They found her at a bar she frequented, usually to pick up men she would take home. I swear the woman was a walking sex addict.  
 
    Anyway, it didn’t take her long to start spilling about Rocky and how his operation was run. She gave us names, and once we obtained the right warrants, we’d spend the next week making sure everyone involved was charged. Tammy would probably have a minimum sentence, but she’d have to do time, even if it was reduced to a couple years. She’d been a big part of the business, and for that she was going to be held responsible.  
 
    For the time being, Cassie would remain under my watch. I’d make sure she stayed under the radar, and prepare her for when the time came to testify. That was probably going to be the tricky part. With the amount of crime in Vegas, even the biggest criminals had to wait their turn to be tried. I hoped she’d be able to stay content for as long as we needed her to. It was important she remain the eye witness to Brant’s murder, because if James somehow found a loophole in his trial, we’d still have him for murder. 
 
    I wanted to tell Cassie about it, but since the investigation was still ongoing, I had to keep all information from the witness. 
 
    So I did the best with what I did have – time. I proceeded to make her a coffee with extra cream and sugar. I could hear her walking to the bathroom and wondered if she was going to get a shower or just use the facilities. I walked out on the porch, leaving the door open for when she finished. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I heard someone come up behind me. Since I knew my roommate had worked the late shift at the hospital, it could have only been one other person. “Did you see your coffee on the counter?” She came around and sat in the chair beside me.  
 
    “I did. Thank you.” She was quiet as she sipped on her hot beverage. “This view is beautiful.” 
 
    “It’s what sold the house. Once I was transferred, I needed to find a place pretty fast. I looked at a few places, but they were too close to the city and the lights. I enjoy being out here away from it all. It’s quiet, almost like Vegas doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “Where I’m from it’s quiet too. You can see all the stars in the sky. It smells clean, if that makes sense. I miss the smell of freshly tilled pastures, and when the summer breeze smells like a patch of watermelon.” 
 
    “Have you thought about returning? I mean, aside from the investigation, what is keeping you from going back?” 
 
    “Pride I suppose.” She chewed on her thumbnail as she spoke about it. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to face my family, not after what I’ve done. I didn’t just steal and lie. I disrespected them, and the way I was raised, that’s inexcusable.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. Granted, my parents were also strict when it came to us kids, but they were also kind. There was nothing they wouldn’t have done for their children. I think they would have forgiven my sister, had they survived.” 
 
    In that instant I realized I’d divulged information to Cassie, who was still a stranger. I regretted it immediately.  
 
    “Wait,” she caught on quick. “Are you saying your sister caused the fire you told me about? Your sister was responsible for your parent’s death?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying.” I paused for a moment, contemplating continuing the story. “She was on drugs.” I waited and watched her reaction. When I knew she was waiting for me to keep going, I explained. “She was out of her mind. With the help of her piece of shit boyfriend, they set fire to our home. I don’t know whether I was supposed to be inside. I’d spent the night at a friend’s house because he had a video game system my parents wouldn’t buy me. That damn game they refused to let me play saved my life.” 
 
    I took a second to gather my composure. Still to this day it hits me hard. 
 
    Cassie put her cup down on a small glass table and turned her body to face me. “What happened to your sister?” 
 
    “She was charged for their murder. She’s been in a women’s prison since the night it happened.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    “I bounced around with family members until I was eighteen. I went to college, and finally when I turned eighteen I joined the academy.” 
 
    “You turned your pain into something productive. Instead of getting lost in grief you used your loss to serve a better purpose. I admire you. I don’t know if I’ll ever be a strong enough person to make a difference. Take the drug use for instance. I didn’t need to be pressured. I wanted to know what it felt like. I wanted to experience it. I actually liked who I was when I did it.” 
 
    “And now?” I asked. I couldn’t have her using while staying at my house. I had to draw the line somewhere. 
 
    “Now I see what it’s cost me. I saw myself in the mirror for the first time in weeks, and I’m ashamed. I look terrible.” 
 
    “You’re still attractive.” It was a gut reaction to comfort her, but it came out very wrong. 
 
    She smiled awkwardly. “Thanks, I think. You don’t have to be nice to me. I know why I’m here and what you’re trying to do. I’m not your next charity case, Logan.” 
 
    I liked hearing her call me by my first name. It made me feel like she was seeing me as a person instead of an agent. “I never said you were. I’m just trying to help. I have the means to help, and I know you’re in a bad way. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “I’m grateful. I’d probably be at some fleabag motel if you weren’t around to insist I remain hidden.” She crossed her arms and stared out into the distance. “I’d rather be here than on the street.” 
 
    “You know you have a place to go, Cassie. You have a family that loves you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I don’t love myself right now. I can’t go home until I learn how to change that.” 
 
    I could appreciate she needed time. I stood and grabbed my cup off the table. “It will get easier as time goes by. Can you come inside with me? There’s something I need to show you.” 
 
    She followed behind me until we entered the last room down the hallway. It was empty except for a futon. “This is where you’ll be staying. If it’s not good enough you can put whatever furniture you like in it, as long as you foot the bill. What you bring in, you take out.” 
 
    “It’s fine the way it is.” She sat down on the mattress and ran her hands up her thighs. “I really appreciate you helping me. I know what happened last night was my fault. It was wrong of me to run. I’ll regret what happened for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Like I said before, it will get easier. Listen, I need to get ready to head into the office. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us. Take out menus are in the kitchen drawer. There are no prescription meds in my house, so you won’t have to worry about being tempted. I’m going to need your cell phone. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I bring you one on a secure line in case you change your mind about calling your parents. I’ll check in with Charlie on her phone later. She’s off today, so once she wakes up she can show you around more. Do you think you’ll be okay?” 
 
    She continued looking around the room. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I didn’t sleep much last night, so maybe I’ll stay in bed for a while.” 
 
    “Sheets are in the hall closet. I’m not sure which fit what. Just try to eye it up. If you need anything wake Charlie up. I’ll see you tonight, Cassie.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be here.” 
 
    I prayed she would be. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
    Cassie 
 
    As soon as Logan left I brought my things into my new temporary room. I call it that, because let’s face it, I wasn’t going to be staying long. I know he talked about furniture, but I could tell he was walking on eggshells when he had to speak to me.  
 
    I couldn’t believe he’d told me about his sister, and how she’d been responsible for his parent’s death. My heart hurt for him, because even though I experienced loss, I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would be like to have a sibling murder our parents. I may have been angry at them for leaving me no choice but to move away, but I’d never wish harm on them. The idea of him having to go through it alone was devastating to imagine.  
 
    My moods throughout the day were unpredictable. One minute I’d be okay, and the next I was a blubbering mess. Charlie woke up mid-afternoon. She headed right for the kitchen and made tuna. I was elated. It had been months since I’d had that kind of sandwich. I think she might have thought I was a little absurd becoming giddy over stinky tuna, but I didn’t care. Sometimes it was the little things that distracted us the most.  
 
    As much as I also enjoyed her company, Charlie had things to do while normal office hours of businesses were open. She made a couple calls and got online to pay bills. I sat watching daytime television, and even called my work to tell them I wouldn’t be returning for a while.  I was informed they’d been notified about my situation. Apparently someone in the bureau had contacted the casino manager and let them know I was a key witness in one of their cases. They worked fast. 
 
    While trying to stay out of Charlie’s way, I decided to do something to keep myself busy. I started on the kitchen, scrubbing the countertops and doing the little bit of dishes in the sink. I cleaned out the refrigerator, and inventoried what was there to make for dinner.  
 
    There wasn’t much. 
 
    I found a pack of chicken that had expired months before, a frozen ham bone, and a package of ground beef. In the cabinets I located a box of pasta and some sauce. Spaghetti would be easy to put together, and I wouldn’t have to go through the take-out menus like I had to do on most nights. Besides, I was craving a real meal, full of carbs to satisfy my starved stomach.  
 
    I tackled the bathroom next, scrubbing the tub with an old can of powdered bleach. It reminded me of watching my grandmother cleaning when I was a small child. I wiped down the baseboards, and finally cleaned in and around the toilet. The vanity was the last thing I scrubbed. I made sure I shined the chrome faucet before stepping back and looking at what I’d accomplished.  
 
    Before I knew it the sun had gone down. Charlie was heading out for a bit and I’d be alone in the house. I headed back into the kitchen and started dinner, browning the beef first and then adding the sauce. While the noodles cooked I opened a cabinet in the dining room to look for plates. I was surprised to find a few boxes inside instead. Normally I’m not a nosey person, but the pungent smell of smoke was very apparent. I crouched down on the floor and opened it, finding a bunch of charred items. One was a book. It was full of half-burned photos.  
 
    The painful realization was obvious when I saw a handsome little boy being held by his mother. Then there were family photos and holiday shots. When I heard the front door opening I shoved everything back into the cabinet and made a beeline for the kitchen.  
 
    Logan walked in and sat his keys down on the counter. “It smells good in here. What have you been up to?” He scanned the area, his eyes stopping on the cracked open cabinet. 
 
    “I was looking for plates,” I quickly announced. 
 
    “Yeah, they aren’t in there.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just, family is important to me. I was curious.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you stayed off my personal things,” he snapped before disappearing down the hallway. 
 
    I felt terrible. I half expected him to come back and tell me to pack my shut up and leave. Since the food was almost done, I rinsed the noodles and tried to clean up my mess so he didn’t have anything else to get angry about.  
 
    Nothing could have prepared me for when he came around the corner in only a pair of basketball shorts. His dark brown hair was still wet from a shower, and he smelled unbelievably fabulous. His washboard abs were well defined, and I couldn’t help but stare at every single crevice of his skin.  
 
    Brant had never been built with defined muscles. He hadn’t been that big of a guy. I suppose his unhealthy lifestyle and diet prevented him from having a nice physique.  
 
    Logan snapped his fingers to get my attention. “Did you hear me?” 
 
    I’d been so mesmerized I’d zoned out. “No, sorry. What did you say?” 
 
    “Thanks for cleaning the bathroom. I know Charlie didn’t do it. She hates to clean, especially bathrooms. I don’t think it’s been that shiny since I moved in.” 
 
    “You’re welcome It’s the least I could do for you letting me stay here. I know I’m a stranger, and you can’t trust me, especially after you caught me looking through your stuff, but I can assure you I won’t give you any trouble. I appreciate you helping me.” 
 
    “So you cleaned all day and cooked me dinner. I’m surprised you found something edible. We have snacks, but rarely use the stove. Neither one of us have the time.” 
 
    “So, Charlie, is she your…” 
 
    “Roommate. Come on, Cassie, it’s not a secret she’s gay. She doesn’t try to hide it.” 
 
    “I was just checking. I didn’t want to make her feel like I’m intruding.” 
 
    “She’s my friend. Our living arrangement works for us. I hardly ever see her. She works nights, and when she’s off, she’s usually out with friends all hours of the night. I guess she’s used to the hours anyway, so it’s not a big deal to her.” 
 
    
“What about you?” I asked. “Do you go out on the town much?” I realized it was a personal question, but I was trying to stay focused on something mundane to distract me from embarrassing myself again by taking another peek at his chest. 
 
    “I’m the most boring guy you’ll ever meet.” He reached in a cabinet and pulled out a loaf of bread. Then I watched him fetch a tub of butter out of the refrigerator. He started buttering a few pieces. “Would you like a couple slices?” 
 
    “Yeah, that will be great. I like to pile it high with pasta and…” 
 
    “And eat it like a sandwich. Yeah, me too. Maybe it’s an east coast thing.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he replied. 
 
    With so much on my mind I was trying to avoid, I sat across the table from the agent who’d saved my life. I don’t know why I felt so weird about sharing a meal with him. Maybe I was afraid we’d have nothing to talk about. Maybe I was afraid we’d have too much to discuss.  
 
    It wasn’t until we started eating when I realized how normal it felt. Aside from the time my family came to visit, I hadn’t had a sit-down home cooked meal. The pasta was tangy and delicious. Logan probably thought I was a hog. I slurped my noodles, just like my daddy taught me to do. One time I splatter sauce all over my nose. Logan tossed me a paper towel to wipe it off with. For the way we met, I was beginning to feel almost comfortable in his presence. Granted, I was in a desperate situation, but he was being extra nice about it. 
 
    After dinner he insisted on doing the dishes. It made me think about Brant, and how he’d done the same thing when we had company. I already missed him, even though I knew I had reasons not to. I didn’t care how much of a liar he was, I still loved him and thought we’d have a chance at a future.  
 
    When Logan realized my mind had wandered, he snapped me out of it. “I have an extra television out in the shed if you want one for the room you’re in. It’s nothing fancy. It’s one of those old heavy ones, but it works. The cable is already run in that room, so all you have to do is hook it up in the back.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do extra things to accommodate me. I’m good with what I have.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to make you feel more comfortable.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll change my mind later. Honestly, I prefer reading a book when I’m in bed.” 
 
    I was surprised when he took ahold of my arm and pulled me down the long hallway. “If you like to read, You’re going to go nuts when you see this.” 
 
    I don’t know what I expected. Of course I knew he wasn’t going to harm me, but his mysterious outburst had me worried. Once we came to a halt I was in awe. I’d never seen something quite like it. His entire bedroom wall was covered in book shelves. His door had been shit all day, and I didn’t have the nerve to look inside. “Wow. Have you read all these?” 
 
    “Most. There’s only so much TV I can handle. I like horror and science fiction the most. I’ve got a good collection of both. I’ve got a section of mystery and a bunch of crime books. Oh, and there’s even some romance novels on the bottom shelf. Charlie thinks she’s funny, but she adds to my collection when I’m not paying attention. I don’t know if she reads them first, or gets them from the hospital. Help yourself. I have no idea why I keep them. It’s not like I reread. There’s too much out there to explore.” 
 
    Never in my life had I met a guy who had a love for books like this guy. It was very nerdy, but also impressive. “I never would have pegged you as a bookworm.” 
 
    “Ditto.” 
 
    “Yeah, I haven’t been myself since I arrived in this crazy town.” 
 
    “It’s never too late to be yourself again. You’re still in there, you’re just hiding. I’ll be honest with you, life is a lot easier when you’re real. There’s no one to impress in this house, Cassie. We all fart and poop. Our shit sometimes smells up the whole house. We have bad habits, and sometimes have to disappoint one another because life gets in the way. It’s normal. It’s human. Let me ask you something, apart from moving here with Brant, had you ever lived away from your family before?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “So all you’ve known is what you experienced in that house with Mr. James and his whore?” 
 
    I let out and air-filled laugh when he referred to Tammy as a whore. She most certainly was. “I suppose.” 
 
    He pulled a book off the self. “Start with this one. It’s about a guy who rents a room and finds out the people he lives with are cannibals.” 
 
    I covered my mouth as I started to laugh. It had been so long since I’d naturally appreciated humor. It felt nice, but also made me feel terrible. While I was enduring a normal conversation with another man, my boyfriend was lying in a morgue. It was a tough reality. “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “It’s too soon. I can’t.” 
 
    He followed me when I started to head in the direction of the room I’d be staying in. “You can’t what? Be all right? Is that it? You think you’re not allowed to have emotions?” 
 
    “My boyfriend is dead and I’m to blame. I know you’re trying to distract me, but I’m not ready to forget and move on.” 
 
    “I never said you had to. I was just trying to see you smile again. It’s nice.” 
 
    I hated him for being nice to me. I felt like I was being pulled in two directions. On one hand I was suffering a tragic loss and desperate for distraction. On another, I was starting over, possibly making new friends, and I felt like I didn’t deserve to. “You can’t possibly understand how I feel. Thank you for the book. I’m sure I’ll get to it in the next couple days. If you’ll excuse me I’m just going to go to bed. Cleaning tired me out, and I think my body needs the rest.” 
 
    I closed the door before he could tell me I was being ridiculous. I didn’t need another person in my life suggesting how I should feel. If I wanted that, I’d go home and face the people I’d abandoned for the man who was everything they’d cautioned me about. 
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    Chapter 22 
 
    Logan 
 
    In the next week Cassie seemed to begin to settle down.  After having words the night I’d given her the book, she’d been cordial, not really nice, but friendly enough. We didn’t have long conversations, or spend quality time together watching television. In fact, she didn’t come out of her room except to eat, shower, or clean, which I never complained about. If she wanted space to cope I’d give it to her, but she wasn’t going anywhere, not until I knew she could handle living on her own. First she’d need to go back to work. Then she’d have to save up money. All of that took time, and I was willing to give it to her. Maybe I was crazy. Perhaps I was asking for something bad to happen so I’d regret it. Whatever the case, she had a roof over her head and plenty of hot meals to get her back to good health. 
 
    I could tell she had cabin fever, but for the most part seemed to have been managing her new clean life pretty well. After seven days I could see more color in her skin, and her face was already beginning to fill out. Only time would tell if she’d be able to remain in control, but at least she was off to a good start. 
 
    While the Cassie situation was handled, I worked my ass off to make sure all I’s were dotted, and t’s crossed. I couldn’t take the chance of someone like Rockefeller James going free. So far we’d uncovered three residence involved in the cyber theft. It totaled thirteen arrests, some people as young as sixteen being involved. Tammy, who’d divulged all of the necessary information we needed, had been transferred to a women’s facility. She’d remain there until she was given a fair trial. She’d given us the location of the body drop James had used when he murdered the roommate before Cassie lived there. If I hadn’t been around to save her, she could have been his next victim. I wouldn’t have been able to live with a clear conscience if that were to have happened. 
 
    Work was consuming me, and I knew once all the documents were filed I’d be due for a vacation. I’d been working countless hours to put these people away, and now that they’d been detained I could put in for some R and R.  
 
    Since I knew Cassie wouldn’t be sticking around forever, I decided to go against her wishes and plan a trip to North Carolina. I didn’t intend on telling her where we were going until we were too far along for her to argue about it.  
 
    She needed to be back with her family, because without them she’d slip. I was one-hundred percent sure of it. There were too many hard feelings for her to not dwell on them.  
 
    I didn’t hint about the road trip to her until the day before we were to leave. She was a smart girl, who knew how to manipulate her way out of situations she didn’t want to be in. Once I’d packed for myself, and made arrangements to stop at a hotel somewhere in between. It was going to be a three day road trip, and Cassie probably wasn’t going to like it very much.  
 
    It was the morning of, and a last minute decision changed my plans to tell Cassie where we were headed. 
 
    I’d come home from work, after making sure all was taken care of for the next couple weeks while I’d be off, and found dinner on the table. She’d ordered takeout with money she’d had in her bank account. “I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I ordered a bit of everything.” There were five oriental boxes sitting open. I could see rice, and even lo mien noodles, as well as different types of meats and sauces. “I know you like spicy things so I took a chance and went for everything hot. Is that okay? Maybe I should have called first. I just thought it could be a good peace offering. I’m tired of holding a grudge, Logan. You’re helping me, and I have to stop being angry at things I can’t change. You’re obviously a good person; always looking out for others. I’m sorry for being hardheaded.” 
 
    I couldn’t help from smiling. “We’re good. I figured you’d come around eventually.” I sat down before continuing. “Now, as far as this food goes, I’ll have a little bit of everything.” 
 
    She seemed thrilled I was in a good mood. I was just glad she’d finally come to her senses and realized I was trying to do right by her.  
 
    Our conversation was nice as we ate. She talked about going back to work, and how she wanted to look for something more permanent. There was even a short amount of time where she talked about her jobs back home, and how she probably couldn’t find something with farming experience in Vegas. Little did she know I was about to take her home; where she belonged. It was for the best. If she decided it wasn’t what she wanted, at least she’d be forced to face the people who I knew still loved her. 
 
    “So, it’s funny you’re being so nice to me. I’m about to go on a road trip, and I could use the company if you’re interested. I have a package that needs to be hand delivered. It’s a lot of driving, and I get tired. Would you be interested in going with me?” She could have said no, but I have a feeling since I hadn’t let her leave the house she’d be itching to go anywhere. 
 
    “It sounds cool. When we came here I didn’t get to stop in many places. Do you think we could stop a few times?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. I don’t have to be back for two weeks.” 
 
    She was giddy with excitement. “We can take turns driving. Maybe we could switch every five hours or something. Do you know where we’re headed?” 
 
    This was another opportunity I had to divulge the truth, but I chose to lie because I knew she’d flip out and go back to hating me. In total, Cassie had been with me for almost three weeks. Even though we’d done little communicating, I had gotten to know her more. It was my job to read people. Aside from getting healthier, she seemed more relaxed, probably because for the first time in months she was safe. She didn’t have to worry about someone coming after her. I’d done my job, and protected the life of an innocent woman. 
 
    “Two weeks on the road. You might want to kill me after the first couple of days. I always have to pee a lot when I’m in a car.” 
 
    “No worries. I’ll limit your beverage intake to prevent accidents and frequent stops. We’ll manage just fine.” 
 
    When we finished eating Cassie ran in her bedroom to pack. I sent a few emails and prepared the house for our trip, including a note for Charlie. With my line of work she liked to know when I’d be gone on business. I don’t know if she just worried, or wanted to have some crazy nudist party while I was gone. Either way, I didn’t need to know. 
 
    We got on the road when it was starting to get dark. Cassie, who’d gotten a new phone, played a game on it silently. I got the feeling she was still uncomfortable in my presence. It was funny to see her around the house, wearing comfortable little shorts and tank tops. When we’d run into each other in the hallway or kitchen she’d cover herself up, like I’d be offended or something. I didn’t act any differently around her though. If I wanted to walk around in only a pair of shorts, I have every right to. It was my house, and I wasn’t going to pretend to be someone else just to appease someone. If they didn’t like the real me, they weren’t worth my time. 
 
    Cassie was different than any other woman I’d met. She was the complete opposite from Charlie. She was sweet and generous. She enjoyed doing things for people, and I felt like she was genuinely sorry for all the things she’d done when she was using drugs and caught up in the lifestyle her boyfriend had introduced her to. I knew for a fact she’d been taking better care of herself. She had Charlie pick up certain toiletries she liked to use, and the smell of her sweet skin after a shower made me think inappropriate thoughts when I laid in bed alone at night. I couldn’t deny how attractive she was. I’d be a fool to pretend it didn’t exist, but it was a fine line I didn’t want to cross. Cassie would always picture me as an agent, not a regular guy she might have something in common with, and I certainly didn’t want her to think I’d invited her into my home because I wanted a side piece. That’s not why I did it at all.  
 
    Maybe one day she’d be able to thank me for what I’d done for her. I suppose it would have to be enough. I’d rather her appreciate me for being professional, than slip up and have her hate me forever. 
 
      
 
    For the next several days we could be friends. After that, there was no telling how she’d feel about me. Only time would tell. 
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    Chapter 23 
 
    Cassie 
 
    It felt so good to get out of that house. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy being in a place where I felt safe. I just preferred to be able to do what I wanted when I wanted. The thing was, I knew deep down inside that Logan was only doing what he thought was necessary. It wasn’t for forever. Soon I’d be free to live my life however I chose to.  
 
    A part of me felt sad imagining it. For the first time in my life I felt like I had friends outside of my family that I could count on. Charlie and Logan were constant reminders of how good people could still be. Their tremendous help had saved me in so many ways. I owed them, and I hoped some day I’d be able to repay them for being generous. 
 
    After enjoying a nice meal together, and leaving enough for Charlie when she came home from her overnight shift, we packed up the car and hit the road. Logan was very kind to include me, even if it was just to have an extra driver so he could rest. I didn’t mind. The idea of getting out of the city for several days seemed like the best remedy for me. I wanted to see sunsets and stars. I wanted to smell fresh cut grass and a gentle country breeze. I missed farm fields and tractors.  
 
    I suppose you can take the girl off the farm, but you can take the country out of her, no matter how hard someone tried. 
 
    The last time I’d been in a car cross country, I had hopes for a bright future. I was in love and oblivious to what hardships could be like. I’d lost a lot in a little amount of time. It was difficult to think back to a time when I was completely happy with my life. I often wondered if I’d ever really be able to find peace with some of the things I’d done in the past. All I could do is look forward. I’d repent for my sins, and pray that God would forgive them.  
 
    Ever since I’d been clean I’d gotten a new aspect on life. I was thankful I hadn’t been addicted for a long period of time, because I knew it would be a harder struggle. For me, being away from the lifestyle was the fastest fix. I assume that’s why Logan took me in. He wanted to make sure I stayed straight. It was funny how at a person’s lowest of times there was someone who could swoop in and still make a difference. After this experience I wondered if I’d be able to do something to give back. Could I help people like he did? Could I be considered a good person? Would doing so help me get into heaven, because I feared that’s not where I was headed. 
 
    I know God forgave, but did he absolve everything? My guilt was like a constant reminder, and as much as I tried to let it go, I held myself in contempt. 
 
      
 
    Logan took the first shift driving. He had the radio on low and was moving his fingers to the beat of each song. I’d brought something to read, but I wasn’t bored yet. I enjoyed watching the city lights fade into the distance. “Do you ever think about leaving Vegas and living somewhere else?” 
 
    “Of course. I mean, I’ve settled in okay, but I don’t know if I want to stay there forever. I’d rather move somewhere remote, like in the mountains. I picture myself as being able to live off the land. I think I’d be fine with a cabin, even if there was no electricity. All the hustle and bustle gets to be intolerable. A simpler life would be nice. Maybe one day when I retire I’d come upon a place to spend the rest of my days.” 
 
    “Wow. I can’t imagine not having electricity. You’d probably stink, not being able to properly clean your clothes. It’s cool, if you’re into being a caveman.” 
 
    I made him chuckle. “Oh, I see. You’ve got jokes. Tell me then, princess Cassie, do you have an idea of where you’d like to live out your days?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and imagined what it would be like; my perfect sanctuary. “I picture fields of tall grasses, apple trees, grapes growing from vines. I see a small house with a wrap around porch. There’s a lemonade stand out front and my two daughters are trying to get the people driving by to stop for a glass. There’s a chocolate lab by their side, keeping a close eye so they’re not in any danger. He’s their best friend. He sleeps between their matching twin beds at night. I’m sitting on a swing on the porch, the smell of a fresh baked pie consumes me. Clothes on the line are blowing in the wind and a hint of bleach is detected. There are horses and a stable in the distance, and I know at any minute my husband will be home and expect a piece of that pie.” 
 
    He interrupted me with another chuckle. “Please tell me he wants the one in the oven, and it’s not code for sex. That’s too funny.” 
 
    “You asked. I suppose he wants a piece of both.” 
 
    “You’re imaginary life sounds surreal. You’re young. You still have time to make it how you want. I’m sure you can have everything if you put your mind to it.” 
 
    I shrugged and looked out the window. It was dark now, and every so often a street light would illuminate the long road ahead of us. “I hope so. What about you? You’re not that old are you?” It occurred to me I’d never thought about it. His age always seemed irrelevant.  
 
    “I’ll be thirty at the end of the year. Why, how old did you think I was?” 
 
    “About that I guess. I’m a horrible judge with things like that. One time we had this carnival come into our small town. I stood there watching some guy guess ages, weights and even birth months. I’d think the answer in my head and miss every time, while he usually got close.” 
 
    “Those guys are trained to look for signs. They memorize birthstones and zodiac symbols for birth months. Weight is tricky, but once you get the hang of it, I imagine it’s pretty easy to judge. Ages are the same. Once in a while you’ll get someone who looks older or younger, but for the most part it’s easy to tell.” 
 
    “Says the FBI agent who went to school to be able to profile people.” 
 
    “Okay,” he snickered. “You’ve got me there. Maybe it’s easier for me. Still, we use the same methods, we’re just better at it. People are predictable.” 
 
    “Like me, right?” 
 
    “Cassie, I don’t need to profile you. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time because you were blinded by your feelings. Making bad choices is a human action. We’re not perfect. We all make mistakes.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m a terrible person? I stole from people. I put illegal drugs into my body because I thought it made me feel better. I hate myself on most days.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. I think you had a bump in the road. Pretty soon it won’t bother you as much. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do,” I couldn’t believe it came out of my mouth, but I meant it. Of all the people I’d ever had in my life, I knew he’d never hurt me. I don’t know why I felt comfortable around him. Maybe him letting me into his personal life made it easier to accept. I saw him when he wasn’t an agent. He was just Logan, an almost thirty-something guy who cared too much about others. 
 
    I hoped one day I’d be able to meet a man like him; someone who cared about making a difference. Logan probably went for women with class. He was too good for someone who was damaged like me.  
 
    “Do you have any idea what you’d like to do in the future? I know you mentioned you hated your job.” 
 
    “I don’t hate it. I think it’s Vegas I can’t stand. I’m not a city girl. I like the quiet. It’s nice living in a place where everyone knows you. My family is pretty popular. They run a ranch two states wide. They raise cattle, grow produce, and have other livestock. I was raised in a country setting, surrounded by family on both sides of our property. I’m not used to being far away. It’s hard not having someone to hang out with.” 
 
    “You have me and Charlie.” 
 
    “I know. It’s nice. I hate the idea of being all alone. It scares me.” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes I wonder if that’s how I’ll end up too. Charlie won’t live with me forever. She’s got her own life, and pretty soon I can see her finding someone she’d rather share a house with. I’m not exactly her kind of people. She prefers a busy lifestyle. I know my work is tedious and unpredictable, but when I come home I want to relax. She’d rather run around town at all hours of the night. I’m not complaining. She’s a great tenant and friend. I’m glad we’re friends.” 
 
    “She’s been really nice to me, especially that first night. I was in a terrible way and she sat up with me for a while. I would have probably gone crazy without her to settle me. It didn’t help how I was cuffed to a table.” 
 
    “I did that for your own good,” he reminded me. 
 
    “Yeah, I know that now. I’m sure I wasn’t easy to deal with. How you were ever nice to me is beyond me. I snapped at you so many times.” 
 
    “I knew it wasn’t the real you talking. It’s water under the bridge anyway. We’re friends now, right?” 
 
    “I’d like it if we were. I don’t have many.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. From now on I’m not an FBI agent keeping you safe. I’m just Logan, someone you met along the way.” 
 
    “I know it’s hard for you to talk about, but you must have had the best upbringing. You’re too good to be true sometimes. I always stereotyped authority figures as being cocky and hard to deal with. Now that I’ve come to know you, I feel like you’re the kindest man I’ve ever met. It’s funny. I used to feel that way about my dad, before I started to date and want my own life.” 
 
    “Aren’t all fathers supposed to be overprotective?” 
 
    “He took it to the extreme. When I left home I didn’t struggle that much with the thought of walking away from him. It was saying goodbye to my mother that hurt the most. I haven’t talked to my brother and sister in months, and the one that visited me has no idea where I am or what’s gone on since I saw her last. I feel like such a shitty person.” 
 
    “You’re entitled to have a little break from reality for a while, Cassie. I’m sure if you contacted them they’d be happy to hear from you.” 
 
    “I told you before, it’s not going to happen. I need to be settled into a stable life before I can let them know what I’ve gone through to get there. I can’t face them knowing I have nothing to show for it. Everything they said was spot on. I feel like such a jerk for not seeing it before.” 
 
    “Love is blind. It makes us do crazy things. It’s not until time slips away from us that we realize what we’ve lost while on the journey.” 
 
    “Are you a poet in your spare time as well? Did you fall from the sky?” I teased. 
 
    “Hey, save those lines for the men. Don’t take away all my moves.” This time I was the one cracking up. “Seriously though. It’s true. I’ve been in love before. I thought she would be my wife. We were too different. It never would have worked, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t try.” 
 
    “I bet she’s sorry she walked away from you now. I’m sure you have a sort of appeal to every woman who meets you.” 
 
    He glanced at me for a quick second. A half-smile formed in the corner of his lips. “I can be a dick, Cassie. Trust me, I’ve got an ugly side, just like everyone else. I’ve just learned to mange my stress better than others.” 
 
    “You should teach me how to do that. I’d like to let things go instead of having them eat me up inside.” 
 
    “I’d be glad to help. We’ve got nothing but time for the next few days.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me where we’re headed.” 
 
    “East coast,” he replied. 
 
    My stomach knotted up. “Really? What state?” I only asked because I wondered if it was one I’d been to. “I need to make a stop in Kentucky and then Virginia. Why? Do you know any good places to stay or eat?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do.” 
 
    I wasn’t ready to call home, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t see Christian and Addison. Maybe we could have dinner and get a hotel close to where they lived. I was sure they’d come to the city to visit with me. 
 
    This trip was going to be good, I could feel it. Logan was going to help me deal with my issues, and I’d be able to possibly see some of the family I missed with all of my heart. 
 
    My new friend was making it happen, and I started to wonder if he’d ever see me as more than just the junkie he rescued. 
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    Chapter 24 
 
    Logan 
 
    I drove through the night, stopping once to fill up the gas tank. Cassie stayed up for as long as she was able before succumbing to sleep. She was cute when her head fell to the side and she snored lightly to herself. Her dark hair kept falling in her face, making me want to push it to the side to watch how peaceful she seemed to be.  
 
    While driving in silence, I started to wonder if this trip was a terrible idea. Maybe she wasn’t ready to face her family; not the way I was forcing her to. I kept trying to play out her reaction when she found out what I’d been up to. Our friendship would sever, it was the only thing I was sure of. 
 
    For some reason it bothered me more than it should. I’d come to enjoy her being around, not just because she kept the house spotless and sometimes fed me real home cooked meals. The more I got to know her, I genuinely liked the person she was turning out to be. Cassie was young. She had potential. She was smart, spunky, and a homegrown southern girl. She’d be a good mother, even if it was all just a fantasy in her head. 
 
    A part of me envied her ability to dream so vividly. As much as I read and had experienced, I was unable to envision such a detailed future. What she explained, I could picture in my head. It was a beautiful dream, better than any cabin on a mountaintop without electricity.  
 
    I kept thinking about it up until my eyes were getting to feel too heavy to continue driving. I stopped in the next town we came to and located a hotel we could get some much needed rest at. I almost hated having to wake her up to offer her a more comfortable bed. She seemed so peaceful.  
 
    I reached over and ran my hand over her smooth cheek. In this form she was innocent of all her crimes. Though they haunted her, I knew it was something she could easily bury. She deserved a good life, free of criminals and bad relationships. “Cassie, I’m going to get us a room for the night. Will you come inside with me?” 
 
    She nodded and started to sit up, looking around to see where we were. “What state are we in?” 
 
    “We’re at the Utah, Colorado line. I need to get some sleep or else I’ll be shit tomorrow.” 
 
    She followed me inside and waited while I checked us in. I didn’t even consider she’d want her own room. We’d been living under the same roof for long enough where I assumed she’d be comfortable, as long as there were two beds. 
 
    We rode the elevator up to the fourth floor and walked to the room we were given. Once inside, Cassie took the first bed. She plopped down on it face first. “I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I’m going to change before I get in bed. I can’t sleep in jeans.” 
 
    She sat up and turned in my direction, putting her finger in the air as she spoke. “That is a good idea. I think I’ll change too.” 
 
    “Go ahead in the bathroom. I’ll take my pants off out here.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” She asked. 
 
    I nodded and watched her rummage through her bag until she found a pair of pajamas to put on. She disappeared into the bathroom, leaving me to hurry up and get out of my pants. I dropped my jeans after removing my shoes, tossing them over a chair next to the bed. Cassie came out as I was lifting my shirt over my head. I heard her gasp, but didn’t feel like I was out of line. We were both adults. She’d seen me walking around the house in a pair of shorts before. Boxers were basically the same thing.  
 
    “Sorry. I thought you’d be faster.” 
 
    I smirked. “I like taking my time.” 
 
    She laughed to herself and then climbed under the covers, but not until I got a good view of her in a pair of cotton shorts that were pretty low cut. Her belly button was exposed from the matching tank, and I noticed a tattoo in the shape of a sun going around it. Quickly, I turned off the light and climbed into my own bed, hoping I wasn’t going to snore so loud she wouldn’t get any rest. I’d been told it could get pretty annoying. 
 
    “If I snore let me know.” 
 
    “Same goes for me,” she replied. 
 
    “You snored the whole way here,” I taunted. 
 
    “Really?” Even in the dark room I could see enough to know she’d sat straight up in the bed. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It was cute.” 
 
    “Cute? How can snoring be cute? I’m so embarrassed.” 
 
    I wiped my face with my hands and chuckled lightly. “Really, it was nothing to worry about. We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow. Try to sleep, Cassie.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Logan.” 
 
    “Yep, same to you.” 
 
    I don’t know about Cassie, but I waited a while before I allowed myself to fall asleep. I wanted her to go to bed first so she wouldn’t hear me. When I couldn’t possibly control my body, I let myself fall asleep. 
 
    I woke to the sound of someone cussing. A loud thump shot me out of bed. I turned on the light and jumped out of bed, looking around the room for the reason. Cassie was on the floor between her bed and the wall. She was sitting up holding the side of her face. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “I forgot where I was and had to go to the bathroom. I climbed out of bed and smacked right into the wall.” 
 
    I walked over and crouched down in front of her, noticing her skin was already beginning to bruise. “You’re going to need some ice.” 
 
    “You should go back to sleep. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw while considering her theory. “No. I’m going to get you some ice. Are you able to stand? Do you need me to help you in the bathroom?” 
 
    “No. I can manage just fine, thanks for asking.” I waited until she got to her feet before giving her room to get by. When she entered the bathroom and closed the door I hurried out into the hallway to find the ice machine. When I came back into the room she was still in the locked lavatory. “You okay in there?” I asked. 
 
    The door unlocked and cracked open. “Yeah, just embarrassed.” 
 
    I located a rag and wrapped some ice inside of it before lifting it up to her head. “I’ve done it before. In my line of work you’ve got to go where the cases take you. I’ve been so tired I’ve forgotten where I was. It sucks.” 
 
    “Thanks for the ice.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “You can go back to sleep now. I promise I won’t get out of mine again tonight. I bet you didn’t know I was such a klutz.” 
 
    “You’re fine, Cassie.” 
 
    I didn’t close my eyes when I got back in bed, not until the light turned out and I heard her climb on her mattress. The next time I woke the sun had came up. Cassie was sitting in bed watching television with the volume turned down. “What time is it?” I inquired. 
 
    “Seven. I didn’t want to wake you, especially after last night’s episode. You’re probably sorry you brought me along.” 
 
    “Nope. It’s nice having the company.” 
 
    When I got up from my bed to head into the bathroom, I heard her say something under her breath. 
 
    “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?” 
 
    She seemed shocked. “You weren’t supposed to hear me.” 
 
    “Woman, I have the hearing of a bat. Nothing gets past me.” 
 
    “I was wondering if you sleep in just your underwear every night.” 
 
    “Does it bother you? I’m covered.” 
 
    “You’re pretty awake from the looks of it.” She pointed toward my crotch, causing me to look down and see my stiff erection poking the fabric of my shorts like a sideways teepee.  
 
    “Oh, shit. It’s got a mind of it’s own in the morning. Sorry.” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s a natural reaction I suppose. Now you know why I didn’t want you to hear me.” 
 
    I left her with an amused grimace before entering the bathroom to get cleaned up. When I came out from showering and brushing my teeth, Cassie was dressed and ready to go. Her clothes were different from the ones she’d worn the night before, and her normally flowing dark brown hair was pulled up in a tight ponytail. “Do you need to use the bathroom before we head out?” 
 
    “I did everything before you woke up. I was just waiting to get dressed so I’d be comfortable. I wasn’t sure how long you needed to sleep before you were fully recuperated.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I could eat. Breakfast is my favorite meal.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed. We share a love for pancakes, remember?” We’d had pancakes several times since she’d been staying with us. I didn’t mind at all, since I too had a preference for them. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here then. Time is wasting.” 
 
    We found a diner off the main highway to eat at. We shared a pot of coffee and had a stack of pancakes each. Cassie was the first to finish. “I think I’ve gained ten pounds in the past week. If I keep eating like this I’ll weigh more than the cattle my father raises.” 
 
    It was hard to picture her overweight when she was still so tiny. I wondered if she took after her mother, and if her other siblings were as good looking as she was. Cassie definitely had good genes. Those eyes, so green and alluring, they did things to me, especially when we were in situations as this. In another life I could have seen myself doing everything possible to be with her; to know her completely. I knew once she was home there was a good chance I’d never see her again. It wouldn’t be worth it to spark something up that could never amount to anything. 
 
    Still, a man could dream about it, and that’s exactly what I’d done last night, with her in the bed beside mine. I wanted to feel bad about it, but something wouldn’t let me.  Then I got a great idea to make a pit stop and do something fun. At least I could fill her with fun times before I left her in shock and hating me. “Have you ever been skiing?” 
 
    “Sure. My uncle in Kentucky had a place in the mountains. I used to love going there with my cousins.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. We’re hitting the slopes as soon as we make it to the other side of Colorado. Are you game?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” 
 
    Knowing we were about to have some quality time together, aside from our long journey, made me feel better. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her yet. The only problem with my new and exciting plan was the idea of having too much fun and never wanting it to end. 
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    Chapter 25 
 
    Cassie 
 
    This guy was making it hard for me to focus on everything else going on in my life. He’d taken me in, provided me shelter, clothes, and food. Now he was taking me places, and going out of his way to make sure I was comfortable. I wanted to believe he was just being a good agent, but I wasn’t that naïve.  
 
    I may have had terrible luck with men, but I knew when one was interested more than being a friend. This trip was the perfect opportunity to get to know him on a more personal level, and I’m not talking about what color his sheets were at home. I already knew that from doing the laundry. I’m talking about the chemistry I felt when we were in certain circumstances together. I hadn’t noticed it before, back when I’d first come to live with him. It was more in the recent couple weeks. He’d been different. It’s what made me want to apologize and start over. I could tell it bothered him that I was still holding a grudge. He’d done his job. Yes, I’d lost my boyfriend because of my involvement with the authorities, but Brant was in the wrong, not Logan.  
 
    After leaving the diner, I decided to drive for a while. Logan seemed to be in a good mood. He moved his hands to the beat of the music and sang along to a few songs. Then we got on the conversation of favorite bands. From there we talked about our favorite movies, coming to learn we had similar tastes. 
 
    Throughout the day we discussed many books, childhood experiences, and even some things we did as teenagers. The longer I spent confined to a small area with Logan, the more I wanted to know. He was the most interesting man I’d ever known. I kept thinking how much my parents would have approved, which made me want to cringe. This was the guy they would have picked for me. He had a good paying job, he was responsible, he had values, and most of all, he wasn’t a criminal. He’d saved my life in more than one way.  
 
    He was also another reason why I couldn’t go home. I didn’t want them knowing I was living with another man; one I could see myself getting closer to. They say I was moving too fast; that I’d pushed myself into his life, or that he only helped me because I’d turned my back on them.  
 
    Another thing that made me nervous was the fact that some things are just too good to be true. There had to be flaws about him. There had to be something he was hiding from me. No man could fit so perfectly in my life. There were no exceptions. He either had deep dark secrets or I’d died and this was all some alternate life in a purgatory reality. Maybe I was seeing things that weren’t there at all. It was possible he was just a nice guy trying to help. Maybe the chemistry I thought was there was just courtesy. For all I knew, he could have been gay, just like Charlie. Maybe he thought I was disgusting, after being strung out and sleeping with my criminal boyfriend, knowing he’d been running around on me. The reasons were almost endless. 
 
    It was obvious I was making excuses for not wanting to see if something was happening between us. I’d be a fool to think a couple days at a ski resort wasn’t going to result in either an opportunity for something new, or proof that I was losing my mind.  
 
    Almost a month ago I’d lost the man I thought I loved wholeheartedly. Believing someone was my future and finding out he was everything but that had crushed me. My poor judge of character left me vulnerable. I wondered if it was love at all. Can you love someone you don’t fully know? If it was love, why was it getting easier to let go? Why was I imagining someone else making me happy? 
 
    With so many questions hovering in my mind, I feared I was acting out of desperateness. Perhaps I was codependent, and needed someone in my life to be happy. It was all too much to think about, especially with one of the men in question only twelve inches from where I sat. 
 
    Logan navigated us through the mountains to find the resort we’d be spending the next two days. When we pulled up into the parking lot I felt like I was dreaming. It was beautiful. The cedar logged lodge was more like a mansion. It was three levels with huge windows surrounding the whole building. Since it was a weekday, it wasn’t very crowded. I was able to pull into a front parking spot to make it easy to carry in our bags and get registered. Of course, Logan handled my bag, insisting it wasn’t a big deal.  
 
    Right before he walked up to the front desk he stopped and turned in my direction. “I forgot to ask. Are you okay sharing a room again, or do you want me to see how much two will be?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer. If I told him it was okay to share, he might think I was easy. If I said to get two rooms, he might think I didn’t enjoy being around him. “Um, you pick. It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    “Well since we have to rent ski’s, and probably get some heavier clothes to wear, let’s just share one room. The internet said they were pretty large anyway.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me. Like I said, either way.” 
 
    Several minutes later we trekked to our shared room. The moment Logan opened the door for me I wondered if this had been his plan all along. Had this road trip given him a reason to make a move. Had he been getting us rooms together to see if something would happen between us? 
 
    I decided to stop worrying about it and let it play out. Neither of us were in a relationship. We were currently residing in the same house. Having been around each other for weeks, it wasn’t surprising something could be happening between us, especially now after discovering how much we had in common.  
 
    I didn’t know if I was ready to date, and certainly not fall into another serious commitment, but I was human and I’d been hurt pretty badly. I was still entitled to live out my life, and if I wanted to explore what was happening between me and this man I had to chill the hell out. 
 
    The room was spacious. The beds were a good eight feet apart and a wide end table was positioned between them. There was a full sized round table in the corner of the room with four chairs. A recliner was in the other corner with a lamp hung behind it to read. The glass windows were the full length of the room. The mountains were the only view we had. It was tranquil and serein. “This is insane. Come check out this view,” I suggested. 
 
    “Come check out this bathroom,” he countered. 
 
    I hurried to the opposite side of our room to find him standing in the middle of a large bathroom. A two person Jacuzzi tub took up the whole one side. A double sink was on the opposite side, and in a separate room sat a commode. “Holy crap. Did you pay extra for this?” 
 
    “No. It’s the standard room.” He noted. “I may never want to leave.” 
 
    “Well, it’s getting pretty late in the afternoon. We’re going to need to eat, and I’m sure it would be better for our skiing tomorrow if we had the proper gear and jackets. I know it’s winter, but you and I both know it’s not very cold in Vegas. Just walking in this place made me feel like I was going to freeze to death.” 
 
    “I’ve got a heavy coat in my trunk that will be fine. I can double up. We’ll still need to get you something, and then grab two pair of pants so we’re not getting hypothermia.” 
 
    I didn’t have much money to my name, but I knew this was an opportunity to enjoy myself for the first time in a long while. If I needed to spend some of it to get the necessary gear, I was going to do it. “Should we go now?” 
 
    “Yeah. The sooner we get done the faster I can put my ass in that jacuzzi.” 
 
    “You may have to fight me for first dibs.” My response caused a ornery smirk across his face. I had to look away to avoid feeling uncomfortable. If this was just my imagination, I was definitely losing my mind. 
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    Chapter 26 
 
    Logan 
 
    I was probably getting myself into a situation I’d later find it hard to get out of. It didn’t take a genius to see something was going on between us. She was happy, and it seemed contagious. We clicked, unlike I’d been able to do with plenty of other women. While knowing this was only going to be temporary, I felt like I had every right to be selfish. If the two of us were on the same page, why not act on it? We were both adults, fully capable of stopping if we felt the need to. I was willing to let it ride, even though I knew our goodbye would probably be final. There was a chance I’d never see Cassie again, once I took her home, and I had to be okay with it. 
 
      
 
    The resort had it’s own shops, so it took us no time at all to find what we needed and reserve our equipment for the next day. While downstairs we located the restaurant to grab some dinner. Just like the views from our room, the snow capped mountains were all the eyes could see, unless they were staring at Cassie. Her eyes were like getting lost in heaven; like going to a place I never wanted to leave.  
 
    “I think we should play cards tonight.” 
 
    “I’m not into gambling,” I replied.” 
 
    “We don’t have to bet anything, silly. Haven’t you ever played for fun?” 
 
    I had to look down at my empty plate for a moment to gather myself. “When I was a kid I used to play cards with my family. We kept a tally. You know that box you found with the charred remained of my things? The notebook is still in there.” I turned and stared out the window for a second. “Sorry. I keep that box sealed because I still can’t handle dealing with the secrets it holds.” 
 
    She reached across the table and touched my hand, gently bringing me back to reality. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. I was in the wrong for going through it.” 
 
    “I would have done the same thing.” 
 
    “You investigate things for a living. I’m was a nosey bitch with a drug problem, who’d just caused her boyfriend to be murdered. There’s a huge difference.” 
 
    Her hand was still lingering over mine. “I appreciate the sentiment, Cassie. I know you’ve been through hell. Trust me, I get it.” 
 
    She finally pulled away. “I know being with him was a mistake. I know I had blinders on for a long time when it came to Brant. I should have never left home.” 
 
    “Shit happens. We have to keep going.” 
 
    “It’s hard sometimes.” She played with her silverware. “I feel like a jerk sometimes, especially when I think about being with other people.” 
 
    Right away she had my undivided attention. Was she referring to me? 
 
    She continued. “I don’t mean that literally, it’s more like if it were to happen with someone I don’t know if I’d be against it. Isn’t that terrible?” 
 
    “You have to do what makes you happy. That’s how I look at it. What’s done is done. He may have been a lousy boyfriend, but I’m sure he’d want you to go on with your life. He’d want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I suppose. It’s hard to picture though. There’s still a lot of guilt.” 
 
    “I admire your ability to see the good in people, and to carry the burdens of other people’s sins.” 
 
    “You see the good in people as well. I noticed it right way.” 
 
    If she kept talking like this I was going to ask if we could skip dinner and share the water in the hot tub. Thankfully, our waiter came to interrupt the seriousness of the conversation.  
 
    Of course she ordered a steak with a baked potato and a bowl of homemade chili. She skipped the salad and asked if she could just have another loaf of bread and the honey butter they served with it when they first seated us. I asked for the same thing and laughed the moment the waiter walked away. 
 
    “What,” she asked. “You order the same food.” 
 
    “I’m double the size of you.” 
 
    “Not for long it appears.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with a woman who enjoys a big piece of meat.” The moment the words left my lips I saw her face react.  
 
    We both cracked up, grabbing the attention of the patrons around us. “You’re a funny person, Logan Campbell. I regret keeping my distance for the past couple weeks.” 
 
    “It’s probably better. You’d be tired of me by now and wouldn’t have come on this awesome road trip with me. Just wait. It’s only a matter of time before you tell me to get away from you.” 
 
    “I doubt it. You’re like me, just the guy version, personality of course. You didn’t run away with a loser and become a drug addict.” 
 
    “How about we don’t talk about our pasts? Wouldn’t it be nice to just be us for a few days?” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I keep bringing it up. It must be annoying as shit.” 
 
    “I’m used to it. It’s the healing process.” To be honest, I was tired of the back and forth. I didn’t want to talk about my family and the pain losing them had caused me. I spent half my adolescence in therapy, learning how to accept what I’d never be able to change. Cassie had to figure this out on her own. I understood she didn’t have anyone else to talk to about it, and I honestly didn’t mind offering support, but she kept giving me mixed signals. I hadn’t brought her on this trip to get into her pants. Sure, if it happened it would be a nice surprise, but the constant guilt she was feeling had to stop. “I just want you to see how your life is just beginning. The road to happiness is free of traffic. It’s your time to shine. You need to seize every opportunity you get. Be optimistic. Be everything you know you deserve to be.” 
 
    “You need to be one of those guys who travels around the world preaching positivity.” 
 
    “If the FBI gig doesn’t pan out I’ll keep that as a backup plan.” 
 
    Our second loaf of bread was delivered. I pulled it toward me to get a rise out of her. “I call the heel.” 
 
    “There’s two of them, goofball.” 
 
    “I get both then.” 
 
    She reached across the table and took it from me, shoving one end in between her teeth and tearing off a piece. She was giggling so much I assumed she was going to choke, but she managed to get it all down without problems. Then she handed it back to me with a mouthful still in her cheek. “I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    I bit the other end, settled to the fact that we were good when we let go of everything else. I needed to practice the same methods as I was preaching. “I changed my mind about the card game. I think I’d like to play when we get back to the room, after I get in the Jacuzzi of course. You may have stolen the first bite of bread, but my ass has dibs on that for sure. If I have to lock you out of the bathroom I will.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you. If I know anything at all about you, it’s that you would never hurt me.” 
 
    She was wrong. I may not physical inflict pain on her, but I was very capable of breaking her heart. It might not even happen in a romantic way. Whatever was building between us was going to be broken the moment we pulled into her small town and she realized my motives. I was betraying her, and for that she’d never forgive me. 
 
    For the rest of dinner a heavy amount of guilt was weighing over me. I made the decision that I had to stop before I got to a point where nothing else mattered except experiencing what it was like to be with her. Cassie was going to be out of my life. I had to be decent. It was important to be the guy she saw me as; the person she trusted with her life. 
 
    We ate until we were stuffed and almost unable to get up from the table. I insisted we take the steps in fear of fate stepping in and stopping the elevator so we’d be forced to spend more time alone in a tight space.  
 
    Once in the room, my concerns were heightened. Cassie kicked off her shoes and let her body fall down on her bed. She was spread out, probably in an inappropriate position for a pervert like me to see. I imagined myself on top of her, kissing those sweet lips and making her forget all about the loser who took her down that ugly road, putting her life in danger.  
 
    I had to hurry in the bathroom and pray she didn’t follow. It was so ridiculous. At nearly thirty years old I couldn’t begin to rationalize with my own decisions. Suddenly doing the right things seemed worse than inflicting gut-wrenching pain on myself.  
 
    I turned the water on, letting the jacuzzi fill while I undressed. I started to lock the door, but figured Cassie would come to her senses and realize she wasn’t ready to dive into something so spontaneous. I’d no sooner climbed in the tub when I saw the door opening. I think I knew she was naked even before I turned to look in her direction. I was in shock, while she seemed confident. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    She started to step in with me, and I only had a few seconds to get out of there before my body wouldn’t let me. She was too damn perfect, down to her curves and the shape of two supple breasts. I was in awe of her, making it impossible to focus. Not realizing what I was doing, I stood, revealing everything I had to her curious stare. She smiled, but only for the time it took me to grab a towel and hold it over my package. “We shouldn’t do this, Cassie. It’s not a good idea.” 
 
    They were words I’d regret for the rest of my life, yet I was determined to do right by this girl, even if it made her feel like she wasn’t good enough. It was better than leaving her angry and broken when our trip finally came to an end, which was happening sooner than I wanted it to. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she whined. “I thought we liked each other.” 
 
    “It’s not appropriate. It’s best if we remain friends, Cassie. It’s best for both of us.” 
 
    She wasn’t taking no for an answer, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to continue rejecting her. 
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    Chapter 27 
 
    Cassie 
 
    It was unbelievable. Had I gotten the wrong signs? Was I really hearing him correctly? I was standing before him without any clothes, prepared to give myself to him completely and he was rejecting my offer. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want this, Cassie.” He was backing away, clinging to the towel wrapped around his still steaming rock-hard physique. I was ashamed at myself for not seeing it before. I’d been blinded by life’s troubles for far too long. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I want, Logan. I’m tired of pretending it will get better on it’s own. I know I’m in control now.” I bit down on my lip and took a step forward, closing the distance between us. 
 
    He squinted as a half-smile formed over his face. “I can’t be your distraction. I’m here to help you, not drag you down a darker path. My life isn’t easy. I wish it were simple, but I have my own demons to battle.” 
 
    “For once, maybe we shouldn’t think about tomorrow. Maybe you could pretend all we have is tonight. I need this. Don’t deny me a moment of happiness. Please. Don’t make me beg for it.” 
 
    He wouldn’t speak. 
 
      
 
    “Is it because I’m not good enough for you?” 
 
    “Not good enough? No! It’s nothing like that. You’re more than good enough. Don’t even think that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what else I’m supposed to think. We obviously like being around each other. I’m having a blast with you. You keep sending me mixed signals, and even though I know we’re communicating, we’re avoiding this topic like it’s a deadly disease. What gives? Are you worried I won’t respect you when it’s over?” 
 
    “I’m worried you’ll hate me, Cassie. I wish you could understand.” 
 
    “I’m not as fragile as you think.” 
 
    “You’ve been through a lot lately. You say you’re okay, but what if this makes you feel worse?” 
 
    I almost laughed. “Are you serious? I thought sex was fun, especially when two people are attracted to each other. Is that it? Am I not your type?” 
 
    He shook his head and let out a sigh. “You are so much my type it scares me. Everything about you screams for me to want you. It’s taking all of my willpower to protect you from the pain I know I’ll bring you.” 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous. Nothing you could do would make me feel that way. You’ve been a godsend.” 
 
    “You must have low standards. Stop putting me on some pedestal. I’m just a regular guy who makes mistakes like the rest of them.” 
 
    “No. You’re different. You care. I wasn’t sure before, but now I am. When I’m with you all my problems seem to fade away. Don’t deny me from experiencing what it would be like to know you completely. I need this, Logan. I’m not pushing myself on you to cover up some past I want to forget. I’m just tired of denying what’s right in front of me.” 
 
      
 
    He was standing before me, giving much thought to what I’d suggested. Then the towel dropped. “Come here.” 
 
    I almost couldn’t move. I was too shocked to let my body comprehend what he’d just ordered. Had he given into me that fast?  
 
    It took me two steps to make it to him, and when I did his lips were on mine. Parts of me came alive, and nothing existed in the world except for us. His tongue moved with precision, caressing mine as they mingled and meshed. His hand was in my hair, keeping me as close as possible. Our kiss continued to intensify, as we stood naked and exposed. My hands slipped over his wet chest, slithering their way to his muscular pectorals then up to his shoulders and finally around his strong neck. He was taller than me, but had leaned over to make it easy for me to be able to reach him. I ran my hands through his hair as we both pulled back to take a breather. 
 
    With his face still close to mine, I could feel his lips moving against my skin. “I want this with you.” 
 
    I wanted it too, maybe more than I even knew. Gentle chaste kisses trailed down my neck, over my collarbone, and finally to my left breast. His hands followed his lowering body over my arms, tracing until they stopped at my hips. He stood again, kissing me quickly before backing me up against the jacuzzi tub ledge. I took one foot and placed it in the hot water, followed by the next. He held my hand to steady me from slipping, then joined me promptly, never letting his grip falter. 
 
    We dipped into the water together, precisely at the same time, while fully engulfed in another tantalizing joust with our tongues. During the embrace, he pulled me closer, straddling my body overtop his. I could feel his erection beneath me, pressing in just the right spot as if it knew where to go.  
 
    I wanted this man, utterly and completely. I thought it wasn’t possible to experience something so significant, but I couldn’t deny it, not anymore. Like pudding in a colander, I slipped into a sexual coma of the mind. As little parts of me awakened, I knew I was slowly allowing myself to feel again emotionally. 
 
    Logan pulled away and steadied his breathing again, this time driving my body to a standing position. He ran his hands up my inner thighs, all while staring at my pussy. I was hyperventilating, worried he’d judge me for some small flaw, or find something to deter him from continuing. One hand came over a small patch of trimmed hair that sat over my pussy. He was so close to my clit, maybe centimeters from my most sensitive area. He knew it too, tracing his fingertips over the outer lips, but never allowing himself entry. I wanted to sit down on the edge behind me and spread open for him, allowing him to have his way with me.  
 
    Before I could make that move, his face came forward, savoring the skin over my hip. The cool air was causing me to shiver, or maybe it was the fact that I was so exposed and undeniably turned on. I could feel my pussy pulsating, anxiously awaiting what I knew would come soon enough. 
 
    He stuck out his tongue and licked me, in between, dragging up until it stroked over my clit for the first time. My body tightened, the feeling so intense I had to steady myself from my weak knees dropping me back into the water. 
 
    Logan peered up, gazing into my eyes as he leaned forward again, sucking my clit in between his lips and tugging slightly. My head fell back, my eyes closing and trying to regain composure. His warm muscle continued on, flicking my clit while fingers brushed their way in between my lower lips. He teased my opening, never allowing his fingers entrance. I felt like I was going to fall apart, to succumb to the sheer pleasure he was giving me.  
 
    Then I felt them, those fingers penetrating their way inside of my tight walls. My inner muscles reacted to his movement, while his tender kisses enticed my clit.  
 
    Within seconds I fell apart, collapsing in the water overtop of him again. His lips were on mine instantly, allowing the lower part of me time to recuperate.  
 
    I wanted to pay him back with the same gesture, but he wasn’t having it, not when he knew he could slip inside of me and have the real thing. His hands cupped either side of my ass, determining the moment he’d slip into my pussy and take me to a place I never wanted to come back from. He was slow and steady, his eyes on my mine the entire time, as if to make sure we were still both okay with it happening. When he finally filled me completely, he stopped moving and leaned his forehead against mine, kissing me there. “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Just give me a couple seconds. You feel so fucking good. I’m afraid I’m going to lose it too soon.” 
 
    “We can always go again later. There’s no time limit. Our trip just started.” 
 
    He kissed me again on the lips. “I need it to be good for you, Cassie. You deserve to have someone cater to you.” 
 
    I ran my hands through his damp hair while staring into his dark eyes. “So do you.” 
 
    I began gradually moving my body over his. Our pace was slow, our kisses ravenous. A few minutes went by; a few glorious minutes where I felt like nothing in life could feel better. Then I watched him come undone. He dug his fingernails into my ass and stilled me, low groans escaping from his spent lips. I kissed them, letting my lips remain over his. Being with Logan was effortless. I didn’t feel like a whore, or something desperate to bury my demons. It felt right. 
 
    Just because the intercourse part was over, didn’t mean Logan was done. Once he calmed down, he spun me around and pulled my back up against his chest. His arms came around, and I twisted my neck around to kiss him again. He took the bar of soap from the little decorative box and began stroking it over my skin. He coursed it against each of my nipples, sending shooting tingles back down to my still pulsating pussy. This time I was the one making the soft noises.  
 
    Logan continued down, lowering his hand until it was over my pussy again. He rubbed with pressure, a constant tempo that sent me into a frenzy. While my body jerked above him, he did his best to steady me. Then I went limp, allowing him to hold me with his strong arms. He kissed the side of my face as we lay there together, no words necessary. 
 
    I was in heaven. Never had an encounter felt so intense. In all my time I’d spent with Brant, I’d never known him the way Logan was allowing me to. I didn’t even know how to comprehend it all. 
 
    Later, when we were both tired of being in the water, we retreated into the bedroom, choosing the share a bed instead of separating. Logan never let me out of his sight. He held me close, every so often kissing me to remind me he was there. Sleep came easy, probably because I knew there was no safer place to be than in his arms. 
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    Chapter 28 
 
    Logan 
 
    I’d gone and done the unthinkable. I’d not only slept with an informant, but I’d done it selfishly, knowing I was about to betray her trust by taking her home to her family, where she’d hate me for certain. At least I knew they could give her the love and support she’d need.  
 
    With my job and the work I did, she’d never be able to handle my lifestyle long term. Trying to justify reasons why she wouldn’t want me should have made it easier. I couldn’t understand why it was becoming tougher by the minute. 
 
    Now, while she slept so peaceful in my arms, I laid awake wondering how I was going to let her go. I thought about how I was going to look at her without letting on there was something wrong.  
 
    I couldn’t deny how good it felt to be with her. She was like a flower, blooming and coming to life after a bad winter. I wanted to be her ray of light, but instead I was going to be the storm that came in and washed away any hope she had of us being anything more than a brief affair.  
 
    How could I not hate myself? I felt disgusted. She didn’t deserve to hurt; to be tossed aside again. She wasn’t someone’s trash. She was an amazing person; one of the best I’d ever met. Inside of her was a heart that yearned to be accepted. She was unique, and that’s what I treasured most about her. After she let down her wall, we’d connected undeniably. I craved to be in her presence, to bask in her essence. A part of me considered turning around and being selfish. Why couldn’t I keep her for myself? Would it be so bad to fall into whatever was happening between us? Didn’t we both deserve to be happy? Wasn’t it our turn to experience a positive outcome, instead of the looming darkness we’d both been pervade to? 
 
    With an unknown future looming, I tried my best to go to sleep. For the time being I was elated. I had a few more days to enjoy everything she had to offer. Maybe in that time I could figure out a way to give us both what we needed. Maybe she’d still want to be with me, even after I forced her to face her family. Maybe she’d appreciate my efforts and fall into this thing deeper because of attempts to help her. 
 
    Or maybe she’d hate me, regretting every second of being in my presence. They were all understandable possibilities. I had to hope for the best, but expect the worst. I’d prepare myself for the moment I had to accept how it all turned out, no matter what it would do to me. It was still too new to know where it could lead. Maybe that would help me cope if she decided to cut ties and add me to the list of people she never wanted to hear from again. 
 
     I woke up to an empty bed. For a second I pictured her leaving in the middle of the night to avoid the inevitable. I considered the possibility of her regretting having slept with me. Maybe it would be better if she had. Then I wouldn’t have to be the one to end things so abruptly. Cassie was going to feel used. There was no getting around it. The moment she realized she was being set up to go home, our relationship would be over permanently. She wouldn’t want to remain friends or keep in touch.  
 
    Until I heard movement in the bathroom, I was freaking out. The door blasted open with a puff of steam exiting first. Cassie came out wrapped only in a towel. She got one look at me and headed towards the bed, leaning over to plant a fresh kiss on my lips. “I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    “You smell nice,” I said as I pulled her on top of me. Every time I considered the consequences of my actions and was determined to do the right thing, she’d flash that pretty smile and cloud my judgment. 
 
    “I wanted to be fresh, just in case.”  
 
    Was that a hint she wanted more? Did I have time to brush my teeth, or did she prefer I turn her around and give it to her from behind? I wasn’t sure how to take it. 
 
    Since she was still in my arms, only a towel and light blanket separating us, I tapped on her ass, hoping she’d stand so I could take care of some business in the bathroom. She got off he bed and made room for me to stand beside her. I didn’t bother covering up. She’d seen everything I had to offer, even my morning wood. “This is probably a terrible question to ask, but do you want to have breakfast or fuck first?” 
 
    She snickered while twisting her hair. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think I’m not about to presume anything. It’s better if you guide me through it blindly.” 
 
    “Blindly?” She backed away. “What’s wrong? Does it distract you when I’m naked?”
I pulled her close. “Something like that.” 
 
    “You know, if we spend the whole day in bed, we’ll miss out on the slopes. As much as I hate having to wait for nice things, I’m pretty sure we’ll survive if we hold off until dinner.” 
 
    “I’d prefer it if you were the dessert.” 
 
    “I think that could be arranged.” 
 
    As hard as it was going to be to live with, I decided to go with the flow. Being with Cassie was fun. She never asked for strings, not that I could offer her anything. Our road trip may not end well, but we’d have a good time while still on it. When she said she knew how to ski, I got the impression she’d still be a bit clumsy. Nope. Not Cassie. 
 
    She took me up on the lift, hopping off when we got to the advanced slopes. Since I wanted to keep up, I didn’t lead on about my inexperience. Sure, I’d been a few times as a kid, but this was a different ballgame. I watched her take off down the mountain, doing my best to keep from crashing into a tree and ending my existence. Cassie was skilled. It was obvious she’d done this plenty of times, while I hadn’t been in at least ten years. I’d thought I was in shape, but my inability to balance property told me different. 
 
    As hard as I tried to remain on two feet I felt myself going to the side. In a matter of seconds I was in a dead roll, plunging down the slope. The ski’s unclipped and were left behind a few feet from where my body finally came to halt. Before I could look up and a pair of legs were standing over me. “Jesus, Logan. You said you could ski. I thought you meant you were pretty good at it. I never would have taken you to this level.” She crouched down. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I got to my feet and began brushing off the packed snow. “The only thing that hurts is my pride. I’m suppose to be impressing you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m impressed,” she teased. “It’s not every day I have to save the FBI agent.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’ve got jokes. I see how you are. You wait until a man is down to break out your seductive powers.” 
 
    When she smirked and placed her hands on her hips it was too cute to ignore. I grabbed a hold of the elastic of her pants and pulled us both down on he cold snow floor. She squealed until she realized I was preventing her from getting wet. With us both bundled, I brought my hands around her back as far as they would allow. “I think you need to kiss me to make me feel better.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re one of those guys – all needy and shit?” 
 
    “Maybe I am. Is it a bad thing?” 
 
    “Only if you take advantage of it. I mean, I don’t mind taking care of a man, but when he gets lazy I’m going to kick his ass back in gear.” 
 
    Her hat was starting to fall off. I reached up and placed it back securely on her head. “If you haven’t noticed, I enjoy taking care of people too.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” she mentioned before her lips hit mine. When she pulled away our eyes were locked on each other. “I like being like this, Logan. I hope when we get home we’ll continue whatever this is between us.” 
 
    Her words were like the shrill of a tree right before it cracks apart and falters to the ground beneath it. I may as well have been underneath of a falling tree. That’s how bad I felt when she started talking about having a relationship with me. How was I to answer? How did I tell her I wanted the same thing, but knew it would never happen? 
 
    “You make me want things, Cassie. All this time you’ve been living in my house and I never knew we could have this. We’ve wasted so much time ignoring each other.” 
 
    “So let’s change it now. We can go slow. I’ll stay in my room every night. We can date like normal couples do. Maybe you could even take me out on a couple dates.” 
 
    “Will you let me cop a feel when the night is over?” 
 
    “I might let you do more, if you treat me right.” This was a catastrophe. Had I known this would occur I never would have called her parents. Instead I’d discovered something amazing and knew I couldn’t have it. I flipped us over and started to get up, before helping her to her feet. 
 
    “If you keep attacking me I’ll be forced to take you back to the room and show you a good time.”
She smacked me on the ass. “Don’t worry, Agent Campbell, I’m going to need you to warm me up later.” 
 
    It was enough incentive to want to take off the skis and call it a day, though Cassie had other plans. She took off down the mountain, only looking back to make sure I was going to follow. I held my breath and pushed off, praying I could make it to the bottom without wiping out again. 
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    Chapter  29 
 
    Cassie 
 
    I really thought he’d be a better skier. Throughout the day I ended up teaching him a few things to help him stay on his feet. It was fun and entertaining seeing him struggle with something, when I’d always admired his precision with everything else in his life.  
 
    After a long day on the slopes, we retreated to the room to warm up in the jacuzzi tub. Unlike the day before, we didn’t have to waste time bickering about what we wanted and why we shouldn’t act on it.  
 
    Twenty-four hours later and we were stripping each other down, rushing to get as close as physically possible. Once inside the tub, Logan took his time washing me, massaging my shoulders, and placing chaste kisses every place his tender lips could reach. He washed my hair, working the lather in with his fingertips, and then rinsing with his hand shielding my eyes. I found it to be so enduring. It was the little details I picked up most with Logan. It made me feel like he was too good for me, but I wasn’t about to stop what we were doing because I felt I didn’t deserve him. If he wasn’t complaining, neither would I. 
 
    “This is nice,” I mentioned as she continued rinsing the soap from my scalp. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. I like pampering you. I know I’ll be rewarded later,” he teased. 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions. It’s not every day I get to be treated like a princess.” 
 
    He sort of shocked me when he changed the subject. “What was it like for you growing up on the farm, Cassie? Were you daddy’s little girl?” 
 
    I spun around and looked him the eyes. “Why would you bring that up?” 
 
    “I want to know more about you. It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss them. To answer your question, yes, I was daddy’s little girl. My sister Cammie is older, but only by ten months. She was always pretty independent, while I required more attention. The four of us kids were all close in age. I guess my parents were like wild rabbits when they were younger. I’ve been told my mother was pregnant while still married to another man. He was violent with a criminal record. Anyway, long story short, my father sort of saved her from him. They fell in love, and once she got pregnant my dad popped the question.” 
 
    “Wasn’t she still married. Isn’t that what you just said?” 
 
    “He died. He abducted my mother and several other family members and held them at the ranch in Kentucky. This woman he’d been screwing around with ended up shooting him to save my mom. It’s a long and crazy story, but it ends with all of us being born.” 
 
    “Wow. I thought I have stories to tell.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea. My family has a ton of drama, but at the end of the day they’d do anything to stay together.” 
 
    “Why’d you leave then? Do you not have the same values?” 
 
    I slid to the other side of the tub, felling as if he was judging me more than usual. “I left because I thought Brant was my future. I left because I was the biggest idiot on the planet.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand why you feel like they’d never welcome you back.” 
 
    He’d hit a nerve and I couldn’t let it go. “I need to get out of this water. My hands are starting to prune up.” I climbed out and wrapped a towel around me before he ever realized what was going on. When I exited the bathroom he said nothing. He didn’t ask me to come back, or say he was sorry for pushing. I was pretty angry about it. 
 
    Logan came out of the bathroom a few minutes later. He climbed on the mattress where I sat and pulled one of my hands up to his lips. “Don’t be mad at me, Cassie. I shouldn’t have pried. It’s none of my business. I just hate knowing there are people who love and miss you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, because he was apologizing, but still doing it anyway. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he repeated. “Let me make it up to you. Let’s go have a nice dinner and then we’ll come back and watch a movie in bed. I promise not to bring it up again.” 
 
    I was fine with his idea, but there was something he deserved to know. “I can’t face my mom, Logan. That’s why I can’t go back. The things I said to her are unforgivable.” 
 
    He stroked the side of my face. “Mothers are stronger than you think. You’d be surprised how much someone is willing to let go just for a second chance. We only have one life, Cassie. I know you don’t understand it from my point of view, but I know what it’s like to never be able to see my parents again. Mine are gone. They’re dead and buried. Your parents are still around. You won’t know how things could turn out if you never try to resolve them.” 
 
    “I can’t.” I shook my head. “Maybe you have a point, but I still can’t face them. I can’t look into their eyes and face the fact that I tore out their hearts for a piece of shit like Brant.” 
 
    “I have to look at it differently than you. If you never moved to Vegas with Brant, we wouldn’t have met, and we’d never be here right now.” He ran his hand over the back of my hair. “I’m happy I met you, Cassie. I’m glad I could be the one to save you. It’s been nice coming home and knowing you’re there.” 
 
    “It’s been nice living in a home where I know I’m safe. I don’t know where I’d be if you hadn’t taken me in.” 
 
    “You would have gone home eventually.”
  
 
    “Or I would have stayed hooked on drugs, eventually living on the streets with a criminal record. You don’t know. I’m grateful for what you did for me, but every day I think about what would have happened if you walked away from me once you had your case sealed and delivered. You could have given up on me.” 
 
    “I’m not the kind of man who abandons a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “I’m not the kind of woman who had ever believed in a knight in shining armor, but here you are in the flesh, taking care of me and showing me what it’s like to be treated with respect. You’re a beautiful soul, Logan Campbell. I’m awfully glad you came into my life and changed my future.” 
 
    He smiled and leaned his forehead against mine. “I wish we could stay here forever, hidden away from the ugly world.” 
 
    “We’d need jobs and a means to pay for my eating habits. As nice as it sounds, you and I both know we have to go home.” 
 
    He touched my lips with the back of his hand. “I’m taking you home, Cassie. Just promise you’ll be patient with me.” 
 
    “I can be patient, but only if you climbed under these covers and make love to me. We might have to leave in the morning, but we’ve still got a long evening ahead of us and I’m not ready to call it a night.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    I watched as he lifted the sheets and brought his body to mine. His first kiss was passionate, his hands wandering over my naked skin. When he pulled away he paused for a second, simply staring deeply into my eyes. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to let you go,” he whispered. 
 
    “So don’t.” 
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    Chapter 30 
 
    Logan 
 
    My betrayal was getting worse by the second. She trusted me, all the while I was making phone calls and arranging for her parents to meet us in a nearby town. I knew if I took her all the way home she’d freak out. This way I could ease her into seeing them by doing it in a public place. If I knew Cassie like I thought I did, it would go smoother this way.  
 
    The phone call to her parents had my stomach in knots. I’d done my research and got their number, waiting until I thought someone would be there to answer. I was calm and professional, having never spoken to either of them before. 
 
    The phone rang four times before a female picked up. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, this is Logan Campbell with the FBI. Do you have a second to talk?” 
 
    “Logan Campbell with the FBI? Is this one of those scams where I’m supposed to send you my life savings or you’ll confiscate our farm?” 
 
    “No, Ma’am. I can get you my credentials and email them if necessary. I’m calling on behalf of your daughter, Cassandra.” 
 
    “Cassie,” I could immediately hear the worry in her voice. “Oh my god, is she okay? Please tell me something didn’t happen to her.” 
 
    “Mrs. Healy, your daughter is fine. I can assure you, she’s in good hands. She been in my care for the past month, give or take.” 
 
    “In your care? Is she in trouble?” 
 
    “Not at all. Unfortunately her boyfriend was involved with a person we’d been investigating. Cassie worked with us to close the case.” 
 
    “What about Brant? He’s a criminal, you know.” 
 
    “He’s deceased, ma’am. He was killed by the assailant before we could detain both of them.” 
 
    She was crying on the other end of the phone. “Was my daughter involved in something illegal? Is that why she hasn’t come home?” 
 
    “That’s the reason why I’m calling. Ever since her boyfriend was killed I’ve been looking out for Cassie. She’s been renting a room in a house I own, and as much as I enjoy having her around, I know she belongs home with her family.”
“I can be on the first flight out.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. We’re already en-route. We’re a day out. There’s just one thing you need to know before we meet.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Cassie doesn’t know I’m bringing her home. She’s stubborn, as I’m sure you already know. Against her wishes, I planned a cross country trip in hopes I could reunite her with you and your husband. She’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “Where should we meet?” She was anxious, which made me feel like I was doing the right thing. Cassie wasn’t a piece of property. She wasn’t a lost puppy. I couldn’t expect her to run to them with open arms. There were issues they needed to address first. 
 
    “How about Ashville, say noon the day after tomorrow? We’ll be traveling by car, so I’ll need an extra day to make it there.” It killed me to set a time when I knew she would come to hate me. It was like someone coming up and telling you when you were going to die. “I’ll be staying at the Comfort Inn Biltmore West. I’ll bring her to the lobby.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Campbell. You don’t know how good it is to hear my baby is coming home. We’ve been so worried.” 
 
    “It’s my job, ma’am. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    When I hung up, the knots in my stomach were worse. After the time we’d share I couldn’t fathom the outcome of my betrayal. I wanted to tell Cassie; to give her a heads up, but what good would it do? She wouldn’t want anything to do with me.  
 
    After the call being around Cassie had become extremely difficult. I didn’t mean to withdraw and make her suspect something was wrong, but she obviously knew me better than I assumed. “You’ve been in a mood tonight. What’s going on with you? Are you homesick?” She wrapped her arms around my waist and kissed me softly with her full, pouty lips. “Is there anything I can do to distract you?” 
 
    She was the distraction, that’s for sure. I needed to get her out of my system before I was wanted for abducting her and taking her back to Vegas with me. “I can think of several ways you can make that happen.” 
 
    She looked down and fished her hand into the front of my pants. “I think you need to let me handle your problem,” she said while moving in to run her tongue over my lips. Her cold hands grazed over my cock, sending a shiver throughout my entire body. I didn’t pull away though. Nothing was going to keep me from being with her again. I didn’t even care if the building was on fire. We were staying in our room until we were finished. Time was precious in our situation and I didn’t want to waste it fighting or worrying about what couldn’t be undone. “I’ve been thinking about this all day, Logan.” 
 
    We’d been standing by the window looking out at the snowcapped mountains. The room had been silent. I was doing my best, holding myself together while struggling with my ability to hide my feelings. Cassie had been right. Something was happening between us; something I hadn’t allowed myself to see. At home, back when we were only being cordial with one another, I’d always envisioned what it would be like to have her, I knew there was always a slight possibility.  
 
    Her hand gripped my dick. She moved it up and down for a few seconds before deciding my pants were getting in the way. I felt them loosen and fall to the floor at my feet. She lowered her body, only stopping when she was sitting on her knees. I ran my hand through her hair to keep it from blocking my view. I needed to memorize the way she looked with her lips surrounding my stiff cock. As her saliva lubricated my shaft, I could hear a swishing sound with the vibration of her own moans enhanced the act. Cassie took her time, licking and then sucking. She’d take breaks and tease me with her tongue, then go back to sucking while massaging my balls. Right when I was about to blow, I moved her away, pulled her to stand, and twisted her around. It took me a matter of seconds to bend her over the bed, expose her ass, and take her from behind. My pace was vigorous and after a couple minutes I was filling her with my release.  
 
    Then she fell asleep, leaving me to my own thoughts. A while later, I went to sit on the other bed so I could watch her sleep from afar. It was unlikely we’d have time in the morning to divulge in more lovemaking. This was all we were going to get.  
 
    When I climbed back into the bed beside her, she turned and nestled her body perfectly against mine. As warm as it felt to hold her, I couldn’t let go. Cassie would never be a woman I had a fast affair with. Her essence would haunt me, and while she was busy getting her life back together, I feared mine was about to fall apart. I’d been so close to having something of my own; someone to finally care for me, just as much as I wanted to do for her, but I was throwing it all away. If she was the one for me it was already too late. Whatever we could have been was over before it started. I’d never know what it would be like to fall in love with her. I’d never know what it was like to share my life with her.  
 
    It was devastating, and reminded me of the pain I’d experienced when I knew I didn’t have a family to go home to. 
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    Chapter 31 
 
    Logan 
 
    We’d been driving for what felt forever, only stopping for bathroom breaks and food. Her head leaned up against my body, her feet hanging out the open window. Originally we were going to stop in Kentucky, but I asked if we could do it on the way back instead, knowing she wasn’t going to be with me then anyway. I hoped once she got settled, her big family would all come to welcome her home. She had a lot of catching up to do, after she got over the initial shock of being back. 
 
    This quiet time between us was both peaceful and unsettling. I ran my hand over her knee and imagined what it would have been like if we were headed home together to reap the benefits of our new relationship. Aside from the huge amount of sex we’d be having, I could also appreciate the sentiment of knowing I had someone to come home to.  
 
    Now nearing my thirties, I worried my time to find a woman and start a family was wearing thin. Cassie was still young, not that her age would defer me from wanting things. I hardly every thought about our age difference or the fact that she’d experienced so much in a little amount of time.  
 
    What sucked worse was knowing without a doubt that if we had more time I know I’d fall completely in love with her. We’d lived together long enough to learn each other’s quirks. She was used to my schedule, and didn’t mind doing the things at home I never could find the time for. She didn’t just clean and cook. Cassie made the house feel like a home. Her little touches seemed to brighten the place up. I tried not to picture a couple months from now, because I knew a thick layer of dust would cover every surface. Our cabinet would be bare, and the refrigerator would have several containers of mystery items neither Charlie or I would want to open. 
 
    Cassie adjusted in her seat, sitting up when we hit the North Carolina state line. “I never thought I’d be coming back here.” 
 
    “How does it make you feel?” 
 
    “I’m glad it’s with you.” She laced her hand in mine. “I’d be in bad shape if I had to see my parents.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw and stared forward at the road, hoping she didn’t look over and see the lament in my eyes. “Home is where your heart lies.” I said it because I assumed she’d know I was talking about her family. 
 
    “Right now my heart is hanging out wherever you are, Logan.” Her gaze was on mine, even though I was determined to ignore it. “I’m not trying to get emotional, or scare you away. I know how long it takes for two people to feel deeply about each other. I’m not naïve to what I’ve been through with Brant and my family. I just know that I’ve never felt so safe in my entire life. When I’m with you I can breathe. You make the pain and frustrations go away. It’s not the sex, although it’s been amazing so far. It’s just you as a person. I trust you with my life. I know you, of all people, wouldn’t ever put me in danger, or lie to me about who you are or what you’re feeling.” 
 
    I wanted to pull the car over and tell her the truth, but how could I? We were close to seeing her family. Time was running out for me to come clean, and I knew if I did she wouldn’t allow me to continue on. As much as I cared for Cassie, I couldn’t be selfish. I couldn’t keep someone who didn’t belong with me, even if it’s exactly where I wanted her to be. “I’m not perfect, Cassie. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “None of us are. As least you’re real. Even if things don’t work out for us relationship wise, I hope you’ll continue to be my friend. In a city of madness I know it’s peaceful as soon as you walk into the room.” 
 
    She was putting me on a pedestal I didn’t deserve. “I remember how rude you were when we met.” 
 
    “How would you have acted? You’d just caught me in possession of drugs. I was in no position to be able to focus on my demeanor. I was about to go to jail. My life would have been over, and I was desperate.” 
 
    “I get it. I’d been watching you for weeks. That little outfit you have to wear for work was a little too revealing if you ask me. It was impossible to not imagine you naked.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m sort of glad you never mentioned that before.” 
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t without effort, trust me. I think what bothered me even more was seeing you with your boyfriend. No offense, but what did you see in him?” 
 
    “He was nice to me. I thought he worshipped the ground I walked on, but clearly that wasn’t the case.” Cassie seemed to be uptight. “He made me do things I wasn’t exactly comfortable with. Before I knew it I was becoming someone else entirely. I think that’s why it’s been easier to get over his betrayal and let him go. In all honesty, he was never mine to begin with. His heart wasn’t with me, not the way I needed it to be. I sacrificed everything for him; I gave up my family because he convinced me it was the only way for us to have a future. When we arrived in Vegas I thought it was the start of something beautiful. Instead, it became the end of everything I once thought I wanted.” 
 
    “I wish I could have warned you sooner. The day you moved into that house I saw the innocent in you, even before we started looking into your identity. Granted, once you finally got a job it was easier to obtain your information. The casino gave us everything we needed. That’s how I knew I could find you outside that day. I’d been waiting for my opportunity to get you alone. It just so happened you were doing something illegal, which made you an easy target for blackmail. I’m sorry for my part in that, and what happened afterwards. I was just doing my job, Cassie. I never meant for you to have to go through what you did. It was before I knew you,” I lifted her hand up to my lips to kiss it. “Before I wanted you for myself.” 
 
    When I glanced in her direction to make sure she wasn’t upset, she was smiling at me. “So you’re admitting you want me?” 
 
    “You already know the answer.” 
 
    As intense as our conversation was becoming, I knew from the landscape we were getting close to our final destination. The picturesque view was breathtaking, even better than the lodge we’d stayed at.  
 
    Then I saw the exit I needed to take. Without saying anything, I merged into the designated lane and proceeded on the road, knowing the meeting location was only about a mile away.  
 
    “How come we’re getting off? Is this where your stop is located?” 
 
    “Yeah. I have hotel reservations here in Ashville.” 
 
    She gave me this look, like for the first time in her life she was questioning her trust where I was concerned. I quickly went back to watching the car in front of me, instead of allowing her a second to figure out I was hiding something. 
 
    The hotel wasn’t anything fancy. Once I put the car in park I checked the clock on the display. It was quarter of noon. I wasn’t sure what her parents were driving, or if they’d arrive yet, but it was important to act like nothing was wrong. 
 
    Cassie unfastened her seat belt, but grabbed my hand before I could continue out of the vehicle. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Another night at a hotel with you. I’m starting to think I might want to come on more road trips if it has these same perks.” 
 
    Looking into her eyes when I knew we were about to part ways was so fucking hard. I stroked the side of her soft cheek, trying my hardest to remember every single light freckle across her nose. I needed to keep my emotions at bay, and as the seconds went by it was becoming impossible. “I never meant to feel this way about you, Cassie. I’ve spent my career being professional, and then you walked into my life. When I asked you to come with me I never expected we’d be like this. You’re so beautiful, inside and out. I’m lucky to know the real you, and I’ll be forever grateful you gave me the chance.” 
 
    “Are you getting sentimental on me? I might have to attack you once we’re in the room.” 
 
    I reached over and kissed her, knowing damn well she’d changed her mind about me the moment she saw her family. Our lips lingered as I opened my eyes and saw into hers. This was how I intended to remember our goodbye, not the way she’d look at me when she realized I’d betrayed her. 
 
    We exited the vehicle after our short embrace. Cassie reached in the backseat to fetch her bag, while I got the rest of our things out of the trunk. Little did she know I’d run into the house before we left and gathered her favorite items she wouldn’t want left behind. I’d tucked the bag in the far corner of the trunk and hoped she never noticed it sitting inside. 
 
    We walked together inside the hotel, and I headed straight for the front desk. I had to act normal, not like I was there to meet someone. It was bad enough I’d done this behind her back, I couldn’t give her warning before she was reunited with the parents she’d given up on. 
 
    Cassie sat down in the lobby expectantly. I kept glancing over, hoping she’d stay put. Then I saw them, the two people with hopes of having their little girl come home. My heart began to palpitate, my palms becoming sweaty. I was overwhelmed with different emotions as they got up closer, drawing enough attention for her to look up.  
 
    Her mother was crying, while her tall father stood with his hands to the side. Cassie stood up, but didn’t embrace her mom, not at first. Her immediate reaction was to turn around and look at me. Her face said it all. She knew I’d done this, and it was like a full circle from the first time we’d met. All I saw was anger. She’d trusted me. She’s given herself to me completely and I’d known from the beginning we didn’t have a chance.  
 
    I stood watching for a couple minutes, finally seeing her in my parent’s arms. They’d protect her and help her get over everything she’d been through, including me. They’d give her the opportunity to turn her life around. She’d be safe and loved. That’s all I could hope for.  
 
    I waved to her father. He nodded back. Cassie turned to follow his gaze and found me standing in the same location. Her father began to approach me, but Cassie remained. He reached his hand out and shook mine. “We really appreciate it. She gave us a real scare.” 
 
    “I figured. Your daughter is a wonderful woman. It’s obvious she was raised by two good people. I didn’t tell her we were coming here because she can be pretty stubborn.” 
 
    He smiled for a second to agree, and then gave me this look, like he knew I was more than just an agent assigned to return her home. My cover had been blown. 
 
    “Is there something I need to know about between you and my daughter?” 
 
    His question was direct. “There’s nothing you need to worry about, Mr. Healy.” 
 
    He nodded again. “Good to hear. Thanks for bringing her home to us unharmed.” 
 
    I handed him the bag of Cassie’s things. “She’ll probably want this stuff.” 
 
    He took the bag and walked away, leaving me to watch as he took her away from me. The moment they walked out of the building I headed toward the elevators. Just as it began to open for me to enter I heard her voice. “Logan, wait.” 
 
    The tears in her eyes were too much to see. “I thought you left.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I just want to know why. Why would you be with me? Why would you show me so much only to let me go? Did it mean anything to you? Was it just some job you needed to see through?” 
 
    “No. You haven’t been part of my job for a long time. I know you don’t understand, but I did this for you, because I care about you.” 
 
    I reached for her, but she backed away. “If you cared about me you would have been honest. I told you things. I slept with you. You let me think we’d be together. How could you be so cold? Did I know you at all, or was it all a ploy to keep me content while you planned to get rid of me?” 
 
    “It’s not like that, Cassie.” 
 
    “Oh really? From where I’m standing that’s exactly how it is.” 
 
    “I’d like to still be friends. What we shared was…” 
 
    She cut me off. “A mistake.  Being with you was a huge mistake, Logan Campbell. I’ll never forgive you for this. Don’t try to call me. Just forget you ever knew me at all.” 
 
    When she walked away I didn’t run after her. What good would it have done? She’d made up her mind, and it was exactly how I’d suspected it to go. Cassie may have been home with her family, but for the first time I wondered if it was really where she belonged. 
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    Chapter 32 
 
    Cassie 
 
    In all honesty I didn’t know how to feel. Having my parents with me was reassuring. They weren’t screaming at me or talking about the mistakes I’d made. My mother sat in the back of the truck next to me, her arms clung to mine as if she were going to lose me again.  
 
    I cried silently to myself, but not because the emotions I was experiencing from having them back in my life. My tears were because of the pain and disloyalty of a man I thought I might have a future with. He’d been everything a woman would look for; generous, thoughtful, compassionate, but I wondered if it was all a façade. How much was real? Did he even like me, or was it all to keep me occupied? 
 
     Pulling up the long gravel driveway to the ranch was how I would imagine it could feel to walk through the gates of heaven. It was beautiful, and the most comfortable place on earth.  
 
    My brother was on a tractor running parallel to the way my father was driving. He waved when he saw the vehicle, and I knew when I finally had him close I’d pull him into a hug and never want to let go. Callie, my youngest sister, was on the porch. She was petting one of the barn cats that wandered around killing the field mice. Usually they were feral, but one particular had taken to being a lap cat.  
 
    Callie stood when the truck came to a stop. I climbed out and stretched before making my way in her direction. Feeling her holding me, smelling the familiar scent of our shared shampoo, it made me feel as if I’d never left. “I missed you, Cass.” 
 
    “I missed you too.” 
 
    “Jax and Amber said they’re going to come by for dinner. Mom invited everyone to the entertainment barn this evening. It was probably meant to be a secret, but I know how you hate surprises.” 
 
    I smiled. For a long time I’d assumed my family didn’t understand me. I’d fought them tooth and nail, completely believing I was in control of my own future.  
 
    I’d been wrong. So wrong. 
 
    After being greeted by my brother, I followed my family into our home. Everything was exactly as how I’d left it, including my room. Once I’d made sure everyone was okay with me taking a few minutes for myself, I entered and closed the door behind me. My secrets were in a box hidden in my closet. I pulled it out and started going through pictures and receipts, all tied to my relationship with Brant. I cried for the time I’d wasted on such a fowl person. I cried because I’d hurt the people I loved the most, but mostly I cried for the man who’d used me for his own personal entertainment. I wailed against the pillows on my bed, trying to hide my anguish from my worried family. They’d want to comfort me, but I couldn’t begin to tell them how I’d made another stupid mistake.  
 
    I’m not sure how long I’d been bawling in my room before my father came walking inside. It was strange to see him around the house before dinnertime, since he was always out on the ranch working. He sat down on my bed before speaking. “Darlin’, I know you’re hurting, but I want you to know we’re awfully glad to have you home where you belong. Your mother and I have been worried sick about you. The agent told a little about what happened while you were away. I just need to know you’re all right. Well, are you alright, Cass?” 
 
    I sat up and wrapped my arms around my father. “I’m going to be fine, Daddy.” He kissed the top of my head, which only made me more emotional. “I’m so sorry for everything.” 
 
    “We all make bad decisions. We’re just glad you’re home safe and sound. I know it’s tough, but you’ll get past this, and you’ll probably have learned a little something from it.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    He kissed my forehead before standing up. “I am. I better get back to your uncle Ty, before he screws something up I can’t fix.” 
 
    I smiled, imagining the two of them bickering. They were as entertaining as any reality show out there. 
 
      
 
    I took a nap before the big dinner at the barn. It had been converted a long time ago to house our always-growing family. Uncle Ty and my Aunt Miranda greeted me first. She was holding one of my cousin Jax’s twins. The next person to greet me was my cousin Isabella and her husband Rusty. Jake, Jax’s twin hadn’t yet arrived, but I suspected he’d be there, since an invite with food was being offered. 
 
    With a few of my cousins, and my immediate family so close I realized how good it felt to be home. It wasn’t like Vegas, or even the comfort I’d found at Logan’s house. This was where I belonged, at least for now. It was time to get my life in order, and I knew exactly what I wanted to do with it. 
 
    A week later I approached my parents with something serious. I tried to start slow and work my way into my announcement. “Thanks for everything you’ve done for me in the past week. I’ve had a lot of time to think since I’ve been home.” 
 
    “Are you okay, sweetie?” My mother asked. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “We’re listening,” my father offered. 
 
    “I think I know what I want to do with the rest of my life, and before I tell you I want you to keep an open mind. It’s probably going to seem like it’s coming out of left field, but I promise it isn’t. What would you say if I told you I wanted to pursue a career in law enforcement? I’m thinking of going into the police academy.” 
 
    “I’d say it’s a big decision,” Dad announced. 
 
    “What brought this on?” 
 
    I fidgeted with my hands while answering. “I’ve thought a lot about it. I want to help people. I want to do something for my country, for myself. I’m old enough to go into the academy.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want? It’s a vigorous amount of training, and you’d be putting your life in danger every time you wear the badge.” 
 
    “I’ve seen evil, Mom. I’ve looked it straight in the eyes and lived to talk about it. I know this is the right choice for me. I just don’t want to make a decision without you being a part of it. I’m tired of secrets in my life.” 
 
    “If it’s what you really want we’ll support you,” My Dad promised. 
 
    It was all I needed to hear. As soon as I was able, I’d start the paperwork. I’d join the academy and strive to help save people and lock up every dirt bag I could possibly get my hands on. My life was about to change again, and this time I had one man to thank. It was unfortunate we weren’t on speaking terms, because I think he would have been proud of me. 
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    Chapter 33 
 
    Logan 
 
    After Cassie left the hotel, I remained there for two days, hoping and waiting for her to come back to me. I spent most of my time at the bar; binge drinking to get over the fact that I’d lost her. I couldn’t get the image of her anger out of my mind. 
 
    I honestly don’t know why I decided to do it, but I checked out of the hotel and headed to a place I never thought I’d go. The drive was excruciating. I hated myself for what I’d done; even though I knew in my heart I was being selfish again. Cassie wasn’t mine to keep. I cared enough about her to give her the life she deserved. 
 
    Now I was headed to the penitentiary where my sister had been for close to fifteen years. I was angry, and I felt like I needed her to know how much she’d ruined my life. Because of her I had no family. Because of her, I devoted my life to helping other people instead of myself. Because of her, I’d never feel good enough. I was broken and lost, still searching for the reason as to why I had to survive. At this point in my life I think I would have rather died too, because at least I wouldn’t have spent my whole adulthood feeling like I had to save everyone. 
 
    I was tired; tired of being the hero. I wanted to be selfish. I deserved to be. 
 
    The penitentiary had special visiting hours. I used my credentials to get a private meeting with my sister. It took me a while to get clearance, but finally I was taken to a room where I’d wait to see her. My sister was still a kid when I saw her last. I didn’t know what to expect the moment she walked through the door. It never occurred to me that she’d be the spitting image of our mother, with our father’s dark brown eyes. I clenched my fists under the table and looked away when her eyes met mine. “Who are you? What do you want?” 
 
    “Why did you do it, Selina? Why did you kill them?” 
 
    “Is this some kind of joke? Who are you? Why are you here?” 
 
    I finally turned my attention back to her, and it only took a second for her eyes to widen. She finally understood why I was asking about a crime from so long ago. She knew who I was. 
 
    “Logan?” 
 
    I was fighting back my emotions. She looked too much like our mother to stare. I had too much hate in my heart. “This was a mistake.” 
 
    “Wait, please. I’ve written you so many letters. They always get returned. You don’t know how long I’ve waited to see you again, how long I’ve wondered if you were okay, if you were still alive.” 
 
    “Why do you care? You ruined my life.” 
 
    “What happened, what I did, you have to understand it wasn’t me. I was on so many drugs. After I got clean and learned what I’d done,” she paused. “I’ll never forgive myself. I miss them every day. They didn’t deserve to die like that. I wish it was me, Logan. I wish I would have died that night.” 
 
    “It’s a choice,” I managed to say. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Drugs. You say it wasn’t your fault – that you weren’t in control, but that’s a lie. The moment you decided to put drugs into your body it was your choice. You knew the risks, but you took them anyway. It’s a choice, and you chose wrong.” 
 
    She was sobbing, her face shriveling with grief. I wanted to see her hurting. I hoped she’d been like this every day since she was incarcerated. “You couldn’t understand. You were always the good boy.’’ 
 
    “I still am. I have to be, because you fucked me up so bad I won’t allow myself to be selfish.” 
 
    “You deserve to be happy. It’s what they would want for you.” 
 
    “You know what I want? I want my parents back, but we both know it’s never going to happen.” I stood up and prepared to leave. “I’m tired, Selina. I’m tired of this bullshit preventing me from having the life I want.” 
 
    “Did you come here to tear me down?” 
 
    “No. I came here to face my demons. I came here to prove to myself that I made the right choice.” 
 
    “The right choice? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I want you to know I’ll never forgive you for what you did. I don’t have it in me. I’ve spent my whole life helping others from monsters like you. For my whole adult life that’s how I’ve seen you. Now I know you’re just a woman without a future. You made a choice and there wasn’t anyone around to save you from it. You ruined your life. You missed out on everything, being free, having a brother. I’ve spent so many days wondering what it would have been like if they were still here, if I’d still be the man who could make them proud. You see, we’ve all got one shot to make our lives worth something. If I died tomorrow I’d be proud. Still, it will never give me what I really want, what I feel I deserve.” 
 
    “What?” She inquired. 
 
    “Someone to share my life with,” I mumbled. “I need to go.” 
 
    “No. Wait! You’re not making sense. Please stay, Logan. I’ve waited fifteen years to see you again. Just stay a little while. We don’t have to talk. Just let me be with you.” 
 
    My hand was on the doorknob, my feet prepared to step forward, but I struggled. I wouldn’t be back to see her again. As much as I resented her, she was my only living relative left. “I’m not staying for you, Selina. I’m staying for me.” 
 
    I gave myself close to thirty minutes before I said my goodbyes to older sister. She was emotional, but I couldn’t help her. Maybe she’d changed. Maybe she’d gone through years of remorse and treatments. I could forgive for almost anything, but not for that, at least not until I was at peace with the loss of my parents. Maybe if I found someone to fill the void it would help. I wouldn’t know until that person came into my life and showed me it could be good. I’d already lost the best candidate. Getting over it would be my next feat.  
 
      
 
    Two months. That’s how long it took for Rockefeller James to get a trial date. I’d been subpoena as a witness for the prosecution. Since I turned in my paperwork I wondered if they’d sent one to Cassie. The thought of her being close caused immediate excitement, even though it was obvious she wanted nothing to do with me. Nevertheless, seeing her again might fill the void I’d had since she’d been gone. 
 
    I could hardly focus, and several times I picked up the phone to call her, but changed my mind at the last second. One thing was obvious when it came to Cassie, she meant a lot more than I first suspected. 
 
      
 
    The first day of the trial came and went, then the second, and still no Cassie. I was beginning to think she hadn’t been notified. Then, on the third day I saw her. Her face had filled out, looking the same way she had when I first laid eyes on her, before the drugs had taken their toll. She wore a pant’s suit, completely appropriate for a court appearance. One thing I noticed was the fact that she was alone. Surely her family wouldn’t allow her to come back to this place alone. Curiosity got the best of me. I made my way through a crowd of people and took a chance. “Do you have a minute so we could talk?” I asked. 
 
    As she turned around to look at me I could tell she wasn’t looking forward to our reunion. “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Cassie, just hear me out. I know you’re angry with me, but what I did was for the best.” 
 
    “Let me tell you something, Agent Campbell. I’m a grown woman, and I’m fully capable of making my own decisions.” 
 
    I started to turn around and walk away before I heard her continuing. “With that being said I’ve had a lot of time to think about what I would say to you when I saw you again. I know why you took me home. What I don’t get is how you could let me go?” 
 
    I grabbed her by the arm and walked her into an area with less people. “Because I knew you were better off as far away from Las Vegas as possible. You needed to make amends with the people who loved you.” 
 
    “Maybe I didn’t need you to take me home. Maybe I would have done it eventually on my own.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I hurt you.” 
 
    “I thought you were different, Logan. I really did. I thought after all the shit I’d been through I’d met a man who would do anything to protect me from getting hurt. I thought you were safe to be with, but I was wrong.” 
 
    “No you weren’t. You don’t know how wrong you are about me.” 
 
    The tears in her eyes told me how much I’d hurt her, not that I needed reminders. “I can’t do this. I knew I’d see you, and I tried convincing myself I’d be okay with it, but I’m not.” 
 
    “I miss you,” I said like a plea.  
 
    She started to walk away. “I have to go.” 
 
    I was left scratching my head, looking like an idiot in the middle of a courthouse, all because I couldn’t keep it together. I sat in the courtroom staring at her two rows in front of me for the whole day. When it was finally adjourned, I walked outside, but waited for her to emerge. She saw me immediately and rolled her eyes. “You’re not going to give up are you?” 
 
    “Let me take you to dinner.” 
 
    “I’m not here alone.” 
 
    It was like a kick to the balls. Had she found someone so soon? “Oh, I didn’t think…” 
 
    She pushed me lightly on the chest. “Seriously? You thought I brought a guy with me?” She said the next comment in a whisper. “You think I’m easy?” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “Let me call my cousin and let him know I won’t be back for dinner. His wife is doing a shoot while we’re here. She’s a model.” 
 
    “I apologize for assuming.” 
 
    We started walking toward the parking lot. She walked ahead of me, and I hurried to catch up. “Where do you want to eat?” 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m starving. I came all this way and for the past two days I’ve been held up in a hotel. Today they call me, and I’m not asked to testify again. My stomach has been in knots. Did you see the way Rocky looked at me? I wanted to throw up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I haven’t noticed. The only thing I saw in that court room was you.” 
 
    She froze in place. “You can’t say things like that.” 
 
    I reached for her hand, pulling her closer to me, not giving a damn who saw up. “For two months I’ve been a miserable son of a bitch. I can’t get you out of my mind. I’ve waited for the moment when I’d see you again, and now you’re here, standing right in front of me.” 
 
    “For the past two months I’ve thought about a lot of things too. One thing I know for sure is that you and I can’t be together. We live in two parts of the country. Your work keeps you busy, and I’m trying to get my life together. Even if we tried, you and I both know it won’t work. Maybe it’s better this way. Maybe you dropping me off was the best thing that could have happened. At first I wanted to regret what happened between us, but I know it’s not possible. We were both in that hotel room. We acted on impulse and it was great while it lasted. You took good care of me. You kept me safe. Then you took me home, where my family welcomed me with open arms. Now I’ve got a second chance to make things right, and I’m determined to work my ass off until it happens.” 
 
    “You’ve put a lot of thought into this.” 
 
    She reached up and touched my cheek. “Maybe in another life we could have been good together, but you and I both know it’s over. I hate this place. My life is, and will always be in the country.” 
 
    “What about dinner?” I prayed she’d still spend time with me. 
 
    “What good will it do? You and I both know what will happen. We’ll have a couple drinks and reminisce about what could have been. Then one thing will lead to another and we’ll end up back at your place.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You act like that’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “It’s better if we quit while we’re ahead.” She leaned forward and kissed me tenderly on the lips. When she pulled away tears were forming in her eyes. “I wish you the best future, Logan. Whoever you end up with is a lucky woman.” 
 
    Then she was gone, hopping in a cab before I could somehow convince her to stick around. 
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    Chapter 34 
 
    Cassie 
 
      
 
    I had to get away from him, not because he made me angry, or feel betrayed. I was over that. It was obvious why Logan felt the need to take me home. All his life he’d longed to have his family back. The idea of me severing ties with mine would never sit well with him. He did the right thing, whether I agreed with his choice or not. 
 
    I shielded my face to hide my breakdown from the cab driver. I refused to look out the window to see him standing there. I thought I could handle this, but who was I kidding? Ever since the last time I saw him, he'd consumed my thoughts. Once I accepted he'd sacrificed what we could have been for my safe return home, I got over the pain and agony he'd left me with. Until today. Seeing him in the flesh made everything I thought I'd let go come back. 
 
    "Stop the car!" I announced without warning. I handed the driver some loose bills and took off in the direction of the courthouse. My feet were aching in the medium height heels I'd chosen to wear. I stopped to take them off so I’d be able to run. 
 
    I ran until I was out of breath, warm tears streaming down my face. People were giving me dirty looks, judging me for looking like a fool. If my raccoon eyes didn't say enough, my inability to understand ‎ I was running barefoot down a filthy street in Vegas to catch up to a man I couldn't shake from my mind. 
 
    I made it there finally, sifting through the crowds of people conversing outside. My eyes coasted the surrounding area, desperately searching for Logan. ‎Just when I was about to give up I heard his voice from behind. "You came back." 
 
    "How is this supposed to work, Logan? How do we even know it will work?" 
 
    He reached both hands up and cupped my face. His eyes were staring into mine. "We won't know the answers until we try. Is that why you came back? You want to try?" 
 
    I shrugged. "It's impossible. Your life is here, mine is back east." 
 
    "We will figure it out. Just give me chance. Let me be with you, because ever since the day ‎you walked out of my life I haven't been the same. Thoughts of you consume me. I miss you being around. Maybe I don't deserve you for what I did, but dammit I've got to try." 
 
    Our embrace was very public, and I wondered if it would get Logan in trouble with his job. I’d been an informant. My pictures were in the files. Surely his co-workers recognized me for surveillance. I wondered what they’d do to Logan. Would he lose his position for fraternizing? 
 
    His tongue maneuvered around mine, twisting and turning in harmony. I pulled away because things were getting heated to quick. “Wait. Maybe we should take this somewhere else.” 
 
    “I’ve got this place right outside the city. It’s pretty nice,” he teased. “Maybe you’d want to go there.” 
 
    We started walking together, my arm tangled inside of his. “Where are you parked?” 
 
    “Just around the corner.” We sauntered around the building, finally making it to his familiar sedan. He opened the door for me and watched as I climbed in. My heart was beating a thousand beats per minute. My excitement was through the roof. Even though I’d told myself this couldn’t happen – that we could never work.  
 
    I was a fool.  
 
    I’d been denying myself happiness because I was angry and afraid. It wasn’t until I heard him, until I saw the way only he could ever look at me, when I knew there was no stopping our connect, not even thousands of miles. 
 
    I would have liked to say we pulled the car over and fucked in the backseat like horny teenagers, but it would be a lie. While struggling to contain our excitement, Logan put his lights on to get through the city traffic. He kept a focus on the road while never letting go of my hand. We hardly said anything. We really didn’t need to. Logan and I were on the same page, right where we’d left off before. 
 
    As soon as he pulled into his driveway we both made a mad dash for the front door. We bypassed the living room and headed straight down the hall. Clothes were flying off before his door was shut, and by the time we made it to the mattress, his lips were on mine again.  
 
    With precision, I was lifted up, my legs shoved in the air. Logan came up between them, sucking on one of my nipples before finding my lips again. His hunger was so intense his breathing was strained. Sweat rolled down his forehead and his bare cheat was already shiny. I ran my hands over it, pinching his nipples hard to get a rise. He thrust inside of me without warning. I made a loud sound, shocked and pleased. It felt so good, the friction and pace. His worked his hips, grinding into me harder and harder.  
 
    We switched positions, him flipping me around and taking me from behind. I clung to the headboard as his rammed inside of full-force. I screamed out his name, getting off on the sounds escaping his lips. When I thought he was ready to explode, he removed himself and turned me around again, pulling my body to straddle his lap. My own lubrication allowed me to slip back in easily. In this position he was able to play with my tits and kiss me passionately.  
 
    I lost control, almost immediately. I fell victim to my own restraint, my head falling back as I was overwhelmed with euphoria.  
 
      
 
    Waking up in his arms made it all more real. I’d been dreaming of it for months, never thinking it would happen again. So much had changed in my life, some good, some bad, but my feelings for him had only intensified. I wanted this man with every ounce of need in my body. There had to be a way for us to make it work. 
 
    “I missed this, Cassie.” 
 
    “I missed you too. I should have called or sent you a message. Time slipped away from me.” 
 
    “How have you been?” He began to laugh. “It’s terrible I’m asking you this after we spent the night together.” 
 
    “I’ve been okay. A little lonely, but all right. I joined the police academy. Of course, I’m going to be behind since I had to come here to testify. I’m hoping it doesn’t hurt my chances of graduating on time, but you know how they are with regulations.” 
 
    He was in shock. “Are you serious, or are you yanking my chain?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “If you want, I can make some calls on your behalf,” he said while tracing his fingers up my thigh. “I’m sure I can put a good word in for you.” 
 
    “I don’t need your help, Agent Campbell. I can manage on my own.” 
 
    “Wow. What made you want to do it?” 
 
    This was an easy answer. “Someone showed me how to be a better person, how to help people who think they’re all alone in this big world. I wanted to be like him; to make the world better one case at a time.” 
 
    “This someone sounds like a great guy. Maybe you should think about giving him your heart.” 
 
    I sat up, leaning on my elbow while staring into his eyes. “Maybe I already have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIX MONTHS LATER… 
 
    Cassie 
 
      
 
    My name was coming up soon. I sat in the metal chair surrounded by my classmates, shaking and nervous. In the crowd was my entire family. I’d spotted some of them as they came in, but I knew more were scattered. I’d worked my ass off to graduate with my class, and now it was really happening.  
 
    I’d have to start out doing traffic, like most of the recruits, but I was determined to make a name for myself. I’d strive to do my best, and prove to my family that they could be proud of me, finally. 
 
    I heard my name being called and stood up. The uniform was going to take some getting used to. I felt like the collar was suffocating me, and wondered how it would be when it was scorching hot outside in the summer. Just as I was about to approach the stage, I heard someone whistling. My family was ridiculous like that, but when I looked out into the large group of spectators, family and friends, I saw the one person who made my heart melt every single time he was close.  
 
    Logan mouthed the words, ‘I love you’, quickly before I turned my gaze back to where I was headed. The next few minutes were a haze. I was too excited and nerve stricken to focus.  
 
    When the service was over everyone found their families in the crowd. Mine found me. They stormed me, attacking my petite frame with giant bear hugs and congratulations. Then I saw him, Logan approaching from a few rows over. He stopped right in front of my father and shook his hand. I’d been scared to introduce him as my boyfriend, especially after he upped and moved so we could be together.  
 
    Yep, you heard it right. Logan decided not to take on any new cases. He took a leave of absence from the FBI, sold his house to Charlie and never looked back. Since then, he’d been renting a house while he searched for something he could buy.  
 
    For the most part we were inseparable. He’d put in for a transfer to the Charlotte office, and was waiting for all the paperwork to go through. It was a couple hours from my parents, but close enough we could visit, if we decided to live together. For the time being we were taking it slow, falling in love, and appreciating each day we were able to share together. I had no idea what the future would bring, but I did have a good feeling Logan would be by my side to see it through. He was the light at the end of the tunnel, the hope when all felt lost. I may have gone through hell with Brant, but Logan showed me the way back to heaven.  
 
      
 
    The End. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Jax 
 
    The sound of the alarm on Amber’s phone was piercing to my ears, considering I’d gone to bed only hours before after staying up late to finish the slew of tasks she’d given me. It was going to be the first Thanksgiving we’d ever hosted and my woman was hell-bent on making sure it went off without a hitch.  
 
    I brought my arm over and tapped on the first spot my palm landed on. A slap sound made me smile, even as my eyes remained shut. I’d made contact with her squishy tit, her hand catching me from doing it a second time. “Cut it out, Jax,” Amber mumbled while the annoying tune was still blowing up the room. 
 
    “Turn the shit off. It’s still dark out.” 
 
    I felt the mattress moving and cracked my lids to discover her standing up. She was covering her perfect body with a thin robe as if she were leaving the room. I sat right up. “Where are you going now?” 
 
    “I have to put the turkey in,” she whispered. “Go back to bed.” 
 
    “No,” I insisted. “I’m coming too. I don’t need to hear any shit that I didn’t put forth the same amount of effort for this catastrophe tonight. It’s not every day the whole clan will be sitting in our dining room, enjoying a meal my wife slaved in the kitchen for days over.” 
 
    I caught her rolling her eyes before her hands caught each side of her hips. “First off, this isn’t a competition, at least not yet, and second, don’t be annoying this early. I may slip with the carving tool and take off an important limb before it can impregnate me with two more mini Jax’s running around.” 
 
    Her snarky comment caused a low cackle to escape me. My little twin girls were into everything. Every single time I saw them smile it was like I was put on this earth to give them all their little hearts could ever want. Yes, I was scared shitless of them becoming teenagers, but at least for now they were safe and sound with their daddy’s protection.  
 
    My attention went back to my overly-tired, seemingly antagonized wife. “You love it,” I added, while latching my hands around her trim waist. “I happen to enjoy making babies with you. In fact, let’s take advantage of a quiet house and get back in bed. I just had this dream about a position we’ve never tried before. It’s where you put your leg up above your head while I…” Amber cut me off. 
 
    She shoved me away lightly. “Jax, be serious. Go to sleep. I’ll come to bed once everything is situated in the kitchen.” 
 
    Against her orders, I followed Amber down the old wooden trimmed stairs and into the large country kitchen. We’d remodeled the space when we bought the property. What was once a small area, had been increased to a space capable of several people being able to work without feeling crowded. During the design process we’d kept in mind the size of my family, and what it would be like when filled to capacity. 
 
    Now, it was no secret that my wife wasn’t the most skilled in the kitchen. I found it hysterical to watch her struggle through recipes my mother could prepared with her eyes closed, though I never seemed to mind whatever she put on the table, even if it was unrecognizable due to being extra crispy. 
 
    After being asked three times to get the turkey out of our garage freezer, I’d stuck it in the large farmhouse sink to thaw. It’s twenty five pound size almost took up the entire area. “Are you sure you can handle something so big, baby?” 
 
    She was struggling to get her hands under the turkey to lift it out of the sink. I leaned against the kitchen island watching and waiting for her to react to my comment. It was clear Amber was determined to prove some point, even though, at this point in time, I couldn’t have cared less about the turkey being in the oven on time. I needed sleep. Sex first, because let’s face it, my wife in only a silk robe was pretty damn sexy. Then sleep. Lots of it. I needed to recuperate from a week’s worth of Amber’s preparation wrath. She’d been a force to be reckoned with. It was surprising she hadn’t had a nervous breakdown yet. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she came back with a resting bitch face. “It’s been a long time since I’ve handled something this size. I’m used to little things.” 
 
    I patted the cold quartz countertop. “That’s low. Way to make me feel insignificant.” 
 
    “No problem. You asked for it.” She spun back around and fiddled with the raw bird. “Are you going to stand there or come over here and help me put this in the roasting pan?” 
 
    I headed to the sink, shoving my wife over so I could manage it myself. My first attempt failed, the turkey covering my arms in slick lubrication from being rinsed. “It’s slippery,” I announced, after noticing her giving me one of her looks as if she knew I’d have issues with it. “Did you oil it up?” 
 
    She giggled, filling the empty kitchen with echoes of her amusement. “What? Of course not. Hurry up. If you keep messing around you’re never going to have time to bend me over.” 
 
    In my defense, my wife was a model. Hearing her talk about bending her fine ass over for me was like dangling a piece of chocolate in front of a woman on her period. I couldn’t resist. I got the turkey within inches of the damn pan before it slid out, slapping onto the counter first and them tumbling to the tile floor. 
 
    Amber’s hands went up to her shocked face, a screech escaping her tiny frame. “Oh my god!” 
 
    I crouched down quickly, taking hold of the two legs and lifting it up, back in the sink. “Shit, five second rule. It’ll be fine. We’ll rinse it off and nobody will ever know.” 
 
    “I will,” she whined. 
 
    “Don’t eat it then. Just go back to bed. I’ve got this under control. You’re making the situation worse.” 
 
    She pointed to the bird I was now rinsing off. “I’m making it worse? You just dropped our turkey on the floor.” 
 
    “It was an accident. Seriously, go check on the girls and I’ll be up in a minute. Let me handle this.” 
 
    “It still needs to be emptied and stuffed.” 
 
    I shook my head while trying to refrain from laughter. “I’m sure I have the skills to fill her up.” 
 
    “You’re sick. I’m out of here. Whatever happens to that poor bird next is on you. I want no part of it.” 
 
    “Come on, aren’t you into threesomes?” 
 
    “Goodnight, Jax.” 
 
    “Stay awake. Once I’m done with this, I’ll be horny and ready to stuff you.” 
 
    “Whatever!” I heard as she left the room. 
 
    I could tell she didn’t trust I’d do a good job, but I was confident. I rinsed the turkey, plopped it in the large pan, and threw on the seasoning bag my mother had been nice enough to prepare ahead of time. Unlike Amber, I knew to wait to stuff the turkey until a few hours later, so it didn’t overcook the scrumptious insides. Once I placed the gargantuan in the oven, I washed my hands and headed back up to bed. 
 
    Amber was on her side. I sauntered over to climb on top of her, only to lift the covers and find one of my daughters sleeping soundly against her mother. Amber opened her eyes and made a shh sound to keep me from waking the little girl. 
 
    Feeling disappointed, I walked over to my side of the mattress, feeling as if I reeked of raw turkey, while deprived of sex from my beautiful wife, all because a little princess decided to grace us with her company. After accepting the facts, I rolled over and cuddled up next to my girls, just waiting for the other one to wake up and want to join us. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    “We forgot the pies,” Reese announced as we pulled into Jax and Amber’s driveway.  
 
    I checked the console on the dashboard for the time. We were already an hour behind schedule, and knowing my sister-in-law Amber, she would be freaking out with worry of not being able to finish everything in time. She was such a worry-wart when it came to my family. I don’t know if it was her past of being a stripper, or maybe the fact that she was the rebound girl for Reese and my brother, but she always worked extra hard to please the people around us. Jax found it hilarious, since he knew everyone loved her. Hell, if Reese could be best friends with her, she was obviously a genuinely great woman. I have to say, I was surprised she ended up with my brother, but seeing them together for the first time a couple years ago changed the way I perceived my relationship with my brother.  
 
    Stealing his girlfriend from him years ago wasn’t the best idea I’d had. I’d like to say it was my biggest mistake, but then I wouldn’t have ended up with the woman I loved. For a while I thought I’d lost my brother over a girl, at least until Amber came into his life. After that, everything changed. 
 
    Jax was different. 
 
    He no longer cared about Reese, not in a romantic way. He even got along with me, only throwing my mistakes out there to pull at my nerves. We were cool, best friends again, determined to put the past between us. In all honesty, I think I was the one who had to live with uncertainty. It wasn’t so much about my relationship with Reese. We were solid and happy. It was more about being in the same room as the two of them and knowing they’d once planned a future together. My brother had slept with Reese before me, more times than I’d like to know. The past can’t be unwritten, and I guess in many ways I deserved a lifetime of torture because of it. 
 
    “Earth to Jake. Did you hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah, the pies. Sorry, I was thinking about the pie I enjoyed this morning.” My snarky comment got a reaction out of Reese. Her hand ran up between my legs while I drove the rest of the distance up the driveway. “Do you want me to turn around to get them?” We lived a mile from my brother, our property connecting to my parent’s ranch. He and Amber had purchased their house and remodeled it, deciding to stay and raise their children in one place. They were happy, and it was nice to be able to spend time apart, especially when we did almost everything together. 
 
    “If we turn around, we may need to have a round two of what made us late.” 
 
    “Jake, Amber is going to kill us. You know she’s freaking out about today. Drop me off and go back to get the pies.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She didn’t kiss me when she climbed out of the car. I honked the horn in hopes she’d come back, but got the middle finger from her instead. I rolled down the window and stuck my head out to be sure she’d hear me. “I will punish you for that.” 
 
    “Bring it on, babe.” In the driveway, facing our vehicle, Reese lifted her shirt and flashed me. I shook my head while putting the car in reverse to head back for the pies.  
 
    The woman drove me crazy, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    My cell phone rang just before arriving back at my house. “What’d you forget, shit brick?” 
 
    “Pies.” 
 
    “You’d think someone who never gets any would have pie on their mind constantly,” he taunted. 
 
    “Screw you. I get it way more than you.” 
 
    “Yeah right. Anyway, we just woke up.” A loud screaming could be heard in the background. “Oh shit!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I forgot to turn the oven on.” 
 
    “So, go turn it on.” 
 
    “No, in the middle of the night. We got up to cook the turkey. I forgot to turn the oven on when I put it in. Fuck. I’m grass, dude. My wife is going to cut off my balls and use them for stuffing filler.” 
 
    “I’m definitely not eating this meal tonight.” 
 
    “Google how to cook a turkey faster, and hurry up. I need backup.” 
 
    “You’re hopeless. How the twins are normal still boggles my mind.” 
 
    “Eat shit!” Jax said before hanging up. He was going to be in the doghouse, while I was basking in remnants of sex with Reese. At least one of us would be smiling during the day. 
 
    When I walked into the rear door located off the kitchen everything was quiet. The house didn't smell of food. The sink was still full of the same dishes as when we'd left them the previous night. With a good bit of sunshine coming in through the windows, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Following the sound of little feet, I came into the living room to discover one of my nieces standing there staring at me without clothes on. 
 
    I looked around. "Where is Mommy and Daddy at, Liv? Where’s Aunt Reese?" I could tell it was Olivia from the tiny apple-shaped birthmark on her neck. Other than that distinct difference, the twins were identical, much like their father and I. 
 
    The almost two year old pointed toward the stairs. "Up tairs," she said with a cute smile. 
 
    We rounded the corner at the top to have a perfect view of three adults hovering in front of a small laptop screen. "I found this naked kid downstairs if anyone cares." 
 
    Amber was scribbling something down on a calendar, while Reese held Olivia's sister Lex, short for Alexis. She gave me a quick glare that implied to refrain from any smart comments, while my brother paced around the room. He may as well have had his thumb up his ass. That's how ridiculous he appeared. "Does anyone want to tell me what's going on? I am standing here with a naked kid I found downstairs, alone." 
 
    Amber spun around to speak directly to me. "I've been offered a part in a movie." 
 
    This was amazing news. Our cousin Noah had married a country singer, who'd given Amber her big break in one of her music videos. Since then she'd been modeling and doing several more projects with other artists. This, however, was uncharted waters, and a huge opportunity for her. "Congratulations. That's terrific." 
 
    "No, it's not!" my brother interjected. "She needs to be on location in five days and it will run into the week of Christmas. We can't swing it, not with the twins." 
 
    "Jax is right," Amber agreed. "I'm not spending the holidays away from them. I’m good with one or two here and there, but this would kill me. I like being close to them, even Jax, for the most part." The last part was added for my brother’s amusement, and I had a feeling if we didn’t keep talking they were going to pounce on each other like wild animals, which was what got them impregnated to begin with. 
 
    "Maybe you could take them with you," I suggested. “Jax can handle his kids too. Nothing is going on this time of year on the ranch, so he’s not necessarily obligated to stick around here. Noah travels with Shalan when she’s on tour.” 
 
    The three adults looked at me as if I had three heads. Reese decided to explain. "Jake, they aren't even two. They can't have them in a hotel room for a month. They have too much they'd have to haul around to keep them nourished and comfortable. Plus, they still need to Christmas shop. How will that happen with two little children? Santa needs to visit them. It's not feasible." 
 
    Amber covered her face with both hands and shook her head. "I'll have to tell my agent it's not happening. I can't swing that kind of commitment." 
 
    It was obvious she was disappointed. 
 
    I motioned for Reese to follow me out of the room, so my brother and his wife could talk amongst themselves without an audience. This was a big deal, and as much as I’d like to say we did everything together, this was their business. 
 
    Reese guided Lex, while I carried her sister to their room. We quickly found their outfits sitting on a rocking chairs and dressed them to match, much like they did everyday. While Lex loved to put on clothes, her sister preferred to be naked. My mother stated it was a phase, but who could really tell. I mean, her mother was a stripper for a time. Maybe when we weren’t around they watched her dancing around for their father. Jax was into some weird shit. It was entirely possible.  
 
    Although they weren’t yelling, the conversation in the other room was becoming heated. Jax felt like Amber didn’t think he could handle the girls while she’d be filming. I could tell she was trying to explain how hard it would be for him, and after a few days he’d be out of his mind. She was thinking of them in an unselfish way, wanting to turn down her big break into a new venture for the sake and sanity of her family. If you asked me, it took a lot of sacrifice. 
 
    I turned to Reese when we made it back downstairs. “Can you handle these two if I run out for a bit? I think I have an idea, but it’s going to take me a couple hours to see if it can work.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” It was clear Reese was nervous about me having some kind of secret idea, especially since Jax and I were known to do things on a whim, which eventually backfired into a disaster. 
 
    “How do you feel about a road trip?” 
 
    “You’ve lost me, Jake.” 
 
    “A buddy I went to college with has a motorhome company, well his dad does, but he still works for him. Anyway, what if we went along to help out with the kids? We could stop to get our shopping in, watch the kids for them, and have everyone back in Kentucky in time for Christmas morning?” 
 
    “I’d say you’ve really got a screw loose if you think on Thanksgiving morning someone is going to rent you a high-dollar motorhome for a month to travel across the country with two small children.” 
 
    “You haven’t answered the question correctly. Reese, come on. You saw Amber’s face. She wants this. We can help them. Things are slow here. It’s the off season. We can afford it. It will be memorable. I promise.” 
 
    “As insane as I think it is, it might be the only way. Go see what you can do. I won’t say anything until we know it can happen. Please don’t take forever, and don’t you dare come back with the title to one of them. I know you, and how much of a compulsive shopper you can be. You’re easy to influence.” 
 
    I kissed my beautiful woman on her puffy lips. “I love you. I’ll be back as soon as possible. Keep it a secret until then, and don’t worry. I’m not buying an RV.” 
 
    As I was walking out the door, Reese stopped me. “Where do I tell them you went?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’ll think of something.” 
 
    Halfway down the road I considered turning around. This idea of mine was insane, but if it could work for my families advantage I had to make it happen. I’d do anything for my brother. Thirty days in a motorhome would be fine. We’d shared a room since birth. Everything would be fine. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    It was evident Amber wasn’t going to be able to fulfill a dream of hers since she’d gotten into the business of modeling. Everyone wants to crossover at different times in their career. It was much like getting a raise, I suppose in hindsight it’s exactly what it was. She’d be earning a huge payday, which in turned fueled her to want to take the job. It was financial security, not that we needed it. Our house was paid for, and since I owned a share of the ranch, we’d never hurt for anything.  
 
    Still, my wife was determined to give our daughters the best life possible. She wanted them to be able to travel the world and experience everything firsthand instead of through web searches and class assignments. I admired her ability to multi-task, but could also appreciate how she knew what would be best for our family as a hole. Amber had been right. There was no way I could spend a full month alone in a hotel room while she was filming. It wasn’t like it would be a nine to five job either. Some scenes would require them to work until they got it right. Now, on most days I could manage my girls, in my home, with all their necessities. That wasn’t the issue. Being trapped in a small area with little things to occupy them would be torturous. That doesn’t even count our inability to prepare for the holidays, on what would be the first real Christmas the girls could open their own gifts. They knew Santa was coming, and neither of us were about to take that away. 
 
    With my wife in my arms, clinging to me for reassurance that her decision wouldn’t bite us in the ass later, I kissed her head and let my lips linger there. “I know it’s hard, baby, but I think you’re a fantastic mother for thinking with your gut.” 
 
    “There’s always going to be more movies, Jax. I refuse to miss our girls on account of it right now.” 
 
    I patted her on the back before separating us. “We better get our asses in gear. If I’m going to fry up this turkey I need to get to the local store before everything closes.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your dad have a turkey fryer?” 
 
    “Probably somewhere. Do you really want me to mention our failures to them this early on? I mean, we need to pretend we pulled this off without a hitch.” 
 
    Amber laughed at my comment. “Jax, everyone knows we’ve never accomplished anything without a problem. I think we both knew something like this would happen.” 
 
    I kissed her quickly before preparing to leave the room. “Leave the turkey to me. I’ll get it done, and it will be the best fucking thing your mouth has ever tasted.” When I realized what I’d implied I reiterated. “The second best thing.” I winked before exiting the room to fetch my brother and hunt down a turkey fryer with little time to spare. 
 
    Unbeknownst to me, Jake was gone. I found Reese entertaining the girls in the living room. “Where the hell is my brother? Did he forget more pies?” 
 
    “No. He’ll be back shortly. Something came up.” 
 
    “What’s more important than Thanksgiving dinner?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask him when he gets back.” She was being mysterious, and since I knew Reese, I could already tell they were both up to something. Since I had too much on my plate already, I decided to ignore it and go on about my hunt.  
 
    After kissing my twins, I headed out to the ranch to enlist the help of my youngest cousin Josh. He was always getting into something; like smoking pot and screwing any girl that would spread her legs. I’d like to say he got his skills from me, but I was more selective. 
 
    I found Josh in his room playing a video game. He had a set of huge headphones on, never noticing I’d come in. Since it wouldn’t be appropriate to screw with his game progress, I decided on another approach to grab his attention. 
 
    After creeping up behind him, I unzipped my pants and dropped them to the floor. Then, with steady precision, I lifted my balls and placed them on his head. Josh spun like a Nascar driver who’d just won the cup, fast and furious. “What the fuck, dude?” 
 
    “You’ve been tea bagged, shithead. Hit save and come with me. I need your help.” 
 
    “I ain’t doing shit. I was out late last night.” 
 
    I yanked the paddle from his hand and tossed it on the bed. “I’m not asking. Get your ass dressed.” 
 
    Being older, and definitely wiser, Josh knew I wasn’t going to let up until he did what I’d asked. 
 
    I walked into the kitchen while waiting, only to find my Uncle Conner and Aunt Amy sitting at the table having coffee. My aunt spoke first. “I thought I heard your voice. Did Amber kick you out already?” 
 
    “No. She knows how good she has it.” 
 
    My uncle chuckled to himself. “It’s good you have such a God complex Jax, because when the shit hits the fan it won’t hurt as much.” 
 
    “Whatever. My wife has nothing to complain about.” I pointed to my groin area. 
 
    My aunt shook her head and looked away. “It’s too early, Jax. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’ve enlisted the help of Josh for today’s preparation.” 
 
    “That can’t be good. Are we going to have food to eat?” Uncle Conner almost seemed worried.  
 
    “Apparently Jake and Reese brought pie. It’s something.” 
 
    He cackled again. “How your mother could think this was a good idea is beyond me.” 
 
    “Conner, stop it. I’m sure dinner will be fantastic like it always is. What time are you expected the rest of the Kentucky crew?” My aunt asked. 
 
    My relatives all packed in vehicles like sardines so we could all be together for both Thanksgiving and Christmas. We always alternated the events, one being held in North Carolina, and the other back in Kentucky. My Uncle Colt and Aunt Savanna had arrived at my parents house two nights ago, while the rest of the clan had been trickling in since then. Addison and Cole, and Christian and Ethan were still unaccounted for. Noah and Shalan had arrived last week with their two kids, the new baby included. They were staying with my sister, Isabella and her husband Rusty. Our family was becoming way too large to keep track of. Just doing so was making my head hurt. “I don’t know. When they arrive, they arrive. The food will be ready at five.” 
 
    “We’ll be there. I’m bringing the mashed potatoes and green beans. I know your grandparents are making their famous kielbasa and sauerkraut. Your mom said she could smell it this morning when she walked outside.” 
 
    My mouth was watering as my aunt spoke. We only got to have it once a year, so I couldn’t wait to fill my plate and devour the hell out of it. 
 
    Josh appeared in the kitchen with a hat on his nappy head, in a pair of jeans and a wrinkled T-shirt. “How you get laid is beyond my understanding.” 
 
    “It’s an acquired taste,” he noted. 
 
    I raised my brows and shook my head from side to side. “You’re telling me. Come on, we need to get a move on. My wife can’t do it all alone.” 
 
    It wasn’t until we were outside that I explained why I needed Josh’s help. “So, most of the stores are closed, and I know for a fact there’s a turkey fryer somewhere in the attic of the old storage barn. I need you to help me dig it out.” 
 
    “What for? Shouldn’t you have thought about this days ago?” 
 
    I grinded my teeth together. “Look, I forgot to turn on the oven this morning. I’ve got a thawed twenty-five pound turkey that won’t cook in time. Shut up and help.” 
 
    He threw up his hand while becoming amused at my situation. “Everyone said you were going to fuck this up.” 
 
    “Suck my dick, Josh. I’ll make it work, even if I have to do it myself.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier to ask your dad where he put it?” 
 
    “That, my cousin, would imply I’ve failed, and it’s not an option. As far as my parents are concerned, everything is under control.” 
 
    “You can’t have Thanksgiving without a turkey. It’s like sinning in church.” 
 
    “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” He’d recently been rumored to have taken the preacher’s daughter down in the basement. Apparently, according to my sister who loved to gossip, he’d been caught with two hands up her dress, while on his knees. Since then, she said his parents hadn’t been forcing him to go with them, on account of being completely embarrassed. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not my fault she couldn’t keep her hands off me. I told you, I’ve got mad skills.” 
 
    “Well,” I rolled my eyes. “Use your mad skills to help me find the damn turkey fryer.” 
 
    After climbing the old wobbly ladder to make it to the storage area of the old barn, Josh and I scrambled through years of junk to locate the missing turkey fryer. After an hour of searching, we heard someone’s voice coming from the lower area. “What the hell are you two doing?” It was my father, Tyler. He was standing with his hands on his hips looking up into the loft area where we remained.  
 
    “I’m looking for something.” 
 
    “It’s thanksgiving morning. What could you be looking for up there?” 
 
    He wasn’t going to leave until I made something up. “Christmas decorations – the ones with the big balls.” 
 
    My dad scratched his head, seeming to be considering my truthfulness. “Your mother seems to think you need help. Maybe she was speaking literally, like mental help. Get your asses down and go make sure your wife isn’t burning down your house. You’re not moving back into our house with that crew. I love my grandkids, but I like it more when their parents come to pick them up.” 
 
    “The food will be perfect. Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Dad. Amber has it under control. Go on, now. Be on your way, so we can get back to work.” 
 
    My dad put his hands in his pockets and jingled around some loose change. “Well, alright then.” He turned to leave, only to say something right before walking out. “If you’re looking for the turkey fryer it’s out back in the shed. I used it last night. Your mom wanted to make sure we had something edible, just in case. See you all a little later.” 
 
    I turned to Josh, seeing him laughing to himself. “Come on, Jax. You know it’s a little funny. Everyone has tasted Amber’s cooking. She’s got other qualities that make up for it.” 
 
    I pointed toward him. “Don’t be looking at wife inappropriately. I’ll have to kick your ass.” 
 
    He motioned his hands as if it were in peace. “Hey, looking isn’t against the rules. Don’t worry, I don’t plan on stealing her away. Nobody wants your sloppy seconds.” 
 
    This made me laugh loudly. “Unless your name is Jake. He seems to like them.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    I started moving toward the ladder. “Come on. Let’s go get the fryer and get the hell out of here. Amber’s probably freaking out, and I don’t want her knowing my parents prepared a backup turkey. She’ll get bent out of shape. It’s important I make sure tonight’s dinner is amazing, even if I have to drive somewhere and buy the prepared food to make it happen.” 
 
    We were coming out of the barn when Josh spoke again. “You know, you might want to go ahead and start making some calls.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth. We’re going to have a nice family gathering. Nothing will be burnt, and everyone will be impressed, including my parents.” 
 
    “When this blows up in your face don’t get pissed about it.” 
 
    I shoved him lightly. “When it doesn’t, you’re going to be the first to tell my wife how amazing it was, and you better keep your damn eyes on hers as you speak. If I catch you checking out my wife, I’ll kick your ass until Sunday comes around.” 
 
    He seemed to accept that I wasn’t messing around. It was bad enough how wherever we went men stared at her, even women. She was stunning, and all mine. No woman could compare to my wife, and the way she made me feel each and every day. Even if dinner turned out awful, I’d still be sitting next to her eating every single bite. That’s how much she meant to me. 
 
    When I arrived back at the house Amber has the laptop on the kitchen counter. She was listening to a video on how to fry the turkey. I walked up behind her and reached my hands around her small framed waist. “How’s it going?” 
 
    She didn’t move from our position. “Did you find it?” 
 
    “Of course. I told you I would.” 
 
    “I’ve managed to get all the casseroles in the oven with the timers set. The sausage stuffing balls will be the last to go in. Don’t forget to remind me to do that. I’ve got the cheesecake thawing, and the fresh cranberries are in the refrigerator. I tasted them already, and they turned out so sweet. Oh, and I also made sure the stewed tomatoes were ready to reheat for just before dinner is served.” 
 
    “What about the rolls?” 
 
    “We have two kinds, and a loaf of fresh bread from the market. The hordervs will be out around three. We just need to pop them in the oven right before. Reese is going to take some stuff over to their house so everything will fit in the oven.” 
 
    I spun her around to face me. “We’re going to pull this off, baby. It’ll be great.” 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll take care of the turkey.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    She smiled, which caused me to do the same. “It was nice getting that call this morning about the movie. I know I can’t take the job, but it’s great knowing someone asked for me.” 
 
    I stroked her cheek, moving a few loose hairs and tucking them behind her ear. “I wish there was some way we could make it work. You know I’d do whatever you wanted. I know how much it means to you.” 
 
    “Jax, you and the girls are what’s important. If I’m never in a movie I’ll be fine. If I spent the holidays away from you three, I’d never forgive myself.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. It never hurts to get extra reassurance.” 
 
    She kissed me gently on the lips. “If today turns out okay, I’ll give you an extra special dessert later.” 
 
    I reached down and pinched her ass as I spoke. “I’ll make damn sure it’s perfect, because I know there’s a delicious pie waiting for me now.” 
 
    “You’re terrible,” she teased while separating us. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    Just then I saw the swinging door to the living room coming ajar. Two little girls ran while screaming, being chased by their aunt who was pretending to be a cat. The clung to both my legs once reaching me, acting as if she were really going to harm them. “Dude, leave my girls alone or I’ll sick a big dog on you.” 
 
    Reese rolled her eyes. “Big dog? You’re more like a cute Pomeranian. You can bite ankles, but not do much damage.” 
 
    There was a lot I could have said to come back at her, but one look at my wife told me I better behave. “Girls, pretend to be big dogs. Go get her!” 
 
    They looked at me with their bright brown eyes and matching dimples for a brief moment, contemplating if my idea would work. Then, almost at the exact time, I watched them go after Reese, chasing her back into the other room. 
 
    Amber had her hands on her hips, giving me a look of approval. “You really want that pie later, don’t you?” 
 
    “You’re damn right, I do.” I smacked her lightly on the ass. “I’m going to clean out the fryer. If you need me I’ll be outside.” 
 
    When I walked out of the house I finally felt as if we were going to pull Thanksgiving dinner off without another major catastrophe. For once, things seemed to be looking up, instead of turning to complete shit. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t thought this completely through. Was I really willing to trap myself in a small metal living space for an entire month? Would Amber even go for it? 
 
    Since it seemed like Reese was on board, I decided in some ways I still owed Jax for betraying his trust so long ago. Sure, everything turned out better than either of us could have imagined, but the road to redemption had been rocky.  
 
    At any rate, I’d already arrived at the Motorhome business in hopes of being able to make Amber’s dreams of being in a movie a reality. 
 
    An older man came walking out a side door of the house located next to the business. He was patting down his white hair as it blew in the wind. With a hand extended, he stopped in front of me. “Welcome to RV World. I’m big Joe.”
“Hey, Joe. I used to attend school with your son, Joe Jr. We played football together.” 
 
    “I remember. You and your brother was a force to be reckoned with. It’s a shame you didn’t go pro, son. You both had potential.” 
 
    “Yeah, well life kind of happened instead. Speaking of which, that’s sort of the reason I’m here. I’m sorry to come on Thanksgiving, but we’ve run out of options. You see, my sister-in-law is a model.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the one.” He snickered. “Small town. Everyone knows everything.” 
 
    “True. The thing is, she’s been offered a part in a movie, but she and my brother have twins girls, and the schedule would take her away from them for a month. I’m not real sure how this is going to play out, but my fiancée and I thought if we could rent an RV we’d be able to keep them together for the holidays.” 
 
    He rubbed his chin as if he was considering my idea. “I don’t normally rent RVs.” 
 
    Just when I was about to feel defeated, he reiterated. “But I know your daddy, and his for that matter. You come from good people, so I’m sure I’ve got something on this lot that will get you where you need to go. You sure you’re not interested in buying one of these? I’ve got a great one that’s been sitting her for a year.” 
 
    I shrugged. I’d never much thought about it. It would be nice to camp with the family while still having the luxuries of home. The women wouldn’t bitch as much, and us guys would have time to relax. “I suppose for the right price I could be.” 
 
    I wasn’t a fool. Anything that sat on a lot for a long period of time had to have defects. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    Nothing. I’m obligated to tell you about the previous owners. A husband and wife purchased the motorhome to travel to Florida for the winter months. They picked the RV up on a Thursday and headed out that following Monday. They got about twenty miles down the road and the old man had a stroke and passed away. In light of what happened, his wife returned the unit. It seems that the news of someone dying behind the wheel has prevented anyone from purchasing it. It wouldn’t be right for me to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “How much of a discount are you willing to give me to take it off your hands?” I was intrigued. Jax might be freaked out about it, but I couldn’t have cared less. One man’s loss was my gain. If this guy was willing to take off enough money, I’d be interested in owning. 
 
    “Let me show you the motorhome. If you like it I’ll show you some comparisons and then we’ll talk money. How’s that sound?” 
 
    “I’m sort of pressed for time. I need to be back before dinner, and I’m sure you don’t want to spend the day here.” 
 
    “We’ve got some time,” he reassured me. He wanted the sale, and I was hopeful we’d be able to work something out. 
 
    We spent two hours touring each trailer on the lot, starting with the used unit. In all honesty, I didn’t know the first thing about motorhomes. We’d camp out of a cabin my whole life, and the idea of being able to pick up and drive away was appealing. I knew we’d get a lot of use out of it. The more I looked at them, the easier my decision of buying one was becoming. Against Reese’s judgment, I fell victim to my own bad habits and took the plunge into ownership. 
 
    When it was all said and done, we sat across from one another with a slew of paperwork between us. I’d agreed to do a one month rent to own deal, making the deciding factor my families ability to not kill one another while using it. If this went well we’d be able to spend many trips together, traveling without having to leave most of our special amenities behind. I’d also made plans to bring it back for a final inspection and to finish some financial details we couldn’t do since it was a holiday. Shaking on good faith was all it took in the end game.  
 
    Since I then had two vehicles to take home, I called my sister, Isabella, and asked if her husband could come drive my car home so I can manage the beast and attempt to get used to it. 
 
    I’d been gone for three hours by the time I pulled the RV onto the ranch. The first person to come outside was my father, of course looking me up and down with wonder while waiting for me to explain. “What? Reese and I decided to take our shit show on the road. We’re doing forty eight states in six months.” 
 
    “Bullshit. What the hell are you doing with that monstrosity?” 
 
    “If you have to know,” I continued. “I’m trying to make Amber’s dreams come true.” 
 
    My father stared at me, even more confused than before. “Come again?” He shook his head. “Please tell me you aren’t hitting that.” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t believe he’d ask, especially after my brother and I had already been through hell with the Reese situation. “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    He pointed to the RV. “Just tell me what the hell you’re doing, Jake. Your mother will pitch a fit if you cause problems for your brother today.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, you’ve got it all wrong. I’m trying to make life easier for them. It’s kind of a surprise, so I’d rather not announce it. Just do me a favor and keep your mouth shut until I can explain. They don’t have any idea I’ve gone out and done this.” 
 
    My Uncle Colt managed to step outside carrying a large crock pot. His wife, Savanna followed behind him with a large covered turkey platter, heading in the direction of their vehicle. “Is that yours, Jake?” He asked. 
 
    “It might be. Ain't she a beauty?” 
 
    He handed my father the pot of food and headed in my direction. “You mind if I check it out?”  
 
    We walked inside, my dad coming with us, filling the motorhome with the aroma of a mystery Thanksgiving casserole. It took me a few minutes to maneuver the bump outs, which extended the trailer on both sides, doubling the square footage. I have to say, the look on my dad’s face was impressive. “You could live in here.” He crossed his arms.  
 
    Since it was in my nature to irritate my father until he reached a breaking point, I decided to fabricate a story even he’d go for. “Okay, fine. I’ll tell you what’s going on, but you have to promise to keep it a secret until I can share the news with Jax. He doesn’t know I’ve acquired transportation and I don’t want him finding out from someone else.” 
 
    “Well, don’t keep us waiting,” my dad announced. “What are you planning on doing with such a high dollar piece of machinery?” 
 
    I sighed, as if to be relieved, though it was all part of the joke. “I suppose it’s been a long time coming, ever since we discovered Reese had been involved in a porno flick. It was a shock at first, I think to both of us. Of course, Jax was the first person to point it out to me, he and Amber had been searching for a good video to entertain their extracurricular needs.” I waited to watch the reaction of my uncle’s disapproving face before continuing. “Anywhoo, Jax told me about the video, and after giving Reese hell, she finally admitted to being a part of it. She said she did it for the money, and didn’t think anyone would ever find out. Jax wasn’t too bent out of shape, considering she was with another female in the video, and with the time factored in they’d definitely been a couple. His only problem was how she hadn’t included him.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. Your brother would have mentioned it. He wouldn’t let you live something like that down.” 
 
    “It just happened a few weeks ago. He promised Amber he wouldn’t give Reese a hard time about it.” I was doing my best not to crack up laughing. My Uncle Colt seemed like he was going to take my hand and say a prayer for us. The more disturbed his grimace became, the harder I wanted to push at his nerves. 
 
    “So what does any of that have to do with a mobile home, son? I know this wasn’t cheap. You’re not planning on moving away? Surely the family will be considerate of her bad choices. We all make mistakes. Only God can judge us.” 
 
    “No. We’re not going to run away from our problems. We’re going to embrace them. I got a good deal, and if it doesn’t work out I can return it. It’s rent to own for the first few months.” 
 
    After watching him pick the prepared food up, my father kept pushing. “Again, spill. I’m not standing here with my hands full of food all day.” He was anxious, making the situation even more appealing. I loved shocking him, making him feel like he failed as a parent. The best part was knowing he would do whatever it took to protect my mother from it, even fabricating a whole different scenario to defer her from finding out we’d somehow screwed up. I half expected it was because she’d blame him for his earlier shenanigans.  
 
    “We’re planning on driving it across country filming college chicks getting freaky in order to kick start our new porn venture. It’s been a dream of ours for quite some time.” 
 
    I could tell my dad was catching on that I was joking, while Uncle Colt seemed to be sickened. It was quite entertaining to witness. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Jake,” he attested. “You need to make better choices. Doing something like that will ruin your lives. I don’t know what you and your brother are into these days, but you need to think twice about getting involved in something so taboo. You’ll be taking advantage of young desperate girls, not to mention putting yourselves in danger of being charged with underage pornography or worse. You never know what these girls will say for a few extra dollars in their bank accounts.” 
 
    By this point, my dad had jumped on board, with me, not my uncle. “Actually, I think it’s an opportunity. Good for you. Sometimes I wonder where I’d be if it wasn’t for your mother keeping me tied down. Imagine the amount of pussy you’re going to get to see, and your wives are on board. That’s fantastic.” 
 
    It only took my dad a few seconds to burst into a laughing fit. He tapped on my uncle’s shoulder. “Lighten up, Colt. He’s yanking your chain.” 
 
    I chuckled with my dad. “We had you going. Damn. It was too easy.” 
 
    Uncle Colt seemed annoyed, but thankful we weren’t getting into the porn business. “You had me going. I never know what you two are getting in to.” 
 
    “Jax is a married man, with a woman he would never take for granted. I’d like to think he would have been in on the joke, but I never know with him. He walks a tight rope when it comes to keeping Amber happy.” 
 
    “He’s whipped,” Dad added. “Plain and simple.” 
 
    “It takes one to know one,” Uncle Colt added. 
 
    “True.” Dad exclaimed, before turning his attention back to me. “Alright, enough of the bullshit. Why did you go out and buy a motorhome on Thanksgiving?” 
 
    “In due time, Dad. I’ll tell everyone the news once I know everything is a go. I can tell you this… It does have something to do with film, and the four of us being together for an entire month.” 
 
    Seeming to be puzzled, I headed out of the motorhome, hoping to leave them puzzled as to my intentions. 
 
    They joined me a few seconds later, my dad closing the door as he exited. 
 
    “What’s in the crockpot?” I asked. 
 
    “Your Aunt Van’s macaroni. She also made an extra turkey, just in case Amber’s doesn’t work out.” 
 
    My dad chimed in. “That makes two of us. Miranda had me fry one up last night.” 
 
    I laughed. “Jax is going to shit himself by the time the night is over. I can’t wait to see his face when you both walk in with two turkeys. He’s doing his best to pull this off, but let me just say, when I last saw them they were getting worried.” 
 
    “If I were you, I’d keep that bit of information from Jax and Amber. They’re adamant about tonight.” 
 
    My dad and uncle looked at one another, and then both back to me. He spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “History repeats itself. We needed to make sure there would be scrumptious food, instead of the charbroiled kind they tend to end up with.” 
 
    I shook my head and started to head toward my sister Isabella’s house, which was also located on the property. “You all do whatever you want. I need to get back to Jax before he commits Thanksgiving suicide. Smell you two later.” 
 
    As I ventured away from them, a smile remained on my face. I was optimistic about the outcome of my getting the motorhome, and hoping that when my brother and Amber saw it they’d know everything was about to work out. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready to drop it in. Are you sure the temperature is set right?” Jake asked while holding the twenty five pound turkey, prepared to lower it into the hot grease. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been on for an hour. Drop it in.” 
 
    I wasn’t one to read directions, not that my dad’s turkey fryer came with any. I was pretty sure my mom had them somewhere in the house, or that I could pull them off the internet, but chose to wing it, much like everything I attempted. The concept was simple. You drop the bird in the hot oil and when it turns brown it’s ready to eat. It was foolproof. 
 
    “If you say so.”  
 
    I never could have expected what would occur when my brother took my advice. At first I realized I’d put too much oil into the pot. As the turkey dropped, hot oil poured from the sides, falling down and igniting against the open flame. We both backed up and watched as the fire spread to the inside of the pot, a loud crackling sound coming from the turkey. 
 
    “Holy Shit! Get the hose!” I scrambled around it, completely in denial that I’d misjudged to this degree. 
 
    Drops of little flames fell onto the ground, charring the cold grass surrounding the area. “I got this!” Jake fetched the garden hose, hopeful to control the blaze, only to discover it fueled it more. In a matter of seconds the plastic prep table beside it was on fire, and it was spreading to a nearby shed, full of equipment, included cans of kerosene. “Shit. It’s not helping.” He was doing his best to manage the situation, while I was still assuming it would burn out and be fine. 
 
    It only took a few more seconds for the situation to become alarming. I think at the same moment we realized the worsening situation could potentially destroy property if we didn’t get control of it soon.  
 
    We both panicked, running around kicking the spots to cover them in dirt, all the while ignoring the bird. Imagine two grown men shouting and losing their shit, not knowing what the hell to do to rectify the situation we’d clearly gotten ourselves into. In the middle of chaos, I heard the sound of the screen door shutting, turning around to watch as my wife’s heart shattered. All her hopes of having a perfect day were falling apart, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to make it better. 
 
    Amber came closer, her hands covering her mouth. “No. No. No. Not today.” She ran into the garage, coming out with a large drop cloth and tossing it over everything. For a few seconds it seemed under control, up until the flames burned through the material.  
 
    Reese came outside with her cell phone up to her ear. I already knew she was on the phone with the fire department, and as much as I’d like to think we had things under control, I could only imagine them escalating quickly. 
 
    Jake and I continued burying the new batches of fire as they formed, containing the grease fire to a smaller location. My concern was that the propane canister would explode, so we continued tossing dirt around it to prevent it from overheating. Jake used the hose to soak the ground around the shed, taking away anything highly flammable so it wouldn’t catch. “Just keep at it. It will eventually burn out.” His announcement made me cringe, because I knew my wife was listening, losing all hope for a beautiful presentation to our Thanksgiving meal. I pictured a black bird, so crispy one touch caused it to disintegrate, while our entire family watched in horror. 
 
    I wasn’t just going to be in the doghouse, there was a good chance I wouldn’t be having any more children, because she was going to tear off my balls and serve them as an alternative. The thought caused me to cringe in fear, while I watched the backyard lawn turning to ash. 
 
    The sirens were loud as they approached the property. In the time it took them to arrive a ten by ten area of the yard had been burned. My wife stood in tears and they pulled out back and assessed the situation. It took them seconds to spray the fire and put it out. Two firemen lifted the pot, taking it away from the propane tank, while another made sure the gas was finally turned off.  
 
    I heard them talking amongst themselves. “What a bunch of idiots.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve seen it all now,” the other one agreed. “Did you see the wife? She’s probably wondering why she married such a moron.” 
 
    “Don’t let them give you shit. They haven’t seen pussy since the Cowboys won a Super bowl, and it was probably their mom back then. Look at them. They’re so damn out of shape they can’t even see their dicks without a mirror.” My brother put his arm around and watched. I wasn’t sure if he was genuinely sorry for being a part of it, or just felt pity for what I was about to get from my wife. Either way, I accepted his support. “It’s all going to be fine, bro,” he tried to reassure me. “Don’t listen to those assholes.” 
 
    We received a few dirty looks as they left the property, but I didn’t choose to egg them on like my brother. I was already in enough hot water with Amber. When everything was quiet the emergency crew left us standing in the backyard. Jake and I approached the pot, both taking a side of the turkey grate and pulling it out. It was black, charred and ruined. 
 
    My poor wife remained in the same position, succumbing to the realization that we’d once again failed at cooking the damn bird. 
 
    Jake patted me on the back. “Don’t worry. I know for a fact someone else made a turkey. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    Even though I knew my mother had a backup plan, it was clear my wife wasn’t going to appreciate it for the sentiment. She’d see it a her failing, and to Amber, it wasn’t an option.  
 
    We watched her rush into the house, Reese staying behind with us. It may not have been a big deal to them, but it was obvious my wife was devastated. She’d gone out of her way to prove she could handle the event, only to come up with a burnt turkey, and it was all my fault. 
 
    I told my brother and his woman to remain outside, while I tended to my distraught wife. I found her on the couch, face down. The twins were on the loveseat, still asleep through the sirens and mayhem. I was glad they’d missed it. 
 
    “Baby,” I whispered. “It’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. We don’t have a turkey. The whole meal is based on that stupid bird. I’m never going to hear the end of this. I should’ve known when I got up this morning it was going to be a terrible day. I should have stayed in bed.” 
 
    I wiped the makeup off her cheeks. “I will fix this.” 
 
    Amber rolled her eyes. “Jax, don’t. I’m not blaming you. I won’t be a jerk. I know you tried, but it’s ruined.” 
 
    “Sit tight. I have an idea.” 
 
    “What?” she asked as I started to leave the room. 
 
    “There’s a place selling Thanksgiving dinners. I’ll go pick up a turkey or two. It’ll be fine. We’ll throw away the evidence and nobody but us will know. Jake and Reese will take it to the grave.”  
 
    Amber stood then headed in my direction. “This is a disaster.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fine. I love you. I’ll go out and steal the neighbors turkey if I have to.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” She seemed like she believed I’d do it. My neighbor closest to the property was my family, so it wouldn’t have even been a big deal since they’d be attending dinner anyway. 
 
    Before heading into town, I considered getting the turkey my mother made and filling her in on the mess I’d made. Then I decided to keep the peace with my wife and get two smaller turkeys prepared by professionals, so she could have the presentation she dreamed of.  
 
    Thankfully, they were open and had several birds completely cooked and ready to go. I purchased the two biggest in size and paid for them, content on knowing it was for a good cause. Amber would be thrilled, and everyone could feast never knowing what we’d gone through just to have meat on the table. 
 
    An hour later we were in full preparation mode. The table was being set. Reese was vacuuming. Jake was crawling around with the twins on his back to keep them occupied, while Amber focused on the side dishes she’d planned on making. 
 
    For a few seconds I stood there watching. She caught me and smiled. “Thank you for this, Jax.” 
 
    I stepped closer, pulling her into my arms. “I told you not to worry.” 
 
    “You set fire to the backyard. Your dad’s fryer is black. We have no grass. You still haven’t finished making your so-called stuffing balls you claim is some kind of tradition. It’s hard not to worry.” 
 
    “We pulled it off. Look at everything. It’s perfect. As far as the balls, just leave that to me. I can make them with my eyes closed.” 
 
    “I love you.” Her words were always welcomed. 
 
    I brushed my lips over hers. “I think I deserve an extra special dessert tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I have something in mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once I calmed my wife down, at least enough to get her out of my hair, I got back to work, scavenging around to prepare the second most important part of the meal. I’d managed to cook the sausage ahead of time, so shaping them together was the easy part. Fifteen minutes later they were in the oven, baking to a crispy brown hue so that everyone could stuff their mouths with my balls and be blessed with an incomprehensible burst of flavor. 
 
    It was evident my family was going to show up with dishes they’d prepared. We’d have enough food to feed a small village, and after three or so helpings, we’d sit around comatose watching football until eventually most of us fell asleep. 
 
    For a little while all was quiet, like the calmness before the storm. I watched the clock on the wall ticking, counting down the minutes until the house was filled with more people than it could handle.  
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    Five turkeys.  
 
    That’s how many appeared on the large kitchen counter, set up buffet style. With every single guest that entered the home, a large bird was being carried. At first it was funny, especially considering everyone had the same idea – that Amber would burn the house before she could pull off a Thanksgiving feast. Only a few of us knew about the catastrophe earlier in the day, and since it was technically Jax’s undoing, Amber wasn’t responsible. 
 
    Along with the slew of poultry, we had plenty of scrumptious side items to surely send us into food comas after the second and third helpings. As tradition would entail, ten turkey drums would be available for what my father had renamed as the annual eye for an eye event.  
 
    Years back, it started out as a terrible accident. My dad apparently waved his turkey leg around, smacking it right into my mother’s eye. Blinded by the natural grease, she scurried around trying to alleviate the sting, while the rest of the family observed the fiasco.  
 
    Since that Thanksgiving, someone was always trying to get my dad back. Shenanigans were bound to happen at our family get-togethers anyway, but unlike the unexpected prank, this one would go down in history of a strategically planned attack. 
 
    With the food ready to eat, and everyone congregating inside the warm home the time had come to bring out the surprise. With the family packing into Jax’s place like sardines, I snuck out and retrieved the large motorhome, arriving back at my brother’s house without them noticing I’d left. With my heart rapidly beating out of excitement, I laid on the horn, becoming surprised at how loud it sounded. 
 
    One by one the family came outside, everyone waiting for an explanation.  
 
    I opened the door and peeked out, giving them all a once over before stepping foot on the ground. Reese approached me first. “I’m not sure this a good idea. Maybe we should just take a trip instead.” 
 
    “It’s going to work,” I said under my breath, changing my tone when it came to explaining what I had up my sleeve. My attention was on Jax and Amber, who clearly awaited an explanation. “Now that everyone is here I’d like to make an announcement.” 
 
    Jax crossed his arms, but said the first thing on his mind. “You’re joining the traveling circus?” 
 
    “You wish. They offered to bring me on, but I figured you’d get jealous and follow me. Then Amber would seek us out and kick our asses.” 
 
    “Enough screwing around you two,” our mother said while her arms covered her chest to keep the chill off of her. 
 
    “Fine. So this morning Amber got offered a part in a movie.” I felt it was necessary to add some details. “Don’t get all excited Uncle Colt. It’s not a porno. We won’t get to see her tits.” 
 
    “Jake!” my mom was not amused, which in turn only fueled me to want to continue. 
 
    My dad couldn’t keep his amusement at bay. He put his hand on Uncle Colt’s shoulder and gave him a playful shove. I smirked before continuing, winking at Noah as I went, who was also annoyed. “Anyway, it’s an opportunity for her to have a chance to work with some big names. Amber thinks she can’t manage the twins and take the offer. She wants to turn it down.” 
 
    The yard filled with people giving her their opinions. It became so loud I couldn’t keep explaining. 
 
    Amber walked toward me. Her hands were on her hips when she started talking. “Jake, why would you tell them? Jax and I made our decision. The timing is wrong.” 
 
    “The timing is right, dear sister-in-law. With this baby here,” I tapped on the motorhome. “You’re going to be able to take the job while coming home to your kids and horny husband each night.” 
 
    “What?” Jax came up behind her, the crowd of family members tuning in finally. 
 
    “I’ve got a plan. After discussing it with Reese, we’ve decided to go with you. We’ll help Jax with the girls while you’re on set. We’ll do our shopping on the road, and make it back to Kentucky before Santa shows up.” 
 
    Jax shook his head and laughed. “You and Reese want to take a road trip across the country with two small children during the holiday season? Have you lost your damn mind?” 
 
    I felt confident. “Nope. I’m thinking about what’s best for everyone. It’s got two big bedrooms. We can set the girls up in the living room. You won’t have to haul all your shit in hotel rooms or do without. Everything will be within reach.” 
 
    
“Whose driving?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    “No, I want to drive. I’ve seen how easily you’re distracted.” 
 
    I shook my head and noticed my mother speaking to Amber. “Sweetie, you don’t want to pass up on the opportunity. Traveling with the girls might not be ideal, but you’ll be together. They’re young enough it will be easy. You can stop and see Santa in your travels. Jake and Jax will find plenty to keep them occupied.” 
 
    Amber rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t take much. That’s kind of what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “Hey, now. Jake and I will be on our best behavior.” Jax wrapped his arms around his wife, not paying any attention to the crowd of people still standing around. “This is your chance, baby. I think Jake might be onto something. I know your hours will be long, but think about coming home to us every night. We won’t have to spend a night apart, and if we’re lucky, we’ll still be able to spend Christmas with this whole crew.” 
 
    Amber finally saw the big picture. “I can’t believe you did this, Jake. You only found out about the movie thing this morning.” 
 
    “I know. I spent the good part of it in a sales trailer convincing some old man I was someone he could trust. I figure we’ll give it a try, and if we like it, I’ll proceed with the sale. For now it’s a trial commitment.” 
 
    “In other words,” Reese added. “You can’t be reckless. We’ll have to take care of it, or Jake will be responsible.” 
 
    “I’m already responsible, Reese. I’ve pretty much signed my name in blood to take it.” She seemed shocked I’d done something without much thought. It wasn’t a frugal choice, but well worth it if we’d get use out of it. If anything we’d use it to go back and forth to Kentucky. “Imagine driving to Kentucky and never having to stop for meals or to take a shit. I thought it would give us something to make memories in.” 
 
    “We have a new house payment, and a wedding.” 
 
    “What’s another sixty grand, baby?” 
 
    I watched my parents mouths drop in shock. Reese looked as if she was going to pass out, while my brother continued to smirk from ear to ear. Knowing him, he’d neglected to hear my comment, only focusing on how he and Amber could screw in each of the rooms before Reese and I would get a chance. Kids didn’t seem to slow my brother down, not when it came to getting his wife in the sack. I couldn’t blame him. He’d been obsessed with her since day one, and I’m pretty sure she was just as smitten. Their quick nuptials didn’t reflect the struggle they both had to realize they belonged together. I think the courthouse approach was a means to an end. Besides, with Amber’s busy modeling schedule, she didn’t have time to sit down and plan a detailed event, like Reese spent most of her free time doing.  
 
    With everyone beginning to freeze, our Aunt Savanna gathered up a bunch of the family. “Come on everyone. Let’s get a group picture before going inside. The food will be cold.” 
 
    My dad offered another option. “Hold on. I think we need to hear Amber’s answer before we start celebrating. Don’t keep us waiting, hun. Are you going to be the first Mitchell on the big screen?” 
 
    Amber was in the spotlight, much like she was used to. She shrugged. “I guess I can’t refuse now. I mean, it’s not every day someone risks his credit score for me to follow my dreams.” 
 
    Everyone in the group celebrated with some kind of amused response. Jax stepped forward and took my hand, shaking it with a firm grip. “Dude, this is great. I can’t believe you did this shit.” 
 
    “The girls might kill us after a few nights on the road.” 
 
    “They’ll live. This means a lot to Amber and me too. I can tell it was getting to her among everything else today. Now she can focus on dinner and worry about the move afterwards.” 
 
    “Why would she need to focus on dinner? We can feed the entire town with as many turkeys as we have in your kitchen. Tell me why you went out and bought yours again. You had to know Mom would make at least one. Seriously, bro, you can feed the homeless in at least four countries.” 
 
    Jax got closer so nobody else could hear him. “I’d do anything to keep my wife happy. Take notes, brother. If you want the pussy, you have to work for it. I buy a bird, I get to stuff to stuff the wife later.” 
 
    “I’ve never had to work for pussy, and I sure as hell won’t be considered someone’s bitch for it to happen.” 
 
    “I happened to like it when she makes me her bitch. The things she can do with those long legs.” He made a sound like he’d bitten into a moist brownie and was savoring every morsel. “MmMm. You just don’t know.” 
 
    “I’d rather not hear about the detail of your fornicating. It might make me go into the priesthood.” 
 
    “Just wait until Reese starts popping out kids. You’ll see. Her vagina will get six times bigger, and you’ll wonder if you should stick your head up there and call out for anyone inside of it.” 
 
    “You have a screw loose. You’re sick!” 
 
    “Serious, dude. It’s huge. Then like magic it’s back to normal, calling out your name every time the panties come off.” 
 
    “I’ve suddenly lost my ability to rationalize with you.” 
 
    “Soon you’ll be struggling to find time to sleep and shit in peace. Having sex is like Christmas. You’ll see. Plus you’ll be thanking me for all the great advice.” 
 
    “You and I clearly have different opinions of Christmas and sex. Jesus is the reason for the season. Didn’t you listen in church?” 
 
    “Isn’t that the place where I lost my virginity? I seem to recall the girl calling out for Jesus a few times, but it was obvious she knew that wasn’t my name.” He teased. 
 
    “There’s no hope for you.” Since I knew when his first time had taken place it was obvious he was fooling around.“ Nonetheless, I’m happy to spend the holidays cramped in a motorhome, driving wherever Amber needs to be in order for your family to have a better life, screwed up or not. Maybe she can afford a high-dollar shrink for your demented mind.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Look, all puns aside, I’m doing this for you. It’s important we make it to Kentucky, but if we can’t, at least we’ll all be together. We’ll make sure the twins are visited by a big fat man in a red suit on December twenty-fifth. It will be epic and unforgettable, all thanks to their Uncle Jake.” 
 
    Jax’s face contorted. “Did you just imply some male stranger is going to visit my twin girls on Christmas? I don’t know what you’re trying to get at, but ain’t no man in a creepy red velvet suit getting anywhere near my precious girls. I’ll cut off his balls and feed them to his mangy reindeer.” 
 
    I cackled. “Damn. You’d cut off Santa’s balls?” 
 
    “You bet your ass I would. I’m a dad now.” 
 
    “You do know you’re Santa, right? You’re planning on cutting off your own balls and feeding them to magical reindeer? Have you been drinking while I was gone?” 
 
    “It’s highly possible.” 
 
    “Good, because I was beginning to think I lost you for a second. Just so we’re clear, Santa isn’t real.” 
 
    Just as I said it my sister Isabella’s daughter, Sarah stood in front of me looking like I’d just killed her puppy. Her bottom lip came out, and before I could come up with an excuse as to why I’d blubbered the awful truth for her little ears to overhear, I was getting a slap in the back of my head. “Way to go, loser!” My dad exclaimed, while scooping up his granddaughter. “Don’t listen to Uncle Jake. Grandpa happens to know for a fact that Santa is real. Uncle Colt used to work for him. In fact, he’s so old he helped build his sleigh.” 
 
    Uncle Colt, who lets just be honest, wasn’t the most comical of the bunch, shook his head and smiled, figuring on appeasing the small child instead of making a mockery of my dad’s attempt to crack on him. 
 
    Jax shoved me toward the house. “You sure know how to fuck things up, bro.” 
 
    If he was right then our holiday road trip was doomed for failure. All I could hope was that we’d all make it safely back in one piece, including the high dollar Motorhome I’d be responsible for paying for, even if it was turned into scrap metal, or burned on the side of the road. 
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    Chapter 7 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    “All aboard the Love train, destination North Pole.” I said while waving the family to enter the motorhome. Ever since my brother had come up with the idea, Amber had gone into planning mode, making sure we didn’t leave a single thing we could ever need at home. I swear, if she could have packed the whole damn kitchen sink, it would have been included.  
 
    Between her own clothes, and all the twins things, I was left with a small kitchen drawer for my shit. Did I mention the Santa suit? Yep, you read it right. She packed one of those too, claiming we might miss the opportunity to have the girls get their picture taken, as if we wouldn’t be driving through towns with Malls where some creepy old man sat around all day getting his jollies from little children who waited in line to visit him, hoping for the opportunity to ask him for something his parents would never approve of. Okay, maybe that was a little irrational. Let’s just say I didn’t have fond memories of Santa Claus. To be honest, the whole idea of him creeped me out. People allow their kids to sit on their laps. Do they not consider they could be a pedophile? Half of them probably were, getting stiffies from innocent victims while their parents took pictures of the whole ordeal. Some could be scarred for life, perhaps even doing everything in their power to prevent their own children from being subdued to such blasphemy. 
 
     Jake says I’m crazy. He thinks all kids need to experience Christmas. With Amber on his side, I’d never gotten a chance to convince either otherwise.  
 
    So back to the Santa suit. Even though the idea was preposterous, I was going to have to suffer through it so my girls could add some pictures to the growing memory book my wife was building. 
 
    It was a good thing the motorized home came equipped with a washer and dryer, since I’d packed a total of three full outfits, one coat, and two pair of shoes, which happened to be stored under the bathroom sink, with the twenty-four pack of biodegradable toilet paper the girls insisted they’d need. 
 
    Amber wouldn’t be around during the day to wash the clothes, and I was certain Reese wasn’t going to offer to clean my drawers. It’s funny, to people who never knew us before, they’d swear Reese and I couldn’t have been a couple. We were opposite, and she made it known how much I normally disgusted her.  
 
    It was hard to imagine what it would be like with the six of us forced to be together in the small motorhome for an entire month. In the days leading up to our trip, my parents speculated on which one of us would bow out first, finding a nearby airport to fly home instead of sticking it out. Amber had to be in three different places to shoot the movie; all located within the Untied States boundaries. I’m not sure how they’d planned it, but she’d be shooting the final scenes of the film first in New Orleans, followed by the majority of the movie taking place outside of Dallas Texas, finally ending up back in Colorado for the last week, according to the schedule. Since Amber was a supporting character, she wouldn’t have to report unless she was scheduled that day, giving us time to spend as a family, shopping and doing what was needed for the holidays. 
 
    While Amber would be on set, the three remaining adults, me, my brother and Reese would be in charge of managing the twins, and making sure life went on while Mommy was busy becoming more famous. 
 
    I worried it was all going to fall apart. It was only a matter of time before someone lost their shit being cramped together in such a small space for a long period of time. 
 
    Bear in mind, Jake and I spent most of our lives sharing everything. It wasn’t the two of us who would get annoyed first. Normally Amber and Reese got along, but these circumstances were different. Amber would be working long hours. There was a chance that some of the days would turn into nights, forcing her to stay away until the job was completed. We’d talked about it several times, both of us knowing it was part of her job. She was doing this, not only for herself to fulfill a dream, but also to give our girls a better future. Let’s face it, we weren’t hard up for money, but having more never hurt anyone, right? 
 
    After driving several hours, Jake got a call from our father claiming he’d left us a few presents. Right away we speculated on what they could be, and if it would be something we’d be able to handle, like backing up the sewage, or filling the water containment system with fruit juice. Since the motorhome had been stored closest to his house, there was no telling what he’d done, and a part of me wanted to pull over just to look around. 
 
    “I’m kind of concerned, dude.” 
 
    “Dad wouldn’t endanger the twins,” Jake replied. “He’s probably yanking your chain. He knows how much I spent on this, he won’t screw with anything structure or otherwise. We’re cool. Worst case is he stuck something in a compartment to make the place stink.” 
 
    Since we were constantly hiding fish guts in inconspicuous places to get a rise out of our father, it wouldn’t be unlike him to return the gesture to us, especially since we were forced to be under such close quarters for the next month. 
 
    “The girls will flip out.” 
 
    “They can take it up with pops. Let’s just worry about getting Amber to her first location, and then we’ll scour every nook and cranny to figure out what the old man did or didn’t do.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    It wasn’t even fifteen minutes later when we heard screaming coming from the back of the RV. I pulled over on the shoulder of the road and hauled ass behind my brother to discover my wife and Reese staring into the toilet. A large fake snake was coiled within, sticking out just enough to touch them when they sat down. “Which one of you morons did this?” Amber was furious. 
 
    I shrugged, as did my brother. “It wasn’t us, baby. I swear.” 
 
    “Who then?” She requested. 
 
    “Dad. He said he left us a present.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Presents. Like plural? How many?” 
 
    “No clue. I’ve got to say,” I paused for a moment to take a second look. “That one was pretty good. Did you see it before or after you sat your ass down on the seat?” 
 
    She growled while pushing past me to go back and sit with the girls. “Jerks!” 
 
    Reese shook her head while following behind, never giving either of us her two-cents. 
 
    I gave a glance in my brother’s direction, watching as he fished the snake out of the toilet. He put his foot on the lever for the small wastebasket and tossed it in, finishing by washing off his hands. 
 
    “Ew, was it wet?” 
 
    “I’m not taking any chances. I wouldn’t want your wife’s pee on my hands. God only knows what type of aphrodisiac it contains.” 
 
    “Trust me, she’s never peed on me. I’m not into golden showers like you. I’m also opposed to defecating on each other. If you and Reese dabble in it from time to time I’d prefer it if you keep it to yourselves. I happened to prefer clean fucking.” 
 
    “Jax!” Amber scorned. “The girls. Watch your language.” 
 
    “You two are sickos,” Reese added. 
 
    “Don’t get on me about it,” I argued. “It’s your fetish.” 
 
    While she did her best to ignore me, Jake and I got back on the road, determined to make good time getting to our first stop. 
 
    With our destination set on New Orleans, we knew we’d have a full night’s worth of driving. By taking turns we’d be able to make it without stopping, allowing the girls and the twins to get a good night sleep. Amber would have two days before she began filming. She’d been running lines for two weeks in anticipation, but I knew her nerves were shot, though she refused to admit it. With no formal training, I prayed my wife would have what it took to play the role with ease. She’d done plenty of videos, so it wasn’t far-fetched to believe she could do a good job. I wanted the best for her. The idea of her getting bad reviews, or being told she was horrible wouldn’t sit well with me. It was my job to protect her, and even though I’d never be a rich movie star, it was clear I’d always be her hero. I planned on keeping it that way too, so one of those wealthy schmucks couldn’t try to take her away from the life we had back in North Carolina. 
 
    “Dude, are we there yet?” Jake asked after we’d been driving on the same road for several hours.  
 
    “If we were there my ass would be in bed with my wife. Quit your complaining. You’re supposed to be looking for deer before they run out into the road and fuck up this pretty machinery you plan on keeping.” 
 
    “I’ve got insurance,” he mumbled while checking out our surroundings anyway. The area we were driving through was pitch black and cloudy. Not even the moon could be used to illuminate our way. I was getting tired of following my headlights, praying I’d come up on a tractor trailer to follow behind to keep focused.  
 
    Jake began humming a familiar holiday jingle. As much as I hated Christmas carols, I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel to the beat. After a few seconds we both began belting out the lyrics, paying no mind to the sleeping crew in the back. “Jingle Bells. Jingle Bells. Jingle all the way…” 
 
    Jake played air guitar in the seat next to me while finishing. “Oh what fun it is to ride in a one horse open sleigh.” 
 
    We pointed toward each other. “Hey!” 
 
    We finished the song, continuing on with another one of our favorites. For a few minutes it was entertaining, making the monotony seem a little more bearable, up until I heard someone clearing their throat behind me. “Are you two having fun?” Reese said in a soft voice. 
 
    “Is everyone asleep back there?” Jake asked. 
 
    “They won’t be for long, not with you two belting out tunes.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he apologized. “We were trying to pass the time.” 
 
    “How was Amber? Is she freaking out yet?” 
 
    “She took a Xanax. I guess it helped her go to sleep. I told her I’d manage the twins if they woke up, that’s why I’d appreciate it if you kept it down. She needs her rest. Tomorrow is going to be huge for her. It’s not like meeting a movie star on the street. She’s going to be working with these people day to day. She wants to prove herself worthy. Amber doesn’t want recognition for her pretty face. She’s determined to make a name for herself. I’ve got to give her credit. I’d never be able to put myself out there. People are assholes. I wouldn’t want the scrutiny.” 
 
    “That’s why she’s the star and you’re the sidekick,” I added. I wasn’t trying to give Reese a hard time. In her own way, she was stunning, but more like the hometown chick every guy had a crush on. Amber was the type of woman you couldn’t get out of your mind. She had me hook line and sinker from the first time I laid eyes or her, and as hard as it was to believe, she’d picked me to spend the rest of her life with. 
 
    With her career blossoming, I’d promised to pick up the slack at home, and in this case, on the road. The most important things was for us to be a family, and we were both determined to make sure we didn’t take another for granted. 
 
    During my momentary reminiscing, I felt a strong pull on the steering wheel, causing me to immediately slow the vehicle down. “Holy shit! Something is wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We just got this thing,” Jake argued. 
 
    “Dude, did they do an inspection?” 
 
    “Yeah, remember when I took it back to finalize the paperwork? They said everything was still new.” 
 
    “Just because it hasn’t been used doesn’t mean shit won’t go bad. Didn’t you learn anything from working all these years? I’m pretty sure she’s got a flat tire, and your ass better hope there is a real replacement, or else we’re going to be camping out on the side of this road until help arrives.” 
 
    Jake didn’t seem too sure of what the motorhome came with. He’d made a purchase on the whim, not thinking it out like he normally did. As much as I appreciated what he was doing for my family, a part of me was angry he hadn’t put more care into the trip. 
 
    “Ugh! I better go check on the kids. They’ll probably wake up since we’re not moving. Apparently it’s freezing outside. Make sure you put on some coats before going out there.” Reese exclaimed while heading toward the rear of the RV. 
 
    “We don’t need coats. We’re men. We’re invisible,” I suggested while Jake and I made our way out in the frigid temperature. Reese was right. Even though we’d headed south, the weather had changed drastically. A chill struck me the moment my feet hit the asphalt. I contemplated going back in for a coat and gloves, but didn’t want my brother calling me a pussy. If he could endure it, so would I. 
 
    Jake and I discovered right away that the left front tire was completely blown.  
 
    “Damn.” I mumbled. “We were lucky.” 
 
    “It must have just happened.” 
 
    “Let’s hurry up. I don’t need frozen balls. I won’t be able to drive if my nuts aren’t comfortable.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know these things about you, bro. Keep your ball talk to yourself. Quit your bitching.” He ran to the back, where the jack and other supplies were kept. It took him a few minutes, so I took a piss to kill time. As I zipped my jeans back up in the closed position I heard him talking. “Dude, it’s a real tire.” He was laughing, and it made me think he was going to play a prank on me. 
 
    “Thank God. It’s cold as Hell out here. What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing. I saw something that made me laugh, that’s all. It’s got nothing to do with you.” Jake handed me the jack while responding. “By the way, I’m pretty sure Hell is hot.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know once this trip is over. I’m sure it will be similar.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fine,” he tried to reassure me. “You’re such a girl. We’re going to have a good time.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, trying to remain focused on the task. “Reese will start bitching within a week, probably even before it.” 
 
    “Shut up. She’ll be fine. Can’t you appreciate we’re doing this for you?” 
 
    “Of course I do. This means everything to Amber. She’s had a hard time, always feeling as if she’s still got to prove her parents wrong.” 
 
    My brother shook his head. “I still can’t believe those assholes told her she should have been the one who died instead of her sister. Who does that shit?” 
 
    “I know, right? Look, she’s trying to let them be a part of the twins life. I bite my tongue. As much as I want to kick the shit out of her father, I have to respect they’re her parents. It’s her decision, and as long as I keep my wife happy, she will continue to give me ass. The haters are going to hate. The Jaxinator always wins, dude.” 
 
    “Is it weird that I know the name of your dick?” He shook his head. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. Anyway, you can’t think sex is the most important part of life, Jax.” 
 
    I opened my hands up as I spoke. “Hey, I live an easy life. We were basically handed a job when we were kids. We’re surrounded by family. My girls are the cutest on the planet. My wife is fucking movie star. Who could ask for more?” 
 
    “True. When you put it that way I’m envious.” 
 
    I shoved my brother. “You already took my girl, once, dude. It ain’t happening again. I’ll cut off your balls and feed them to the goats.” 
 
    “It’s been years, Jax. Stop giving me shit when you know you’re happier with Amber. Besides, we don’t even own goats.” 
 
    “I’ll buy some,” I corrected. “They eat the garbage. Do you have any idea how many dirty diapers we accumulate?” Then I settled myself. Even a goat wouldn’t be interested in baby shit. “No, I’m thankful. It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s the fucking famous assholes we’re about to be around I’m scared of. Jake, what if she falls for one of them? What if fame changes her?”  
 
    “You really think that will happen? Have you seen the way she looks at you? Amber wouldn’t. She’s not deceitful.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Don’t you read the magazines in the grocery store? You can go from humanitarian to whore in a matter of days.” 
 
    Jake laughed at me. “I don’t go to the grocery store. I work and my woman does the shopping. You’re such a pansy. I take back what I said. Amber might want someone who acts like a man, instead of her bitch.” 
 
    He obviously didn’t take me serious. “Extreme couponing takes time and expertise. I happen to think it’s therapeutic.” 
 
    My brother wasn’t amused. So what if I’d taken on chores that enabled me to spend time with my wife. While I was clipping coupons, she would rub my achy feet. When we went to the grocery store, we found new items we’d like to try, and never forgot to grab a bottle of whipped cream, just in case we needed a bedtime snack. 
 
    “We’re making great time, man. Amber’s going to wake up in Louisiana.” 
 
    Then it started to sleet. We’d made it to Georgia only to have the temperature drop due to a low pressure system moving up the coast. My parents had warned me about it, but in all honesty I thought they were joking. What started as a predicted thirteen-hour drive had now turned into a two-day haul.  
 
    The sounds of the tiny ice shards hitting everything around us was only a reminder of how dangerous the road conditions would be. It was important to keep everyone safe, even if it cost us travel time. I had to find a place for us to park and wait out the storm, before our traveling house cost us all our lives. 
 
    “So much for seeing Louisiana tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’s moving out of here fast. Besides, we’re headed south. We can park this sweet ride somewhere and get some shuteye before continuing. It’s no biggie.” 
 
    “No rest stops, Jax. You know what they say about them. I wouldn’t want you being abducted by the men looking for romantic fling roadside.” 
 
    With the cold becoming unbearable, I chose to ignore his comment on focus on the tire. Sure, there was saying about gay men meeting at rest stops, but it couldn’t be true. Who the hell would partake in that kind of statistical survey? 
 
    The lug nuts were a bitch to get off, some rusted from being in the weather, but it was always important to loosen them first before jacking up the vehicle, otherwise the tire would spin while you were working. It was obvious this motorhome had sat on a lot for some time. I knew Jake chose it because it was a cheaper purchase. I would have done the same thing. I just wished he would have checked the little details. After finally managing to get them off, I pumped the jack, raising the motorhome to be able to remove the damaged tire. “You know we could have been in that ditch, or flipped? When we get to the next town you’re replacing the other three tires.” 
 
    “You probably hit something.” 
 
    I pulled off the tire and held it up, running my hand over it. It was still warm from driving on the road. “This shit is dry rotted, just as I suspected. Now I’ve got frost bite.” 
 
    Jake took the tire in his hands and walked it back to the storage compartment while I put the new tire on, tightened the lug nuts, and lowered the jack.  
 
    “The salesmen said the old man who owned it before me planned on taking it to Florida for the winters, but he died before he could use it.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “He died? Dude, is this shit haunted? Did you buy a haunted RV? He could have popped the tire.” 
 
    “I’m going back inside to warm up. Once again, you’re ridiculous. There is no ghost.” 
 
    “I’m calling him John,” I called out to him. “From now on John is my wingman. John the ghost.” 
 
    Jake was already inside when I finished babbling. I know I joked about everything, but what good was a life without being able to smile? 
 
    Right before stepping back into the warm motorhome, I paused; deciding to walk around the large vehicle and make sure the other tires weren’t low. When I reached the rear I noticed what my brother had been smiling about. Dangling from the hitch was a set of plastic testicles. My dad kept a set on the main farm truck. From the look of the wear on them, it was obvious that’s where they’d come from. I chuckled and shook my head, being reminded of the presents he’d claimed he’d left for us. “Smart ass!” I said under my breath, while being reminded of the brutal cold. My nose was burning from being frozen. Before getting back inside, I tapped on the doorframe. “Don’t let any more tires blow out on us, John. I’m counting on you to keep my girls safe.” 
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    Chapter 8 
 
    Jake 
 
    The motorhome, having two separate bedrooms in the rear, was large enough to give us privacy if we required it. 
 
    ‎The master suite, if that's what it would be classified as, was big enough to walk around the king sized bed if you squeezed. The walls held cabinets for storage, most of which Amber had filled with her wardrobe and the twins essentials. 
 
    The second bedroom could only be used when the vehicle was parked, as a bump out needed to be utilized for the space to accommodate. Since we were traveling overnight, Reese had folded the couch down for us to take turns resting, while she stayed back with Amber and the girls. 
 
    I knew this situation was going to be frustrating at times. Reese loved the twins, and she and Amber had grown close in the past couple of years, but being cramped in such a small space for a long length of time was trying for anyone. I couldn't expect her to enjoy the trip, but knew she'd do anything to help out my family; the family she was already a big part of. 
 
    The holidays has always been a big deal for Reese. Her family went all out with decorations and baking. They even read the traditional stories the night before, still as adults. Since we’d skipped last Christmas to be with them, Reese was determined to make sure this year was extra special for me.  
 
    As much as I looked forward to being with the family, my mind was focused on one thing. With Reese by my side I didn't much care where we ended up eating or exchanging presents. I wanted us to be together.  
 
    After the flat tire fiasco, I looked forward to climbing into bed with my bride-to-be and getting some much deserved rest while Jax drove us the rest of the way to New Orleans. 
 
      
 
    I found Reese sitting comfortably in the kitchen area fold-down bed with her legs tucked under the covers. I crawled up beside her, caressing the skin of her cheek with my chilled lips. Being out in the cold to change a tire in treacherous conditions was worse than expected. Thankfully, with the help of Jax, we were able to do it faster in order to get back in the motorhome to warm up. 
 
    My still freezing hands slid up her thighs, as our lips brushed before finally coming fully together for a heated kiss. I felt her hands shoving me away, breaking the moment I was hoping would move forward instead of coming to a direct halt. “What the hell, Jake. You’re hands are freezing. They’re like icicles. Keep them away.”
“Oh come on,” I taunted. “I had a perfect way to warm them up. You should be thanking me for being a hero and fixing the tire. I think we saved over a hundred bucks doing it ourselves instead of having to call a service to come and take care of it.” 
 
    “Your dad was a certified mechanic. One would hope you could both change a tire on your own,” she laughed about it. “Go run some warm water under those things, and then come back and start over.” 
 
    I did as she said, but only because I knew it would pay off if I did. While exiting the small bathroom, I spotted my brother climbing back into the driver’s seat. Since I knew the weather was becoming worse, I felt it necessary to ensure he’d be stopping for the night. 
 
    I passed by Reese, walking the ten feet to reach my brother, all the while knowing we weren’t going to be able to get it on with him in such a close proximity to the kitchen bed. “Do you know where you’re going?” 
 
    “I’m just going to find a parking lot for the night.” He was looking at the weather app on his phone. “It’s going to be gone in a few hours. We’ll get some sleep and get back on the road after breakfast.” 
 
    “Sounds good, bro. I’ll see you on the flipside.” 
 
    Just as I was about to climb into the bed I heard my brother saying something loud enough Reese could hear. “Did you tell her about John yet?” 
 
    Reese crossed her arms and sat up. “Who is John and what haven’t you told me?” 
 
    I sighed and looked in the rearview to see my brother smiling. He knew he’d gotten me into trouble, and he was happy about it. I flipped him the finger before climbing under the covers again with Reese. 
 
    “He’s the original owner of this RV.” 
 
    “What about him? Do you know him personally?” 
 
    “No. I don’t even know his real name. Jax calls him John.” 
 
    “Why? What does it matter who owned this thing before you?” 
 
    I sighed. She was going to freak out. “He sort of died, babe.” 
 
    “Sort of died?” 
 
    “In the RV. He had a stroke.” 
 
    I could tell by the look on her face that she wasn’t at all okay with me keeping such pertinent information from her. She stood up in bed, her head almost hitting the low ceiling. “Ew. Where did he die? Tell me it wasn’t in bed. I won’t be able to sleep. How could you buy it? It’s just wrong, Jake. I knew this was a bad idea when you ran it by me. I should have told you no. Now you own a dead man’s motorhome. He’s probably planning on haunting us.” 
 
    “He’s dead. Calm down. You sound like Jax. It’s not a big deal. People die. His loss is our gain. Look at how much I saved by getting a used motorhome.” 
 
    “You mean a haunted motorhome?” 
 
    “Give him shit, Reese. I’m up in this driver’s seat with the heebie jeebies. I know John’s watching me.” 
 
    I shook my head and pulled Reese back to a sitting position. “Everyone dies. He’s not haunting us. I’d like to think he’s our guardian angel of the road.” 
 
    “I think you’ve been hanging out with your brother too long. He’s dementing your beautiful mind.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” Jax reminded her. 
 
    “I don’t care. It’s true. Jake always makes smart decisions, while you’re the reckless one.” 
 
    “Things change, sis,” Jax reminded her. “I’m the married one who has his shit together. Your man is still single, fighting the itch to tie the knot with you. Just think, he might be stalling in case you aren’t the one.” 
 
    “Jax, shut the hell up.” I gave Reese a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t listen to him.” 
 
    “I never do,” she mumbled with a sigh. “I can’t believe someone died in this RV. It doesn’t freak you out at all?” 
 
    “Nope. It’s probably best you don’t tell Amber. She’ll make a big deal about it and end up staying in a hotel.” 
 
    “It’s kind of hard to keep something like that a secret. How do you know Jax won’t tell her?” 
 
    I whispered so my brother wouldn’t hear me. “Because he’s too worried about his wife leaving him for another man; a famous Hollywood actor.” 
 
    She covered her face like she was annoyed. “Oh brother. Give me a break. Is he serious?” 
 
    “Yep.” I slid my hand up her shirt, not caring if my brother was catching us fooling around. Reese shoved it back out.  
 
    “Don’t. Your brother can see us.” 
 
    “Who cares?” 
 
    “I do. It’s weird.” 
 
    I rolled over and put my arms behind my head. “Fine. I’ll wait until he parks.” 
 
    Reese rolled over. “I promised I’d get up with the twins, so I’m going to bed. Good luck with getting some. I’m sure you can watch porn from your phone.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Speaking of porn. Did I ever tell you how I told Uncle Colt you did a few movies while in college? I told him I bought this RV so we can take your show on the open road.” 
 
    “You what?” A pillow came slamming into my face, but it didn’t stop me from cracking up.  
 
    “He believed me too.” 
 
    She was not pleased with my banter. “You’re an asshole. Have fun sleeping alone, Jake. I’m going back to the twin bunks. Don’t follow me either. You’re officially in the doghouse.” 
 
    I watched her leave before turning my attention to my brother. He shook his head and pointed to the seat beside him. “Come join me, dude. We’ll sing carols and pretend everything will be fine.” 
 
    “I don’t have to pretend. Reese may be mad, but it’s not like I hurt anyone. It was a joke.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that.” He paused for a second. “So, what’s it going to be? Rudolph or Frosty?” 
 
    I shook my head and fastened my seat belt. We might only be driving until we found a safe place to park, but it was already going to feel like forever with my brother at my side. 
 
    Not even twenty-four hours after pulling out of the driveway, Reese was annoyed. I had a terrible feeling I might be spending the holidays alone in an RV, instead of the fun filled trip I’d planned in my head. One flat tire, and a fabricated ghost later, it felt like all was turning to shit quick. Not even Santa would be able to help my crew.  
 
    Maybe my parents were right. Perhaps this was the worst idea I’d ever made. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Jax, who in spite of everything was still in good spirits. “Rudolph.” 
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    Chapter  9 
 
    Jax 
 
    After getting only a few hours of sleep, Jake got back on the road before daylight. The temperature had risen well above freezing, and in the parking lot we’d stopped in, we could see the traffic becoming heavier on the highway. 
 
    After making a pit stop at a coffee shop, we were armed with enough caffeine to maneuver heavy machinery. “Day two here we come.” I heard Jake say as I fastened my safety belt. 
 
    With a couple clicks I had the GPS set and listened to the sound of the computer generated voice. “How come they picked a woman’s voice for this? Who wants to take orders from a female while driving?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Is there an option to change it?” 
 
    “Do you really want me to mess around with it when we’re trying to get back on the route?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Loud screaming could be heard from behind us. I turned to see Reese and Amber securing the twins in  safety seats before they got their breakfast. I’d gotten them little ball-shaped donuts to chow down on, knowing in a matter of hours they’d be high on sugar, giving everyone a fit. After a few minutes, the motorhome was quiet. A movie was turned on for the twins and they sat quietly stuffing food into their tiny mouths. Amber came up and crouched down beside the passenger seat. “Thanks for the latte, babe.” 
 
    I kissed her on the lips like we did each morning when I headed out to work on the ranch. “Welcome. Did you get much sleep last night?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t have to hear you snoring, so that helped.” She snickered. “I’m teasing. Reese gave me a pill to calm me down. After that I don’t remember much, so I guess I did. What about you? Did you drive all night?” 
 
    “We’re just leaving Georgia. The weather wasn’t on our side.” 
 
    “That sucks. I was hoping the girls could get out and stretch their legs some today. It’s hard to keep them in those seats.” 
 
    I felt bad. It was like they were being punished. They didn’t understand it was for their safety. “How about we stop for lunch and let them run around? I’ll find a park or something that will wear them out.” 
 
    “Good idea. Will we be in New Orleans before nightfall? I have that dinner meeting with my agent tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah. Is that the one where you’re meeting the cast?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re still coming with me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a smile, all the while contemplating threatening any man that came within three feet of her. I couldn’t lead on how nervous I was about her being in the limelight. Amber didn’t need more on her plate. She was a great woman, who didn’t deserve to be accused of something she probably wouldn’t even do. “I’m looking forward to it. Finally Noah won’t be the only one in the family who knows famous people.” 
 
    Amber grinned like she was trying to read me. “Well, I better get back to the girls.” 
 
    “They’re only four feet away. Can’t you sit here for a bit with me? I miss you.” 
 
    “We’ve been together this whole time.” 
 
    “It feels like you’ve been miles away.” 
 
    Jake started pretending to gag in the seat across from me. “You two are pathetic. Go in the back and take care of the itch so I don’t have to hear you whine all damn day.” 
 
    “Suck my balls. If I want to miss my woman I can.” 
 
    “Amber, we should have left him at home,” Reese suggested. 
 
    She giggled. “No. I couldn’t do this without him. He’s my rock.” She stood to walk back toward the girls. “Love you babe. Don’t listen to Jake. I think it’s cute when you whine.” 
 
    I punched my brother lightly on the arm when she was gone. “See, fuckstick. That’s how you keep the wife happy.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that. I know for a fact you’re freaking out about her meeting those sexy ass men she’s going to be filming with. Did she tell you about the shower scene?” 
 
    “The what?” My ass was coming off the seat before I had the chance to unbuckle myself. “Amber, is he for real? If so, we’re turning this tin box around and going home. No way are you showing the world those tits.” 
 
    “Tits,” one of my little girls repeated. 
 
    I pointed toward the culprit. “Don’t say that. It’s a bad word.” 
 
    “Tits. Tits,” her sister said. 
 
    They both laughed and did it again. “Tits.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and focused on Amber, who was sitting at the table sipping on her latte as if nothing was the matter. “It’s just a shower scene, babe. I’m sure I can keep my bottoms on.” 
 
    If real life was like on television, steam would have been shooting from ears. A giant cat would have been slamming and sledgehammer onto my shocked head until I flattened into a pancake. “Come again?” 
 
    “It’s a short scene. They probably won’t even put it in the movie.” 
 
    “Have you looked in the mirror? They’re definitely going to put that shit in the movie. They may even add a few more scenes because of it.” I was furious. “Hell no! This movie thing is cancelled.” 
 
    “I already signed the contract, Jax.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit. Isn’t there a pissed off husband clause?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have said anything. I told you he’d overreact.” Reese noted. 
 
    “Overreact? So you’d be okay with Jake stripping down with a sexy woman on film? You’d be okay with him kissing them and rolling around on a bed pretending to fuck each other? You know the guys get hard right? I mean, let’s be honest, it’s difficult to keep it from happening when someone is rubbing all over it.” 
 
    At the same time the girls burst into laughter. Since I didn’t find anything about it funny, I waited for an explanation. 
 
    “Jax, honey we’re kidding. There isn’t a shower scene. I have to kiss someone once, and that’s it. We’ve talked about this. It’s just acting.” 
 
    “So, you’re not going to be naked?” I needed her to reiterate. 
 
    “No. I’m not.” 
 
    I finally exhaled and tried to calm down, turning my attention to Jake, who found it hilarious. “You should have seen your face. Tell me one of you recorded it.” 
 
    Reese replied. “I’ve got you covered, baby. I can’t wait to show this to everyone. I’m sharing it now.” 
 
    “You’re all assholes today.” I sulked back to the bedroom, where I could pout like a man in private. 
 
    A little later Amber climbed on the bed. She stuck out her bottom lip while approaching me. “Are you still being emotional?” 
 
    “If you’ve come to make fun of my fragile heart turn back around. I want to sulk in peace.” 
 
    “Jax, we’ve talked about this. Are you really that worried?” 
 
    “I am if you’re taking off your clothes. I’m sorry. Jake can call me a pussy all he wants. We’ve got a good life, and I don’t want stardom to take it away. Those guys you’ll be working with can offer you stuff I’ll never be able to. We may be well off, but they’ve got jets and shit. What if farm life isn’t enough for you, but you haven’t realized it yet?” 
 
    “Jax, do you honestly think I’d choose to leave the life we have? There isn’t another man in this world who can make me smile when I’m stricken with sadness. I married you because I want to be with you forever. Besides, I’m pretty sure none of them will be interested in seeing me naked anyway, especially when I tell them I’m pregnant with my third child.” 
 
    My eyes lit up. “What did you say?” 
 
    She tickled my lips with hers while responding. “I said I’m pregnant. I peed on the stick this morning to be sure.” 
 
    “Holy Hell. I hope it’s a boy.” 
 
    “For your sake I hope you’re right, or else you’re really going to be outnumbered.” 
 
    I hugged her tight in celebration. “I know it doesn’t make my worries disappear, but it helps knowing I knocked you up again. Damn. I hope the girls are potty trained by the time the next one comes. I’ll have to get a second job to pay for diapers.” 
 
    She shoved me down and straddled me. “I’m doing this movie so we can put the money toward our children’s futures. If more come our way we’ll save that money too. We’ll stay in our beautiful home, and fulfill our dreams without hardship. I never could have dreamed this was possible before you came into my life, Jax. Don’t ever think I’d leave you. I’m nothing without you in my corner.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m the president of your fan club.” 
 
    She tapped on my chest. “Butter me up all you want, you’re still not putting a poster of me over our bed. It’s weird.” 
 
    “I’ll settle for a naked you next to me in our bed.” 
 
    We kissed slowly, taking a few seconds for ourselves before getting back to the other people in the RV with us. “That’s a promise I know I can keep, even when I’m old and covered in stretch marks and wrinkles.” 
 
    “Even if you weighed six hundred pounds, baby. I’d love you still, just not as much, because the sex wouldn’t be as enjoyable.” She put her hand up like she was going to hit me so I added something. “Because I wouldn’t be able to lift you up against the wall and take you like you beg me to.” 
 
    “Don’t get me worked up, Jax. We’re not alone.” 
 
    “That never stopped us before.” 
 
    Amber stood up and started to leave the room. “Get some rest, Daddy. You’re going to need it with a house full of girls.” 
 
    I put a pillow over my head and tried to imagine having a bunch of kids with Amber, all female. The first thing my mind went to was teenagers, and the excruciating truth in how horrible it would be, and how much I deserved that type of future for being such a bad kid. Wasn’t their a saying, you get it ten times what you were as a child? If that’s the case I needed a shotgun and a monthly subscription to cases of bourbon. 
 
      
 
    I awoke to hear the sounds of my frantic wife, alarming me so much to where I jumped off the bed and made a beeline for the front of the camper. What I found was hardly a catastrophe. 
 
    Apparently, while I was getting some much-needed sleep, someone had thought it was a good idea to give my toddler daughters crayons.  The fake leather furniture, their car seats, and even the hard surface floor had been vandalized. While Amber began scrubbing to salvage the furniture, I got down on the floor and talked to my girls. “Which one of you colored on Uncle Jake’s RV?” 
 
    They both smiled. 
 
    “Jax, get down here and help me.” 
 
    “We can pick up something to take it off once we stop again, Amber. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Two days. That’s all it took for them to damage your property. What are we going to do with three kids?” 
 
    “Three? Are you pregnant again?” Jake asked. 
 
    I felt the need to answer for Amber. “Yep. I knocked her up good this time. It’s going to be a boy. I read somewhere that the first nut is a girl, and the second is a boy. Maybe it’ll be two boys.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll beat you for saying it,” Amber stated. I could tell she was afraid of having another set of twins. 
 
    “Whatever God gives us we will love, even if it’s triplets.” 
 
    “Didn’t I just get done saying how much I appreciated you? I think I’m changing my mind.” 
 
    I slapped her on the ass playfully. “How are your lines going?” 
 
    “They were good until I looked up and saw this. Leave it to me to be a bad mother.”
“When they’re quiet, something bad is happening. Isn’t that what my mother always tells you?” 
 
    “She’s right.” 
 
    “It’s fine. This motorhome needed some color added to it. Don’t worry about it, Amber. We’re almost to New Orleans. Maybe two more hours. Maybe you and Jax could put the girls down for a nap before we get there?” Jake suggested. 
 
    Back in the bedroom, Amber was still freaking out about the mess they’d made. “I can’t believe it. I let them sit on the floor with me while I read. They were in their seats though. I made sure they were safe from getting hurt. I thought they were watching the movie.” 
 
    “Jake isn’t mad. Let it go, babe.” 
 
    “No. I’ve got to do something nice for them. I think we should throw them a surprise wedding to say thanks. It doesn’t have to be a huge ordeal, but they’re both stressing over it. I can take my bonus and fly everyone into Dallas for the event. She’s already got her dress. All we would need is for your mom and dad to bring it with them. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’ve already planned it out in your head. Have you mentioned it to either of them?” 
 
    “No. It wouldn’t be a surprise.” 
 
    “What if they don’t want to do it?” 
 
    “Jax, they’ve been planning to marry before we were. Just say you’ll help me keep it a secret. I want to do this for them. We owe it to them, baby.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll help you plan a secret wedding for the guy who stole my girl, and the woman who dumped me for my brother.” 
 
    She shoved me again. “You need hormone medication, Jax Mitchell.” 
 
    “It’s all the estrogen I’m around every day.” 
 
    She shoved her hand between my legs. “Yep, they’re still there. I was getting worried.” 
 
    “Really? A ball check?” 
 
    “Really. Now, keep this a secret. Whatever you do, don’t you dare tell your brother.” 
 
    “What if he confides in me that she’s a monster and he’s changed his mind?” 
 
    “Convince him otherwise or else I’ll be feasting on a ball sandwich for Christmas dinner, and not the kind you would benefit from.” 
 
    I covered my appendages. “You really mean business. Okay. I’ll behave, but only because I know you’ll pay me for my trouble.” 
 
    
Amber shook her head. “I get the job done.” 
 
    That she did. 
 
      
 
    Later that night was the event my wife had been so nervous about. She was meeting her agent and co-stars of the movie. These people were professionals, and the fact that she’d been offered the part was still unbelievable. The producer happened to be related to the person Amber worked with on Shalan’s music videos. One thing led to another and Amber was getting a call. 
 
    She was dressed in a tight tan colored sequined dress that firmly fit her curvy body, loosening only as it met the floor. Her hair was up with curls coming out of the back, and her makeup looked professional, even though she’d done it while looking through the tiny bathroom mirror. She spun around to give of the full effect. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Reese announced. 
 
    “You look like a movie star,” Jake told her. 
 
    “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” I pulled her into my arms and tucked my face in her neck to lap up her sweet perfume in my nostrils. “And you smell fantastic.” 
 
    She lightly pushed me back. “After the dinner you can do whatever you want to me. Until then, I have to stay exactly like this.” 
 
    I held out my arm for her to take. “Let’s get this show on the road then.” 
 
    Since downtown New Orleans was hard to maneuver the motorhome in, we had a cab pick us up from the outskirts and drive us to the restaurant. I suppose for other reasons, Amber didn’t want to appear like a redneck, rolling up to a five-star establishment in a camper. It made me laugh, but she was too nervous to even consider it to be funny. 
 
    As much as I’d like to say I kept my cool when I walked into the room and laid eyes on America’s voted sexiest man alive of the current year, I’d be lying. I held out my shaking hands, my mouth dropping open, and only gibberish escaping my lips. Amber had to pick up the pieces for me. “Sorry about my husband. He’s been excited to meet everyone. This is Jax, and I’m Amber. It’s great to finally see you in person.” 
 
    “You too, Amber. I look forward to working with you on this project. I think it’s great we’re bringing in a fresh face. People get tired of the same actors being in every damn thing that comes out, don’t you agree, Jax?” 
 
    I nodded my head, still in disbelief that the man in front of me was something I idolized. “Sure.” 
 
    “Amber, I’d like you to meet Katherine Milton.” She’d won several Golden Globe awards and been nominated for more Emmys than I could recall. This woman, probably the age of my parents, held out her hand to me. The first thing I noticed was the large rock on her finger. When she noticed she placed her other hand on top of mine. “I remember when my husband came along for my first meet and greet. Do you remember that, Don?” She turned to him and then back to me. 
 
    Her husband was a lifesaver. “Oh yeah. Don’t worry. It gets easier.” 
 
    Katherine continued. “We’re all just human beings, Jax. After tonight, it’ll be like drinks with friends.” 
 
    “I hope so. I just about shit my pants when I saw you walk in.” 
 
    The room was quiet for second, and the look on my wife’s face told me I’d been inappropriate, but then something fantastic happened. The room filled with laughter. These famous people were laughing at me. I’d been accepted, and seeing Amber calm down was like a breath of fresh air. After that it was a lot more comfortable. Don and I sat next to each other so we could talk about life, while Amber, her agent, and the other two actors discussed the movie. The producer showed up later, passing out some paperwork for each of them. The meeting lasted for hours, and thankfully I never ran out of funny things to say. By the time it was over I felt like these people were my friends. They weren’t out to steal my wife. This was their job and they got where they were because they were professionals.  
 
    Once everyone went back to their hotels, I decided to take my wife our to listen to some jazz and experience the beautiful city. We walked around, entertained by the people and sounds, high on life. 
 
    The cab ride back to the RV was intense. Amber couldn’t keep her hands off of me. “I want you, Jax. Let’s make another pit stop. Please.” Two blocks from the place the family was parked, we found a hotel room and checked in. We knew neither of us were in any condition to keep our love making low-key. This called for some no-holds-barred romping in the sheets, and I was about to give her exactly what she’d asked of me. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    Reese and I weren’t surprised Jax and Amber never made it back to the RV after dinner and drinks. We bet each other what time they’d call to tell us they were staying somewhere in town. If I knew my brother like I thought I did, he was getting laid. Even the text he’d sent left little to the imagination. 
 
    Booty call. See you in the morning. - Jaxinator 
 
    With them gone, and the girls sleeping comfortably in the twin bunkroom next to the master, we took advantage of being alone ourselves. We turned on a cartoon in case the twins woke up, and closed the door that separated the two rooms. Reese was waiting in bed for me as I stripped down to my boxers. “Who says we can’t have fun too?” 
 
    “This is nice. I’m kind of looking forward to taking this thing out with just the two of us. Maybe after we’re married we could take a trip to the Grand Canyon.” 
 
    “Like for our honeymoon?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, Jake. I mean, this motorhome is nice, but I was thinking sandy beaches and a hut looking out at the ocean.” 
 
    “All I’m thinking about is you being my wife, naked and in a bed. I couldn’t give two shits where we go.” 
 
    “After we’re married, let’s make plans. I think we can get good use out of this. Maybe it’s not such a bad purchase. I know Amber and Jax really appreciate what we’re doing. She keeps thanking me, like keeping the twins is going to be difficult. Don’t they know how much we love them? I can’t wait to fill our house with little feet.” 
 
    Reese and I hadn’t been trying to get pregnant, but we hadn’t been using birth control for some time, so if it happened we’d be thrilled. When Amber announced they were expecting again, I worried Reese would feel defeated. Maybe she’d think there was something wrong with us. “You haven’t said much about the baby on the way.” 
 
    “I’m thrilled for them. I wouldn’t be surprised if they have ten children. Jax always joked about it.” 
 
    “I’m just glad he didn’t end up having ten kids with you. That would have sucked for me. Ten little reminders of us never being together.” 
 
    “Good thing I came to my senses. I don’t think my uterus could handle ten children, Jake. I’ll settle for one or two though. Hopefully it will happen for us, and until it does, we’re going to spoil the hell out of our nieces and nephews.” 
 
    “Speaking of family,” I said, sort of changing the subject. “I think we should play a prank on Jax and Amber.” 
 
    She leaned closer to me, kissing me gently on the tip of my nose. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “He’s made it clear he doesn’t want Amber knowing about the old man who died in this RV. I say we make him think it’s really haunted. Jax is gullible. He’ll fall for it. Before we know it he’ll be telling famous people how we’re traveling in a haunted motorhome. They’ll think he’s crazy.” 
 
    “Amber will seriously kill you if she finds out the truth.” 
 
    “So, don’t tell her.” 
 
    “She’s my best friend, Jake. She’s like a sister to me.” 
 
    “We’re talking about Jax, baby. Come on. Let’s give him a show.” 
 
    Reese didn’t take long to convince. She laughed against my chest, her face coming up, her lips smacking against mine. Within seconds, we were caught up in each other, the idea of torturing my brother put on the backburner while we stole a few minutes for ourselves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jax and Amber showed up before the girls were awake the next morning. While Amber showered, Jax got the twins up, changed and fed. He didn’t talk about what kept them overnight, and I was okay with it, since I knew his details would only make me cringe. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure they did exact what Reese and I had, I just didn’t want the gory details. 
 
      
 
    It took Reese a while to get moving. After we were both dressed for the day, we left my brother and his family to go sightsee. Amber had to be on set by noon, but insisted Jax would be fine until we returned. 
 
    Reese and I really enjoyed the French Quarter. We had beignets while listening to the smooth jazz sounds coming from a corner lounge. We took a horse and buggy ride through the streets, and even a short tour of one of the above ground cemeteries. While enjoying our day together, we planned how we were going to scare the shit out of my brother, and then we discussed our wedding.  
 
    By the time we returned I was too tired to think about playing a prank on Jax, so you can imagine how surprised I was to find him sound asleep next to both of the very awake twins.  I picked up Olivia and handed her to Reese, motioning for her to go back outside. Then I lifted Lex into my arms, rushing out without waking my brother. 
 
    We moved away from the motorhome, far enough where he wouldn’t hear my voice resonating from outside. Then I rang his phone. He answer almost immediately, his voice gruff. “Yeah?” 
 
    “It’s me. I just wanted you to know Reese and I won’t be home for a while. How are you doing with the girls? Do you need us to bring anything back with us?” 
 
    I could hear shuffling, and then him moving around. “Hold on.” The sound of the phone being sat down was clear. Then he began calling out for them, finally opening the door frantically searching. Jax ran back into the motorhome and picked up the phone. “You need to come back now. Holy shit. It’s the girls. They’re gone. I can’t find them.” 
 
    “Didn’t you lock the door?” I knew he had because I’d used my key to enter. 
 
    “I think so. Oh God. I need to call the police.” 
 
    When he said it I knew it had gone far enough. I had to let him know his precious babies were fine and not kidnapped. “Look outside Jax.” 
 
    “I just did,” he said in a frustrated tone. 
 
    “Look again, man. Maybe you missed something.” 
 
    As soon as he opened the door his eyes locked on us. The girls both pointed to Jax. Olivia called out for him. “Daddy.” 
 
    I’d never seen my brother look as relieved as he did when he saw both of his children. He walked over and grabbed Lex out of my arms. “You’re a dickhead. I thought someone took them.” 
 
    “If you were tired you should have called us.” 
 
    “They fell asleep first. I thought it would be okay if I rested too. Amber does it all the time. I made sure the door was locked and the keys weren’t anywhere near the ignition.” 
 
    “Calm down, bro. We got your ass good. Just admit it.” 
 
    “As long as you don’t tell my wife this happened, I’ll admit it. I can’t have her worrying about the girls. I’d lay down my life before I let something happen to them. You did get me, but I would have figured out it was you once I calmed down enough to think. Damn.” He hugged his daughter tighter. “I should kick your ass.” 
 
    “You can try, but let’s be fair, I’m in better shape.” 
 
    With that, Jax headed back into the motorhome. He spent the rest of the afternoon with his girls, never letting either of them get more than three feet from him at all times. 
 
    Amber returned after dark. We could all tell the day hadn’t been easy. She looked beat, and headed to the back bedroom without telling us anything. Jax finally left the kids with Reese and I to tend to his wife.  
 
    When Jax returned he said nerves got the best of Amber. She cried herself to sleep, and even with his best efforts, was unable to cheer her up. 
 
    The next morning she left bright and early. I barely heard the door shut when she exited the RV. With Jax down in the dumps because of Amber’s struggles, we decided to get out of the cramped motorhome and do something fun with the girls. What better place to visit than the Audubon Zoo, which is home to nearly two thousand animals from all around the world. As much as I know Amber would have liked to join us, we knew the twins needed a day out for them. After all, what good was a family trip without something to experience for everyone? 
 
    We spent the entire day doing every exhibit, watching the live shows, and picking up little souvenirs that wouldn’t take up a lot of room in the motorhome. They fell asleep on the cab ride back to the RV park, and were so worn out they didn’t even wake up when we carried them to bed. 
 
    Much like at home, we ate an easy dinner and played cards, all while anticipating the return of Amber. 
 
    She didn’t show up until after midnight. Looking as beat as the night before, she seemed in better spirits, even sitting down beside Jax for a hand of cards and late night snack. She seemed envious of our trip to the zoo, but thankful we were able to give the girls a fun day.  
 
    Since the first day didn’t go as expected, we had to stay for two more nights. That following morning we went on a tour of the bayou. Jax was adamant on seeing as many gators as possible. He wanted to ride on one of those large airboats, but they weren’t safe enough for the girls, so we had to take a regular tour. I held Lex, while Jax kept a tight grip on Olivia. Every time they’d spot a gator, he’d point so the girls could look. Reese was the official photographer, documenting everything so Amber would be able to experience it as well. 
 
    On our last day in New Orleans, we took the girls to a park called Storyland, where book characters come alive. My little nieces had the time of their little lives, dancing whenever they heard music playing. Each moment I spent seeing them happy and smiling made me feel like this trip was worth the money I was going to spend on the RV. My family might be crazy. My brother might act like a moron, but I wouldn’t trade him. We were making memories, experiences new places we’d never been, all while staying together. I’m not usually sentimental, but it made me feel like I’d made the best decision. I just hoped Jax and Amber could agree. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Jax  
 
      
 
    Eight hours. That’s how long it took for us to make it from New Orleans to Dallas. During the drive, which I took turns with Jake, the girls talked about the movie and the experiences Amber had while on the set.  
 
    We’d managed to keep the secret wedding under wraps, and with the family agreeing to meet us in the city, all we had to do was make sure Reese and Jake were up to tying the knot on a whim.  
 
    While Amber was away from the rest of us, she made calls to family members, who’d all offered to do their part in making everything come together. We’d booked a church, a hall, and even DJ. The food was being catered by the same company the production company was using while shooting in town, and the cake was being made by our Aunt Van, who loved to be creative, and the ceremony would be officiated by Uncle Colt, who’d become ordained a few years back. I think my wife used the prepping as a release for stress she was under. Filming was taking a lot out of her. She worked long hours, and was often too tired to hang out with any of us. I didn’t regret bringing the kids along, because even if we only got to see her a couple hours out of the day, it was still better than nothing. I would have gone crazy without seeing her for weeks on end. 
 
    Since the movie crew had a couple days before production continued, Amber and I used the extra time to get the family settled into local hotel as they all arrived.  
 
    My parents arrived first; mom feeling like she had to be on hand in case something went wrong. My dad was more interested in visiting all the steak houses in the area, since Dallas was known for having some of the best. As soon as Uncle Colt and Aunt Van arrived, the two men were nowhere to be found. They’d probably eat themselves into comas and be on the news for combusting. My sister and her husband arrived later in the day, followed by the rest of the relatives from Kentucky. Reese’s family trickled the following morning. Because it was supposed to be a surprise, both of the parents got together and celebrated, while Amber and I managed to head back to the RV without giving anything away. 
 
    That night, while in bed with Amber, our daughters sleeping soundly between us, we reflected on everything we’d accomplished, and how surprised Reese and Jake were going to be when they saw everyone they loved in that church. 
 
    Amber had arranged for one of the interns to pose as a tour guide. We were going to take a cab into the city and start at the church, where the family would all be waiting. She’d also arranged for my parents to bring us a change of clothes, including dresses for the girls, who would hopefully pose as flower girls alongside their cousin, Sarah. 
 
    When we arrived at the church Amber took Olivia from Reese, while I carried Lex. Reese stood outside taking pictures for what seemed like forever, especially since we knew the big surprise was waiting inside for them. 
 
    The moment the two of them walked into the chapel and spotted family members standing there, they knew what was up. I put my hand on my brother’s shoulder. “We wanted to do something special for the two of you, since you’ve gone out of your way to make Amber’s dreams come true.” 
 
    Amber took over. “Reese, I know how much time and detail you’ve put into planning your wedding, so with the help of the rest of the crew we were able to bring everything you wanted here to Dallas. Your dress, the menu, the music, it’s all ready for you.” 
 
    Reese covered her face with her hands. It was obvious it was a moment where she was overwhelmed with joy. She finally looked at Jake, who shrugged with ear-to-ear grin. “Do you still want to do this?” 
 
    “You know I do. I just can’t believe this is happening,” She said as her parents approached. 
 
    I put my arm around Amber, giving her a little push to convince her it was time to get changed. 
 
    It was nearly an hour before Reese was ready to come out. While everyone waited they caught up and mingled, none seeming to complain about having to wait before the service could begin. 
 
    There was a time when I thought Reese would be my wife; a time where I loved her and promised her forever, but the moment I saw her round the corner in her dress I knew she’d always belonged to Jake. I couldn’t regret the choices we’d all made to get to this point. I would have never met Amber and started a family. We wouldn’t have the perfect life we’d made.  
 
    In front of Reese were three beautiful little girls, all in matching dresses, and my expecting wife. She took my breath away as she marched slowly up the aisle, holding a bouquet winter flowers she’d searched everywhere to have delivered. Sarah, being the oldest of the children, led the twins up the aisle, showing them how to drop the flowers as they went.  When they saw me standing next to their uncle Jake, they ran toward us, forgetting all about the task they’d been picked to do. The crowd of family laughed, especially when they wanted to be held by me and my brother. I managed both in each arm, noticing the beads of sweat running down Jake’s head. Uncle Colt leaned forward to speak to just me. “You’ve done good by them, Jax.” 
 
    “Thanks.” It meant a lot coming from him. I turned my attention back to Jake, who looked like he was prepared to hand Reese his balls, even though he and I both knew he’d given them to her long before. “You can still back out, bro. Just make a run for it.” 
 
    “Shut up, Jax,” He said quietly so only I could hear. 
 
    “Seriously,” I added. “Just duck out the side entrance. I’ll tell everyone you left the country. I tell them you were gay and met someone at a rest stop. I’ll say you ran off to the Swiss Alps to adopt orphans and raise sheep.” 
 
    “I’m doing this. Shut up, and stop trying to talk me out of it.” 
 
    “It’s your funeral.” I felt Uncle Colt kick me to get me to listen. 
 
    Jake was ignoring me anyway. The moment he saw her I knew I couldn’t get under his skin. “God, she’s gorgeous. I can’t believe you did this for us.” 
 
    “My wife likes happy endings. What can I say?” 
 
    “Jaxon Mitchell, you’re in a church!” Uncle Colt reprimanded. 
 
    “Fornication is in the bible. I’ve highlighted the good parts just to prove it.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and pretended I didn’t exist. 
 
    Jake turned and gave me a look of disapproval. Of course I’d bring sex up while his wife-to-be was walking down the aisle. I peered over at Amber and threw her a wink. I couldn’t wait to take that dress off of her. I also couldn’t wait to share our news, even though I knew we’d have to wait a couple more weeks, just to be on the safe side. 
 
    As Reese got closer I could tell she was crying. In front of me I heard a few sniffles coming rom my brother. Getting married at the courthouse didn’t make any of this as intense as it felt standing in front of all these people. Jake couldn’t keep it together. The moment their eyes met he was a puddle of tears. I wanted to laugh, to make fun of him for being a pussy, but I felt my eyes start to sting. I had to look over at Amber to clear my head. My brother was finally getting hitched to Reese. In all honesty, they should have tied the knot before me.  
 
    Just as Uncle Colt was about to start the ceremony, Jake turned around to face me; speaking loud enough the whole congregation could hear. “You know, as much as we appreciate you doing this for us, I’ve got to say, it wouldn’t be fair unless you were a part of it too.” 
 
    “We are a part of it. It’s exactly how Reese planned it.” 
 
    “Jake isn’t talking about our wedding. He’s talking about the one you and Amber never got to have. You went to all this trouble. You brought our families here to share it with us. Why not renew your vows in front of the family? Celebrate alongside of us. Experience what it’s like to have a big wedding. I’m sure Uncle Colt doesn’t mind.” 
 
    “As long as Jax behaves himself,” Uncle Colt added with a low snicker. He got a kick out of putting me in line. 
 
    “It’s your day,” Amber insisted. 
 
    Jake wasn’t taking no for an answer. “Come on, bro. Give the family a good show. Are you really going to miss the opportunity to make out in a church?” Some people laughed, but while a smile formed on my face, my eyes locked onto Amber’s. Then the room began to spin, and my stomach turned with knots. “Want to get married again?” I asked her from afar, sitting one of our daughters down so she could run over to her grandmother. 
 
    She nodded happily. “I’d marry you every day if I could, Jax.” 
 
    I put my other daughter down, held out my hands and awaited hers to fill them. While we readjusted up at the altar, Jake explained we were just in it for the show. Since we were already married, we wouldn’t need documentation.  
 
    Right before the Uncle Colt could begin, I stared into my wife’s eyes, our hands still laced together. “Let’s do this shit.” 
 
    She looked appalled. “Jax, we’re in a church.” 
 
    “Sorry. God is probably saying the same thing. After all, what good is a big wedding without a bigger honeymoon?” 
 
    Uncle Colt cleared his throat before beginning. “I’m going to start with the renewal of vows from Jax and Amber, and then continue to the nuptials of Jake and Reese. Go on, Jax. Tell your wife how you feel about her.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to say something smart, but changed my mind at the last second. Amber deserved something to cherish, and I was going to give her plenty. “Amber, my stunning wife I fell in love with the moment I saw you naked.” I snickered while I let the crowd of people, including Reese’s family, who I might add used to consider me a son, all gasped or laughed with me. 
 
    “I know I’m full of surprises, and I don’t always make the best of choices, but there’s one thing that will never change, and it’s my love for you. Thank you for helping me make beautiful babies, for showing me burnt dinners can be salvaged because they were made by you, and for always going the extra mile under the sheets. You rock, babe.” 
 
    She laughed while shaking her head. Nothing surprised her anymore. “Jax, I used to think you were crazy and unpredictable, but as the years go by I’ve learned it’s just how you see the world and life. You don’t expect things to be perfect. You appreciate what we have, even if it’s burnt dinners or leftovers of those burnt dinners turned into a mystery meatloaf.” The room filled with laughter as she said it. “You have always loved me for being myself, and I love you right back.” 
 
    From the crowd, I could hear my father’s voice. “Go on and start making out. You know you want to.”  
 
    Uncle Colt pronounced us, albeit after I’d already pulled her lips against mine. If the people wanted a show, we were going to give it to them, tongue and all. 
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    Chapter  12 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    We were still in shock Jax and Amber had pulled this off, down to the small details Reese was adamant on having. The stressing over the wedding could finally be over, giving us our lives back. On this day I’d promise to love and cherish Reese, the women I think I’d always been in love with from the moment she stepped into my life. Against the odds, forsaking others, nothing could keep us apart. Jax doing this for us, well it made me feel like he’d finally let go of every bit of ill feelings regarding what happened in the past. I had my brother back, my very best friend in the entire world. That’s not to say Reese wasn’t a close second as far as friendship goes, but let’s face it, Jax and I shared DNA. You couldn’t get any closer to another human being than that, not unless you cloned yourself. 
 
    In front of our family, before God, I was prepared to say my vows. She’d made me write them down, even though our wedding date had been far away. With Uncle Colt’s blessing, I began to confess my adoration and devotion to the woman I loved. 
 
    “Reese. I still can’t believe we’re getting married today. It’s crazy. I know you made me memorize my vows a long time ago, but if it’s okay with you I’d like to just say what’s on my mind.” I waited for her to nod before continuing. “Being with me hasn’t always been easy. Everyone in this room can attest to that.” 
 
    Jax stopped kissing Amber to interrupt. “Especially me.” 
 
    “Especially him,” I agreed. “But through it all our love has only grown stronger. We, as a couple, have grown stronger. I’ll never regret loving you. You’re my partner, my friend, and one day the mother to our children. Thank you for being patient with me, for growing with me, and for teaching me the meaning of love.” In my defense, the tears were nerves. Reese was the most beautiful thing I’d ever laid eyes on. Being here with her, in front of everyone, it was all too much. I couldn’t control my emotions. Seeing me tearing up only made it more difficult for her to keep it together.  
 
    “Jake,” she struggled to say my name. “I’ve dreamed of this day for so long.” She began to bawl, so I pulled her close, her head falling against my chest. The congregation of family waited for her to calm down, a few sniffles could be heard in echoing off the high ceilings. “I’m sorry. It’s exactly as I envisioned it to be.” 
 
    Amber got her a tissue and then went back to stand next to Jax.  
 
    “Jake, our future may be unwritten, but I can already tell it’s going to be filled with magical memories. I’ve never felt more love than when I’m with you. You are my soul mate, and I promise to never take you for granted. For better or worse,” she turned to point to Jax. “Even when you’re under the influence of your crazy brother, up to no good, doing crazy shenanigans, I’ll still be by your side. You have a heart of gold, and I promise to be true to you for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    Our nuptials were sealed with a long kiss. It was almost too surreal to believe. 
 
    We were officially married. 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Jake Mitchell. 
 
      
 
    The reception was where the fun began. To start things off, Jax took the microphone from the DJ and announced us into the room. Everyone stood to greet us as husband and wife, all the little cousins ran around the dance floor, ignoring the adults as usual. 
 
    Then my brother continued on. “So, my wife and I would like to thank everyone for making the trip out to share in this wedding between Jake and Reese. In honor of you tying the knot, we’ve prepared a number to perform for everyone in celebration. Please clear the dance floor and enjoy the show. 
 
    He dropped the microphone, causing a loud blistering sound to fill the room. People covered their ears until the DJ turned it off. When all settled, Jax and Amber were in the center of the dance floor. I took Reese’s hand and squeezed it. “This can’t be good.” 
 
    “Nope,” she agreed. “If he takes off his clothes I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    “He’s probably going to.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    All of a sudden the lights went out, only one remaining on the couple. All eyes tuned to them, everyone preparing for what could only be described as a unforgettable moment.  
 
    It wasn’t a secret that Jax and Amber could dance. Aside from being an exotic dancer, Amber had been dancing her whole life. Jax just had good rhythm and could always find it easy to pick up on moves as he went. It was obvious they’d practice this routine. From the moment they began it was choreographed. 
 
    The music, a raunchy song from the nineties about licking someone up and down played loudly, Jax and Amber moving to the beat, depicting sexual innuendos as they went. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cringe. It was hard to watch, especially when Jax started doing a solo shimmy. As soon as he leaned forward I knew the pants were removable. Call it twin intuition, or just the ability to predict what my idiot brother was about to do, but I was certain the clothes were definitely coming off. He’d obviously changed, putting on a pair of Velcro-lined pants. The second he tugged, they split open, falling to the floor and he spun around, shaking his ass or all to see. Instead of boxers, he had on a pair of women’s panties, displaying the words ‘Just Married’ on the rear. 
 
    I scanned the audience, seeing many holding up their phones to capture pictures and video of the whole ordeal. Some people were clapping, even whistling. Then, when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, my parents joined them, grinding their bodies together like they were about to get it on.  
 
    I had two choices. 
 
    I could put a stop to the madness, or I could embrace that this was my family, and no matter how crazy they were, I would always be a part of it. I chose the latter, mostly because I didn’t want to be the only one to make a fool out of themselves. I pulled Reese out onto the dance floor, shaking my hips to the beat, and pulling her in for a chaste kiss. “Welcome to the family, baby.” 
 
    Reese laughed so hard I thought she was going to fall back. It was all the proof needed to know she was right where she belonged. 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Jake 
 
    After spending a week in a hotel with Reese, we were back on the road to head to the last filming destination for the movie. Jax had ended up taking the girls on set each day with the help from my parents, who’d ended up sticking around several more days to lend an extra hand. I think it was good for Reese to get the support, and Jax certainly needed help when it came to the girls.  
 
    Our first night back on the road was uneventful, up until Jax came walking out of the bathroom with a problematic look on his face. “We’ve got a problem.” 
 
    “What? Can’t get it up?” I teased. 
 
    “There is something wrong with the shitter. I think it’s full or something.” 
 
    Since I knew nothing about campers, I wasn’t aware of what to do, in fact, I hadn’t even considered it would become filled. I don’t know how something like that would slip my mind. Obviously the waste had to go somewhere. 
 
    I located the user manual and began to read, while Jax searched the internet about what to do. “It says there is a holding tank. It needs to be emptied. We need to figure out how to do it, because it smells like gas fumes in there.” 
 
    We were parked at a rest stop, halfway to Colorado. There weren’t hookups for waste disposal around to use. I couldn’t exactly do it in the parking lot, so I came up with the best idea I could think of. “What if we pull back out on the road and let it drain slowly?” 
 
    “You want to dump our shit on the road?” 
 
    “Jake, that’s a terrible idea,” Reese warned. 
 
    “Do you want to have the thing overflowing everywhere? It’s dark out. Nobody will know. When it rains the waste will get washed away. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “I want no part of this,” Reese exclaimed. 
 
    “Me either,” Amber agreed. 
 
    I looked at my brother, who I knew was already on board. “Let’s get it done while the twins are asleep.” 
 
    After figuring out how to open the holding tank, where Jax stood right where the waste began pouring out, we rushed inside the RV and started driving down the dark highway. Since we weren’t sure how long it would take, I drove for several miles, finally turning around to head back to the rest stop and park in another spot so we didn’t get blamed for the shit all over the ground. 
 
    Right before pulling into the parking lot we saw the lights of a police car getting closer. 
 
    “Fuck! This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Calm down. Just play stupid. We’ll tell them we didn’t know the waste chamber was open. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    The officer approached the vehicle at the entrance, instead of the driver’s side window. I opened the door, seeing his flashlight shining brightly in my eyes. “I need everyone in this vehicle to step outside. Bring your identification and the registration for the motorhome.” 
 
    “There are two sleeping children in safety seats. Can they stay?” Amber inquired. 
 
    “Yes. All adults need to vacate the vehicle.” 
 
    The four of us stepped outside, immediately taken back by the smell of feces. The girls covered their noses, while Jax and I stood like nothing was bothering us. 
 
    Two officers stood with flashlights, looking us up and down and checking the registration. “Do you know the fine for dumping waste?” 
 
    “Dumping waste? No, sir.” 
 
    “Are you aware that for three miles human waste had been leaking from your motorhome?” 
 
    “It’s dark, officer. We weren’t aware.” 
 
    He handed me back my information. “Are you also aware of the ban on tailgate ornaments such as the one you have on your motorhome?” 
 
    Jax chuckled. I knew he couldn’t help it. Our dad’s dangling testicles we still on the hitch of the RV. “Sir, with all sure respect. They aren’t even my balls. They’re my dad’s. He put them on as a joke.” 
 
    Jax couldn’t contain himself. The laughing got so bad he has to explain. “I’m sorry. They really aren’t his balls though.” 
 
    The officers looked to one another and then back to us. “Have you been drinking, Mr. Mitchell?” He asked me. 
 
    “No, sir. I’ve been driving all day.” 
 
    “Would you be okay with taking a sobriety test?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” The officer went to his cruiser, only to come back with a device I had to blow in. Low and behold it proved I hadn’t been drinking. 
 
    “Have you been using drugs tonight?” 
 
    “Officer, I’m driving my family around. There are two sleeping toddlers in the RV. I wouldn’t do something so careless.” 
 
    “Careless like spraying your shit all over the roads?” The one officer questioned. 
 
    He shone his light on the front of the cruiser. It was covered in brown toilet paper, some stuck in the wipers.  
 
    “Oh shit,” escaped Jax. 
 
    “Oh shit is right. I want to know which one of you is responsible for this? Someone is getting a ticket tonight.” 
 
    “Can’t you just fine us for the balls?” I asked. 
 
    One officer headed back to the shit stained cruiser. I could tell he was on his computer, probably writing me up for the waste. When he returned he handed me two pieces of paper. One was a ticket for littering. The next was a ticket for the tailgate ornament. “I don’t care whose balls they belong to. Take them off, before you pull away.” 
 
    My brother was heaving, fighting to keep the vomit from projecting out of his mouth. “You can have them, officer. Just take the testicles. Our dad doesn’t even need them.” Jax kept on. “We’re sorry for the mess. We didn’t know the valve was open. Maybe it’s broken.” 
 
    “I suggest you get it checked out. In the meantime, I’d use the restroom elsewhere. You can pay the fines online. I’d appreciate it if you made sure the value is closed before you leave this spot. Have a good night folks.” The cop was gagging, finally hunching over to puke all over the road. 
 
    I shoved Jax as soon as they pulled away. “Asshole. Isn’t that considered waste too? Why does he get to upchuck, but I’m not allowed to dump shit? They could have arrested me, you know.” 
 
    “For what? How could they prove it wasn’t an accident?” He kept laughing. “Dude, did you see their car? It’s going to take them forever to clean that shit off. I wonder how many cars we got? This is epic.” 
 
    “It’s disgusting,” Amber added. Can we go now? It smells horrible, and I’m about to get sick.” She covered her mouth and continued heaving until finally it shot out like you see on movies.  
 
    I turned back to Jax, while holding up the tickets. “You’re helping me pay for these.” 
 
    He was doing his best not to get sick again while watching Amber. “Whatever. It’s worth the money to have this story to tell. As far as dad’s nuts. Let him pay that one.” 
 
    “Good idea. Now, go tend to your wife. She’s in need of a rag or something. No puke allowed in the motorhome.” 
 
      
 
    After making sure the valve was shut, and catching some fresh air so we could breathe, we found a new parking spot away from the mess and planned on resting for the night. Since the smell still hadn’t left the bathroom, we opened a window and promised to use the facilities in the building instead of the RV, at least until morning. Of course, I’d be the one who had to go to the bathroom first. 
 
    I walked outside into the cold and headed toward the bathroom. From the second I walked inside I knew something was off. Sounds resonating from the furthest stall were not just from one person. I tried my best to pee without overthinking things. Surely it wasn’t my business what was going on in the men’s lavatory, but curiosity killed the cat. I finished what I was doing and bent down to look for feet. Sure enough, two black sets of boots were facing the same direction. I didn’t wash my hand or flush the urinal. Instead, I hauled ass back to the RV and sat in the driver’s seat, my eyes fixed on the restroom entrance. Jax came up beside me. “What’s up with you?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Nothing. Remind me to wash my hands when I get up.” 
 
    “Dude, what is going on? Did you murder someone? I read somewhere a rest stop was a good place to kill someone because it’s a random act.” 
 
    “Shut up, Jax. I didn’t kill anyone. I just want to see something.” 
 
    Nearly ten minutes later I saw two men walking out of the men’s restroom. “Holy shit! Just as I suspected. I knew they were police issued boots. Those dudes were packing fudge. Those cops that pulled us over are lovers. I heard them getting it on.” 
 
    “What? Did you stand there and listen? Were they banging in the open?” 
 
    “No. I saw their boots under the stall.” 
 
    “Remind me to mail them some fudge with the ticket check.” 
 
    I stood up to go wash my hands. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to unsee this.” 
 
    “To each his own, Jax.  Some guys prefer fudge. It’s not my cup of tea. I prefer pie.” 
 
    “Yeah, you and me both, bro.” Jax put his hand on my shoulder. “On that note, I’m going to go find my wife. I’ve had enough entertainment for the night.” 
 
    I found Reese in the back bunkroom reading. Her hair was down, and when I closed the privacy door she sat the book to the side and held out her arms. “I heard you talking to Jax. You were joking, right?” 
 
    “Nope. I witnessed it. I heard it. It sounded painful.” 
 
    “Aww, do you need a hug now? You’ve had a shitty night, huh?” 
 
    “Literally. I hate to admit it, but Jax was right. Where does he get his information?” 
 
    “Craigslist probably. Who knows? Jax is a weirdo. Isn’t that why we all love him?” 
 
    “I guess. It’s kind of disturbing how he knows the most random shit. Maybe I should tell Dad to give him more responsibilities. He obviously has way too much free time on his hands.” 
 
    Reese laughed, while offering support. “Come here. You need some loving. I’ll make it all go away.” 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed my wife. “Now you’re talking. By the way, my dad is paying for that ticket. I’m not being held responsible for his nut sack.” 
 
    We both laughed together at the way it came out. Even in his absence, my dad was still getting the last laugh. 
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    Chapter  14 
 
    Jax 
 
    I pressed my bare ass against the glass for the third time, my final attempt to be acknowledged by this particular truck driver. “What is with these guys? You know they see it.” 
 
    “Hang on. He’s looking, Jax. He did a double take. He’s shaking his head.” Jake was egging me on. “Oh damn. He’s backing away. Nope, no honks for you. I’m beating you two to zip.” 
 
    I pulled my pants back on, giving up on the bet I’d made with me brother. “Fine, Jake. I owe you five bucks. Apparently my ass isn’t as nice as I find it to be. Nobody appreciates it.” 
 
    “I do, baby. You can show me later,” Amber suggested. 
 
    On that note, I rubbed my hands together and prepared for the next task. 
 
    “Come on girls. You know you can’t beat me or Jake in a game of five card poker. The odds are against you. Bow out now before you’re forced to be our slaves.” 
 
    My wife Amber, and brother’s wife Reese looked at one another and snickered. “Just deal the cards, babe. We’re not afraid of a little competition, unlike you two. I seem to recall you losing the last time we played.” 
 
    In my defense, we were in the privacy of our own home and not on a road trip across the country so my wife could be in her very first movie. I liked being a practical joker, but not when the odds were against me getting the last laugh. 
 
    “Amber’s right. I’m pretty sure you were the one in your skimpies running around the front lawn and waving to the tractor trailers as they rolled by. It took you forever to get one to honk at you. I suppose they just weren’t into all you say you have to offer. I mean, it was pretty cold out, and I suppose your little thingy was difficult to see in a moving vehicle. It probably inverted.” Reese thought she had the upper hand, but messing with me would only cost her in the long run. Unlike Jake, who was predictable when it came to pranks and paybacks, I was more sly. I waited it out until the ordeal had been long forgotten, and then I’d make my move with the unsuspecting prey. It was like the time my father thought he’d gotten me good. Sure, replacing my toothpaste with Hemorrhoid cream was smooth, but as my lips and gums became numb I stayed calm, telling him it wasn’t even worth the attempt to get him back.  
 
    After waiting a month, listening to him padding the story over and over again, I snuck in his house and added Amber’s self tanning cream to his aftershave lotion. Since I knew the process would show slowly, I asked my parents over for dinner that Sunday night. Now, anyone who knows my dad can tell you how he takes a long nap after one of my mother’s weekend breakfast feasts. He wakes up early, has his coffee while watching the news, and then eats breakfast. By the time it’s over he’s tired and falling asleep on the couch. 
 
    My mom usually goes about her Sundays staying out of the living room since the TV is tuned to football, so she wouldn’t notice her husbands face changing colors, not until he woke back up and sought her out. 
 
    It was the first time she didn’t tell him what was going on. Instead of laughing and making a big deal about it, my mom walked outside and called me. Once she knew which one of her twins was the culprit, she kept it a secret until we were all sitting across the table from one another. Much to my dad’s surprise, we even snapped a few candid shots with him and his granddaughters before divulging the hysterical details.  
 
    Then there was the time I loosened all the lug-nuts on the golf cart wheels. He climbed on one morning with his cup of coffee and pressed on the gas. Four wheels went rolling in opposite directions while hot coffee poured down the front of him. 
 
    I wasn’t the only Mitchell boy who liked pranking either. According to my dad, Uncle Colt and Conner, it had been going on for years before we were born. 
 
    I turned to my wife with a wide smile on my face. “I don’t plan on losing this time. You two ladies are going to be the ones running around topless outside this motorhome.” I tossed two red velvet Santa hats in their direction. “Don’t forget these when you go.” 
 
    Reese fetched them off the table and chucked them back at me. Jake sat down beside me, shuffling the deck some more. “Let’s get started then. Boys against girls. Winner chooses the punishment.” 
 
    “Let’s go!” I said with anticipation. 
 
    Here’s the thing about my antics. Often I forget to consider consequences, like the fact that my wife was willing to make a mockery out of me for her own entertainment. I happened to like being the man who kept a smile on her face, except when I lost at something. If I had to cheat for the odds to be in my favor, I’d do it without regret. Nothing feels better than winning. 
 
    Much to my utter shock, Jake was on fire. He had pocket aces the first hand, then a straight, followed by two pair. We kept a tally of which team had the most winning hands to keep things fair.  
 
    Just when I thought we were unstoppable the girls started getting lucky. Five more hands later we’d fallen behind, and had to hear all the terrible details of what would become of us in our latest failure. 
 
    The final hand came down to Amber and Jake. He had a flush. Then I watched Amber revealing her cards. A full house with two aces and three kings. We were done, and as my stomach knotted up, I heard the girls celebrating their victory. 
 
    They didn’t make us do anything at first. For a while Jake and I considered it was going to be something sexual, but the night came and went without any action for either of us. That next morning, while still parked at a rest stop in the middle of Colorado, the ground covered in a bed of fresh snow, the girls finally announced our punishment. Amber tossed two pieces of fabric toward us. “Put these on.” 
 
    Jake and I lifted the plaid cloth to reveal they were kilts.  
 
    “Where in the hell did these come from?” 
 
    “I found them on the set last week. Don’t worry about it. Drop your drawers and put them on.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t having it. “Hell no. I’m not wearing a skirt.” 
 
    “Just do it,” Reese ordered. “A bet is a bet.” 
 
    “How long do we have to wear them?” I asked. 
 
    “All day, babe. We have something special planned for later,” Amber said while cracking up with laughter. 
 
    We didn’t have a choice but to obey the girls. While Jake went into the front bedroom to change, I dropped my pants and put the kilt on in front of the two women. Reese turned her head, while Amber watched my every move. 
 
    She tossed me one of the Santa hats once I was finished. “Don’t forget this.” 
 
      
 
    Fast forward three hours. We’d gotten back on the road and were making good timing. The mountainous views were picturesque, and for a change our twin daughters were staying occupied with an animated movie about Christmas.  
 
    Jake sat on the passenger seat acting as my wingman, while the women remained close to the little ones.  
 
    “Pull over here, Jax,” Amber ordered. 
 
    I figured she felt carsick or wanted to take a picture of the landscape since it was covered in snow. Shirtless, and still wearing the kilts, Jake and I remained seated, prepared to stay there until we left again. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Reese asked us. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Jake replied to her. 
 
    “Get your asses up. It’s time to pay the piper.” 
 
    “Yeah right. We’re on a main highway. I’m not getting out of the chair.” 
 
    Amber walked right up to me carrying a decoration she’d purchased for the ranch. It was a road sign on a stick with directions on it, one being the North Pole. She shoved it closer, forcing me to take it. “Take your brother outside and let us get a picture. The faster you do it, the sooner you can take off the kilts.” 
 
    Jake was fast on his feet, eager to finally be done with the charade. I leaned over and kissed my wife before exiting the motorhome. “Paybacks are a bitch, dear. Remember that.” 
 
    She cackled. “All I care about is sending this picture to everyone in the family. Now, go on out there and pose for me. I’m planning on using this for our annual Christmas card.” 
 
    With cars passing by, we both stepped outside, our boots the only things keeping our feet from frostbite. The cold air whipped over my exposed body, my nipples hardening as tiny shards of snow smacked against it. I pulled the Santa hat down over my ears, ignoring the slew of cars honking as they blew by. 
 
    Then I looked at my brother, suffering the same fate. He didn’t have to explain how awful it was, and I certainly didn’t have to read his mind.  
 
    “Okay, guys. Stick the pole in the ground and pretend you’re peeing.” 
 
    I turned around and looked at my wife, who had her camera cocked in the air. “I hate you for this.” 
 
    She giggled more. “If you’re good boy I’ll warm you up later, Jax.” 
 
    It was all the incentive I needed to bend my white ass over and moon them, before posing with my brother. Amber and Reese may have gotten the last laugh, but I’d hold her to the promise of turning up the heat later, even if my pride had to go to make it happen. 
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    Chapter  15 
 
    Jax 
 
    Twenty-seven days we spent on the road, driving across country and then back home again, at least to the ranch in Kentucky. We were meant to arrive on Christmas Eve, only to show up at three a.m. Christmas morning instead. With the girls still fast asleep, Amber and I wrapped presents and stuck them under the extra large tree at Uncle Colt’s house. 
 
    The aroma of coffee resonated from the kitchen where we discovered Aunt Van already up and preparing breakfast.  
 
    She came over and hugged both of us. “I’m so glad you made it. Your mom and dad are going to be so happy. They were worried last night when you called and said you were going to be late. We thought you’d miss pancakes.” 
 
    “For the past month I’ve craved your pancakes. If we had to jump on a plane to make it here, we would have. Luckily, Jake and Jax drove through the night.” 
 
    I added. “The weather in Colorado was horrible. We had to go so slow. At one point the snow was too have to continue. Don’t get me started on the ghost. Every time I turned around my stuff went missing. Nobody believes me. It’s crazy.” When I noticed Amber giving me the stink-eye, I decided to let it go. “It’s good to see you, Aunt Van.” 
 
    “If got all the pictures back from the wedding for everyone to look through today. They turned out beautiful. I got some good ones of your mom and dad. I even snapped a few of your performance.” 
 
    I chuckled. “The video was posted on the internet that night. I think it’s gotten a few thousand views.” 
 
    Amber rolled her eyes. “Let’s just hope my publicist doesn’t ever see it.” 
 
    “Whatever. Don’t be ashamed of the Jaxinator, baby.” 
 
    “Do I need to leave you two alone?” My aunt asked. 
 
    “Nope. We’re good.” 
 
    The sound of my brother, followed by two little girls crying filled the room. We rushed over to take the girls and reassure them everything was fine. The moment they saw Aunt Van we knew they wouldn’t go back to sleep. She looked over at us and smiled. “It’s never too early to open presents.” 
 
    Two hours later, at approximately five thirty in the morning, my mom and dad came downstairs. The girls, who’d been content on playing with everything they’d opened, stopped what they’d been doing and ran toward them. Of course, that’s when round two of opening occurred. We’d gone through several pots of coffee by the time eight rolled around. With breakfast not being served until ten, we decided there was no better time to take a short, much needed nap. 
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    Chapter  16 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    For two weeks we’d be relentlessly doing everything in our power to make Jax think there was ghost in the RV. We’d hidden his keys, his toothbrush, and other small items, only to return them to the exact place he’d left them. He was going crazy, and the best part was the fact that Amber had no idea what he was talking about. Usually, she’d be the person to discover they were in the same place they’d been. She kept accusing Jax of fooling around, all the while Reese and I were the culprits.  
 
    By the time we made it to Kentucky we were all tired of the RV. I still wanted to go ahead with the purchase, I just longed to sleep in my own bed again, with my new wife. We’d gotten married two weeks before and still not been home.  
 
    Once Jax and Amber took the kids inside our Aunt and Uncle’s house, Reese and I went back to sleep for a few hours. When we woke the whole family had arrived. All the cousins congregated in the large family room, while the older adults remained in the kitchen and dining room. It was a tradition to have breakfast before the adults exchanged gifts, so we grabbed a plate and stuffed our faces with Aunt Van’s delicious cooking.  
 
    Finally the time came to reveal a big surprise we’d managed to come up with for all the adults in the family. With the help of our cousins Christian, we were able to have everything shipped to her house, instead of trying to fit the items in the motorhome.  
 
    The time had come to reveal the special gifts. The four of us, me, Jax, Amber and Reese crowded around the family as we handed each of them the same sized boxes. 
 
    A few seconds later there were at least thirty sets of ornamental testicles on five different color shades. Uncle Colt was the first to say something. “What the hell?” Then he held up the second item in his box. “Please tell me what this is for?” 
 
    “It’s a cock warmer. You wear it around so your dick doesn’t get cold. Ain’t it cool?” Jax suggested. 
 
    Dad spoke next. “I already have a set of these, and my cock is already warm, but I’ll wear it on Sundays for your mom. It’s Colt who needed the extra set of balls. He hasn’t seen his in forever.” 
 
    “We’re keeping the old ones, Dad,” I explained. “We wanted to get everyone something from our trip. There’s also something special in your box. Check it out.” 
 
    He reached in and pulled out the ticket from the police officers. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He held up the ticket for everyone to see. 
 
    “You put the balls there. You pay the ticket, old man. All is fair in love and ball sacks,” Jax noted. 
 
    “This family is so dysfunctional. I hope that’s the last of the surprises from you boys,” My mom responded. 
 
    “Actually,” Amber replied. “I have a surprise. Two of them. First, I’ve been asked to be in the sequel of the movie. Second, Jax and I are pregnant.” 
 
    The room filled with congratulations. Everyone was hugging them and commenting on their good news. Just when I was about to do the same, I felt Reese’s hand lacing into mine. “Merry Christmas, Jake.” 
 
    “Merry Christmas, baby.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small box containing her gift. Reese opened it and looked up at me with a smile.  
 
    “It’s beautiful.” She pulled the necklace and turned around so I could put it on her. The large diamond lined M initial was centered against her chest when she swung back to face me. “I love it so much.” Reese kissed me and then ran over to fetch a small box for me.  
 
    “Did you get me an initial necklace too?” 
 
    “Open it up and see.” 
 
    While everyone in the room were paying attention to my brother, I lifted the lid to the box to reveal something I never expected. I looked up at Reese and saw tears falling down her cheeks. “I know it’s not as cool as a set of balls.” 
 
    I was still in shock. “Is this for real?” 
 
    “I took it this morning. We’re pregnant, Jake. We’re having a baby too.” 
 
    I pulled her into my arms, not noticing that all eyes had redirected to us. Jax came over and put his hand on my shoulder. “You better hope it’s yours, bro. The ghost could have knocked her up while you were sleeping.” 
 
    “You big idiot. The ghost isn’t real. It’s been us all along.” 
 
    “For real? You two suck.” 
 
    “I’m going to be father,” I managed to mumble. It was surreal. I couldn’t believe it was true. I’d been hoping, but not wanting to jinx us in case we had problem conceiving. “I’m going to be a father,” I repeated loudly. 
 
    I watched as Amber and Reese embraced. Jax tapped me on the back. “Our kids are going to be best friends.” 
 
    I put my arm around my twin brother and pulled him in for a hug. “Just like us, Jax. Merry Christmas, bro. I love ya.” 
 
    “Yeah, I love you too.” He pulled away. “Now pretend I’m a douche so they think we’re cool.” 
 
    I grabbed him again and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t be ashamed of our love.” 
 
    Our dad came over and wrapped his arms around both of us, wedging us closer together. “I love you guys,” he said in a loud, obnoxious voice. “Thanks for giving me more grandkids. Let’s try for some boys this time.” 
 
    “Whatever we get will be fine,” Mom added. 
 
    We brought her into our group embrace and saw Isabella joining in. “Don’t leave me out.” 
 
    While in our family huddle, Dad said something none of us will ever forget. “This is what life is about. One day I won’t be around to carry on these family traditions. I need you all to promise you’ll teach your children how important this family is. We’re nothing without each other.” 
 
    He was right. At the end of the day it was our family that held us all together. Through good times and bad. Through holiday traditions, and road trips across the country, we were blood. We were stronger. We were Mitchells.  
 
    “Enough of the hugging. I need some pie.” And just like that, Jax was back to being Jax, while Dad egged him on. I looked around the room, so packed with family it was hard to move around, and I couldn’t remember ever feeling this happy.  
 
    I was going to be a father. New memories would be made. More pranks, and stories they’d grow to tell their own children. It was the circle of life, the beauty of it, the joy of the experience. 
 
    It was everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End – For this Christmas at least. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Silently waiting, my hands folded across my lap, the sound of my peers conversing throughout the room behind me. I’d been sitting in the first row of this classroom for a while, ever since I’d sparked a more physical interest in my professor.  
 
    The sound of the side entrance alerted me of his presence. Right away I felt my stomach knotting up, my throat feeling tight, and my fingers shaking beyond control.  
 
    I could feel the air blowing between my legs since I was in a skirt. He’d expect my exposed pussy positioned for his viewing pleasure. James would arrange for this to happen, and like his little toy I’d always abided to his wishes. 
 
    This was what he’d done to me each and every time we were close. He took control.  
 
    It wasn’t just his sexy appearance, the dark wavy hair, or the way he wore it, sort of disheveled like most guys my age. Even with his charming smile, and bright white teeth, I knew his looks weren’t what drew me in back then. Sure, he was a stunning specimen to look at, in fact the only older man I’d ever had an interest in, but it was his intelligence that made me lose all ability to rationalize with how wrong it was to be involved with him. He carried himself like he knew he could get whatever he wanted in life. Maybe he was right. I think he had me in the palm of his hand the moment we met. 
 
    He was married, for more than twenty years, to a woman of high stature. Her father was the dean of the university. Our taboo indiscretion would surely cost him his livelihood, not that it stopped either one of us from continuing the affair.  
 
    I wanted to feel terrible for my actions, but how could I, when the man brought me so much excitement. I was enthralled by his lifestyle, and his ability to help me see my goals and do whatever necessary to achieve them.  
 
    Jameson Willis. My professor. My mentor. My weakness. My kryptonite. 
 
    Before I tell you how screwed up my life has become, I suppose it would make sense to go back to where it all began, to where my struggles caused such drastic measures to come into play. You see, I wasn’t always promiscuous. To everyone who knows me, I’m sort of predictable, always safe even. I thought about my actions before making them, going over every single outcome in my head in order to come up with the best solutions. I’m an overachiever, determined to be the best, no matter how difficult the feat may be. I never give up, which is probably why I’ve landed myself in such trouble. 
 
      
 
    I think it started when I took my midterm. I’m pre-med, and my schedule combined with such complicated courses left me struggling. I stared down at that test for nearly thirty minutes without putting my pen down. I couldn’t, for the life of me, come to terms with everything I’d studied and crammed into my brain the night before. It was as if I’d forgotten everything. Equations and formulas began circling, but the answers failed to process. 
 
    After the first hour I knew I was behind. With a time limit counting down, I fought with jotting something for each question, even when I knew it wasn’t the correct answer or nearly what would give me the grade I hoped for. 
 
    Ever since elementary school I’d gotten straight A’s. I was valedictorian of my graduating class, and had even managed to keep a four-point-one grade point average throughout my first few years of college. I didn’t understand how, like a switch, I couldn’t process thoroughly. I was disgusted with myself, succumbing to the fact that I might be over my head, cramming extra courses in order to finish early. 
 
    I was called into my professor’s office a few days later. At this point, I barely knew anything about the man who led the course. He wore a gold ring on his finger, and often spoke about his own grown children while giving lectures. He had a good sense of humor, and everyone in the class seemed to like him. Don’t get me wrong, I noticed the handsome man from afar, having taken a seat in the back of the room, just so I could exit first and make it to my next destination without being late. It was important to always be prompt and prepared, and in this instance I needed to keep a good distance between the two of us.  
 
    While I sat down on the opposite side of his desk, avoiding eye contact with the man who was obviously disappointed in me, I waited for him to begin. 
 
    “Miss Healy, I’ve asked you to stop by today so we could discuss this catastrophe of a midterm. I wouldn’t normally address it so soon, but I’ve become aware of your workload, and feel obligated to give you a little leeway regarding a retest.” He slid the test over as he finished.  
 
    Red. 
 
    It was all I could see scribbled over each page as I peeked at them. “I swear I studied. I don’t know what happened. It was like my mind went blank. I can assure you it was a lapse of judgment.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt your capabilities, Miss Healy. You think I don’t pay attention to students, that each and every one of them are just fillers for my classroom. I know more than you think.“ He stood and began walking around his office with his hands tucked behind his back. His confidence left me vulnerable. He was comfortable, secure, and I think he knew he wasn’t bad to look at. 
 
    While I tried not to make eye contact, my gaze scanned him whenever his back turned to me. He had buns of steel, tight and perfectly presentable in his dark-washed trousers. With his suit jacket removed, the arms of his button down were tight, displaying muscles I didn’t want to be aware existed.  
 
    Maybe it had been too long for me. I hadn’t been involved with anyone in two years, which left me vulnerable and horny. My roommate took it upon herself to remind me what I was missing out on whenever she got the chance. This was a true revelation to those times.  
 
    His voice was low and sexy as he spoke, echoing off the walls in the classroom. “I know you’ve come a long way to attend this university, and before this semester you’ve been on the dean’s list. I don’t usually offer my assistance to many students, but you have potential. I know you want to be a doctor. I’ve seen your entrance video. You’re a natural go-getter, so the fact that you’re struggling is causing me to make an exception.” 
 
    “I’m not asking for special treatment, Professor Willis. If I have to retake the course, I certainly will. I’ve put too much on my plate I suppose. I thought I could handle the extra assignments, but I’m a bit overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Is that what you want, to retake the course? I’m sure you have better things to do than sit in my classroom for another long semester. As much as I’d like to think I’m entertaining, I can’t be that interesting, especially regarding the topics we discuss.” 
 
    I ran my shaking hands over my face, promising to do whatever necessary to get me out of this situation. I didn’t mean to start crying, though it was impossible to avoid. “I’m sorry,” I managed to say. “I’m not usually this over-emotional. I’ve never failed at something before; this being so important to me. I can’t handle it.” 
 
    I heard his chair creak as he adjusted in his seat. I assumed it was because he felt annoyed I was throwing out the tears for sympathy. In his career this probably happened more often than not, though my concern was completely genuine. 
 
    “I need you to calm down, Miss Healy. You’re not going to retake my class. Perhaps if you were one of those students abusing freedom and partying it up every night I’d feel differently, but you’re not one of those people. You’re here to learn.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it very much, but might I ask how you know what I do while I’m not in your class?” I didn’t know what else to say. Surely he had more students than he could keep track of. It would be absurd to assume he’d know each one of us. The fact that he knew about me was sort of disturbing. 
 
    His right eyebrow lifted for a moment as if he were studying me. “It’s my business to know my most promising students. I wouldn’t want you making decisions that could hurt your resume later on.” 
 
    I almost wanted to giggle. Did he think he’d be able to stop me from making an ass out of myself? Could he control anyone? Was he that almighty where he had powers to change the minds of curious young adults? I highly doubted the probability. 
 
    I didn’t dare question the statement, nor did I consider he might have a special interest in me. I was like every academically driven student he’d had before. 
 
    Suddenly, the subject was changed. “What would you say to some extra credit? Of course, I’ll let you retake the exam, because I’ve got a feeling you can pass it with your eyes closed.” 
 
    I practically cut him off mid-sentence. “I’ll do whatever I have to. I’ll write essays, I’ll do research projects. Anything.” 
 
    He snickered to himself, finally leaning back in his leather office chair. “We can start with the test. Meet me here Friday night at seven. That will give you time to get your head straight.” 
 
    I dried my eyes and managed a smile. “That would be great. Thank you again. I’ll be here.” 
 
    “Go on now. I’m sure you have somewhere else to be.” 
 
    I gathered my things and hurried out of his office to get to my other class as promptly as I was able. During my walk I thought about the professor and how generous he’d been. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that he knew personal details about my schedule and life, but assumed it was how a good teacher should be with his students. 
 
    He’d mentioned me as being promising. Maybe I’d been put on some list by the dean. Whatever the case, I didn’t want to disappoint. 
 
    Later in the day I arrived back at my dorm room hell-bent on going over the entire syllabus for my course thus far in order to ace my retest. In the back of my mind I felt annoyed with myself. I’d never gotten this overwhelmed and scatterbrained. Low and behold, my roommate, Jasmine Conner, bless her heart, was in the middle of a heated discussion with her boyfriend. It was so intense not even my headphones could block it out. I did my best to gather my things without distracting them and leave before I was somehow involved in the conversation. I hated when they asked me to pick sides. In the three and a half years I’d attended, Jasmine and I had spent a total of one week doing things together. Once she met friends with similar interests I was kicked to the curb, not that I minded. That one week I spent with her gave me the college experience in full, and I never wanted to go down that road again, or drink another energy beverage mixed with vodka. The sight of those things still makes me dry heave. 
 
    Jasmine, a beautiful bi-racial grad student, had been dating the same guy for the past six months. They fought just so they could have make-up sex. They were predictable, more like a ticking time bomb you wanted to steer clear of. 
 
    On nice days like this one, I preferred to pick a spot under a shaded tree where I could be comfortable for maximum studying. Unfortunately, there was a celebration going on across the field, causing a lot of traffic. The distractions weren’t going to allow me to concentrate the way I needed to. Even though I was fully aware the entire test was already crammed into my overworked brain, I was determined to go over every single topic on the syllabus. 
 
    Lucky for me, I’d asked for high tech headphones to block out any unwanted distractions. 
 
    Nearly an hour later, I’d gotten through a few chapters, fighting my inability to stay focused when so much was going on around me. Up until someone shadowed me from the bright sun, I was determined, but this person was about to change everything, and I’m not just talking about a quaint study location. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Description: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:cammie.jpg] 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Just when I thought I had everything under control, I heard his voice. 
 
    “Miss Healy, I see you’ve found an interesting place to spend your weekend.” Professor Willis mentioned. He was wearing a warm-up suit with a bottle of water gripped in one hand. His knuckles were tight, revealing his gold-toned wedding ring on his left finger. When I lifted my hand to deflect the sun coming up over his shoulder, I noticed how disheveled his hair had become. Lines of sweat were traced down either side of his cheeks. He’d obviously been running or something that required him to perspire more than usual.  
 
    I smiled, offering a subtle answer. “It beats my dorm room, which is currently occupied by more than one person.” 
 
    He smirked. “Have you tried the library?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “One would think I’d love those kind of places, but contrary to stereotypes, I hate them. I don’t like hearing other people coughing, sniffling, or even pages turning from other books besides mine. There are too many distractions in one small area. I prefer either complete silence or being outside where nature surrounds me.” 
 
    His cackle seemed like my comment amused him. “What if I told you I had a perfect place for you to be able to focus? Would you be interested?” 
 
    I shrugged, scanning our perimeter like other options would suddenly emerge out of thin air. “Sure.” 
 
    He motioned for me to come with him by shifting his shoulder in another direction. “Follow me.” While I attempted to stand, he reached out his hand to offer me assistance. I didn’t think anything of it. I mean, we were in public, and he was only offering a kind gesture. 
 
    The old brick faculty building was off-limits to students on weekends. Even when it was open, you’d need a key or code to get inside any of the offices. I followed behind Professor Willis until we came to the door with his name on it. He punched in a few numbers and the sound of a latch was all I heard before he pushed it ajar. He turned right, extended his reach and switched on the lights. At the far end of the rectangular shaped room was a large desk with a sofa table behind it. Above on the wall were several credentials including his degrees. The entire left part of the room were floor to ceiling bookcases, and on the right was a long leather sofa. It had a dark colored throw and a few toss pillows arranged in an orderly fashion atop. I took a few steps in the room before asking, “Are we stopping by here first?” 
 
    He sat his water down on his mahogany desk and leaned on it, crossing his arms as he replied. “No. This is where you’re going to study. You said you were interested in helping me, so why not take advantage of the quiet atmosphere? Even when I’m in my office, I won’t be a distraction. You can take the couch. The side table lifts to hold a laptop, and feel free to help yourself to the mini-fridge I keep in the closet. Don’t get too excited, it usually has a few bottles of water, and sometimes on rare occasions, leftovers from takeout. My wife is into shakes, so I have to sneak real food whenever I get the chance.” 
 
    I snickered, imagining him sucking down a green breakfast beverage and gagging. “I don’t blame you. I’m a country girl who likes her red meat. If I couldn’t have a steak once a week there would be a big problem on campus.” 
 
    He must have liked what I said, because he broke into a laughing fit, finally stopping to motion for me to sit. “Make yourself at home, Miss Healy. I have a few papers to grade and then I’ll be out of you hair.” 
 
    “You’re leaving me here? Is that allowed?” 
 
    “As long as you have an authorized pass, you can come and go as you please.” He reached in his desk drawer and pulled out a laminated card on a lanyard. “You have to keep this on you at all times for security purposes. I’ll add you to the list under my account. If anyone gives you problems you tell them you’re assisting me. The dean and I go way back, so you shouldn’t run into any snags.” 
 
    “I appreciate this,” I said while watching him bring the item to me. I placed it around my neck and glanced down at it. 
 
    “I’ll have one printed with your name on it. It will take a couple of weeks. The administration isn’t very quick about requests.” 
 
    “I won’t take advantage of your generosity. When we go to retake the test, I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “I’m not concerned regarding your ability to ace my exam. You’re one of the smartest students I’ve had the pleasure of teaching.” 
 
    I was flattered by his assumption, though I didn’t feel like I deserved the praise. My cheeks began to flush so I looked away, unable to admit he’d gotten to me. “Thank you. I’ve worked extremely hard to get this far.” 
 
    “Ditto.” When I turned to search his face for an expression I found amusement. “Sometimes the things we want in life aren’t at all what we first assumed.” 
 
    His cryptic comment left me wondering what he meant, though I kept my curiosity at bay. “I better get back to my studies. I’m sure you don’t want to spend your whole day in here with me. You must have better things to do.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” he affirmed. “Some of us don’t have a choice what comes next. Once you get my age, you’ll know what I mean. There is no going back, Miss Healy. Remember that. It will keep you motivated.” 
 
    “I will.” He sat down at his desk and started shuffling papers around. 
 
    For the next hour I sat on the sofa reading with headphones on. Professor Willis finished up his work and waved before exiting the office, leaving me all alone. I kept at my studies, until curiosity got the best of me. Now, I was no sloth. In fact, there wasn’t a sneaky bone in my body, but I wanted to know more about the man who was giving me a second chance. 
 
    I’d no sooner sat down at his desk and began rummaging through his belongings when I spotted the picture on his desk. The woman, a blonde looking to be in her forties, was sitting in a chair. Professor Willis was behind her, and on either side of them were two kids looking to be my age or maybe a bit younger. They seemed happy, like the kind of family you see on the stock photos when you buy a new picture frame. I wondered if they had secrets, or if they were genuinely kind people. 
 
    Coming from an extremely close-knit family, I often looked for the good in people, valuing when they flaunted their closeness with their kin. Call me a romantic, but I wanted to think happiness could be found by looking deep into a person’s soul, where memories of happy times were all that could be reached. 
 
    After examining the photograph for far too long, I flipped through his student book, finding my name easily since they were arranged alphabetically. For some reason, my name had been highlighted. Before I could look further, I heard the door creaking open. Professor Willis stood with his hands in his pockets, jingling some change around. 
 
    I stood up, knowing I’d been caught red-handed. There wasn’t a chance in hell I could talk my way out of this situation. With guilt written all over my face, I closed my eyes and waited for him to scorn me or retract his decision to give me a second chance. 
 
    “Miss Healy, was there something you were looking for?” 
 
    I bit down on my lip preparing to reveal the truth. It almost hurt to speak. “I was snooping. I know it was inappropriate.” I started to walk over and gather my things, only to have him come up behind me and take my bag. 
 
    “Next time you’d like to know something about me, just ask.” He was almost saying it like it amused him.  
 
    I sunk back down on the sofa and covered my face with my hands. “I’m sorry. I feel like such an idiot.” 
 
    I felt the cushion moving next to me and knew he was there. The scent of his cologne caught my attention. I recognized it as the way his classroom always smelled. He’d showered, and I couldn’t deny how pleasing the aromatic fragrance was to take in. “I would have done the same thing.” 
 
    I finally gathered enough courage to peer in his direction. His dark eyes were staring right into mine. I wouldn’t call it uncomfortable. I certainly didn’t feel threatened, but something about this moment stood out. Maybe I should have read more into it. At the time I saw it as a peace offering. He was trying to reassure me we were still on good terms and nothing had changed. When his hand came over and patted the back of mine I didn’t pull away. “I meant what I said. If you want to know something, just ask.” 
 
    I waited for him to stand before letting a question escape my lips. “My name. It’s highlighted. How come?” 
 
    He sighed, replacing his smile with an inquisitive grimace. “Because you are special. I looked forward to having you in my class.” 
 
    With that being announced, I turned my attention back to my books instead of letting him see how his words had gotten to me. Once again, I didn’t feel uncomfortable, just overwhelmed with flattery. I’d worked my ass off for the grades and accomplishments I’d managed. For him to acknowledge them was gratifying. 
 
    “I’m sorry again. I’m embarrassed. I was taught to be respectful. If I were home with my family I’d be reprimanded for my actions.” 
 
    “Your parents sound like they know how to raise a child right. Nowadays, kids are left unattended. They get into trouble because they aren’t taught to mind their manners.” 
 
    “Well, I’m no longer a child, but I think my parents would appreciate what you’re saying. They’re old school. If we were bad we got a belt across our butts. Trust me, a farmer’s belt isn’t thin. It made us want to be good, at least me for that matter. My brother and one of my sisters caused enough mischief.” 
 
    He smirked and shook his head. “Of course there would be more of you.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to mean something?” 
 
    “No.” He changed the subject. “I forgot my book and stopped by to gather it. Like I said before, stay as long as you like.” I watched as he headed to the desk, locking the top drawer with a key, before snatching up his student book and sticking it under his arm. 
 
    When he left the second time I promised to stay away and avoid his belongings at all costs. 
 
    Several hours later I’d made myself comfortable on the couch, extending my legs the length of the furniture while holding the book above my head. I could feel myself dozing off, and against my better judgment, decided to let it happen. 
 
    That’s when I heard the door opening. It was obvious nightfall was upon us. The room was almost pitch black with the exception of the exit sign lit up above the door. Since I’d made a fool out of myself earlier, I decided to save face and pretend I was sound asleep, instead of having to hold a conversation with Professor Willis again so soon.  
 
    His footsteps got closer to my body, and then there was only silence. Just before I opened them to see what the hell was going on, I felt his hand brushing some hair away from my face. He was close, and I’d become scatterbrained as to what to do. Should I scream? Jump up and kick him where the sun didn’t shine? Or did I keep pretending I was resting comfortably, because his gentle hands still seemed so kind. 
 
    His whisper was air-filled and low-pitched. “You’re just as beautiful when you sleep. You make me want bad things. If only I could fuck you.” 
 
    My eyes flew open. My sexy teacher, the one who I’d thought was being overgenerous had just revealed the real reason he was helping me. When he noticed I’d heard his confession he stepped back, running his hands through his dark hair. “I thought…” 
 
    I cut him off. “You’re married.” I began packing my books in my bag. “I’m not the kind of girl who accepts offers from…” 
 
    “I would never…” 
 
    I stopped him again, this time putting my palm up. “Don’t even say it. You’ve flattered me enough for one day. I think it’s best if I go now.” I took off the lanyard and placed it in his hand. “I won’t be needing this, Professor Willis. Thank you for the offer, but I think it’s best if I find somewhere else to study.” 
 
    He took my arm as I spun to head out the door. “Miss Healy, please. I’ve never come onto a student before. What I said was inappropriate, but I wasn’t implying I wanted to act on it. Surely you can appreciate that there are other beautiful people in the world. I was just offering my opinion. I know I haven’t been the only man to say it.” 
 
    His eyes were worried with fear. They were blue, and even in the dark room I could see them peering into my soul, or at least trying to. Being close enough to the door, I flipped on the light switch, watching his pupils retract. We were a couple feet apart, and I couldn’t deny how attractive he was, even if he was many years my senior. This situation hadn’t been premeditated, not for me. I hadn’t seen it coming. I don’t know if I wanted to. “You’re a married man,” I repeated. 
 
    “I think you’re putting too much into what I said. I have no interest in getting involved with one of my students. Simply assuming something like that could be catastrophic for my career. There’s nothing wrong with being attracted to someone. Don’t assume.” 
 
    Was I? Was his comment only a sweet gesture from a man who enjoyed beautiful things? He’d mentioned fucking me. That’s not exactly romantic. If it were the case, how was I supposed to respond? Did I thank him for comparing me to other beautiful people in the world? Was it enough to get this bent out of shape about? 
 
    “I need to leave. I’m clearly not awake enough to handle this properly.” 
 
    He followed behind me, taking my arm and putting the lanyard back in my hand. “The office is yours whenever you need it. I apologize for making you uncomfortable. It wasn’t my intention and I suppose it could be construed as inappropriate.” 
 
    “I accept your apology. It caught me off guard.” I was still shaking, grasping at everything that had transpired in the few moments he’d been back in the room. 
 
    Then our eyes locked again, and the connection was undeniable. Our mutual attraction left me vulnerable. I had to get away from this man, because like it or not, I could see myself wanting him, and that couldn’t happen. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Three days. That’s how long I steered clear of Professor Willis. His words kept repeating in my mind. ‘If only I could fuck you.’ It gave me chills each time I thought about it. Facing him was going to be difficult, so I waited until it was necessary to be in his presence. It was the next time I had his class. The moment I stepped inside, a good ten minutes early, and saw him standing up front I knew there was no turning back. He’d already locked his gaze on me. I was a goner. With one hand I watched his finger motion for me to join him. Thinking I was safe with peers coming into the room, I slowly made my way to where he stood. 
 
    “Miss Healy. I was wondering if I’d be seeing you today.” Was he? Had he been rethinking his comment and regretting it was ever made? 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss a class because of a misunderstanding. I think I’ve made it quite clear how much my studies mean to me.” 
 
    “That’s true. I wanted to make sure we were on good terms since I’ll be needing your assistance after class today. Can you meet me in my office around six? I’ll order us a pizza while we work.” 
 
    He expected me to be alone with him. Those words echoed in my head. He’d thought I was asleep and confessed his desire to bed me. I didn’t know how to grasp it. Was it normal for a man to be so blunt? I’d never been spoken to in that manner. 
 
    Even though I was worried, I had a feeling he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. Besides, I could always leave if I felt uncomfortable. This was my teacher. He said it himself. He had no intentions of touching me. “Okay.” 
 
    “Good. Make sure you’re on time. I have a lot of material to get through.” 
 
    When I took my seat I felt as if the other night had been a mistake. I’d read way too much into his statement and took it personal, when it was only meant to be a compliment I wasn’t even supposed to overhear. Feeling like a fool, I focused on the lesson and went about the rest of my afternoon as if it never occurred. 
 
    When six in the evening came around I entered the faculty building and found his light already on in his office. I knocked twice before letting myself in. “Hi.” 
 
    “You’re just in time to get to work. Pull up a chair, Miss Healy.” 
 
    I took a chair from the opposite side of the desk and scooted closer so we were facing each other. “Do I need a notepad to write down instructions?” 
 
    “No. You’ll be logging in grades, while I go through each remaining exam. I’m a little behind this week and can use the extra hand.” 
 
    We sat across from one another, every once in a while having small meaningless conversations to pass the time. He spoke about his son, Craig and daughter, Renee. The boy was a senior in high school, while his daughter was in her second year of college. When he spoke of them I felt as if he saw me as a child; someone he was old enough to raise. I tried not to notice his extra long gazes, or the fact that I could talk about the most boring thing and he’d want to know more. 
 
    When the stack of papers was finished I assumed we’d call it a night. He leaned back in his chair and stretched. “I’m starving. I suppose only one question remains.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    “What do you like on your pizza?” I was thankful it wasn’t about sex. For some reason I couldn’t shake the feeling he had ulterior motives for asking me to help him. 
 
    Maybe if I would have said little tiny fish, or the smelliest cheese known to man I could have avoided what fate had in store for me. Instead I answered honestly, sealing that fate and throwing away the key. “Extra meat. I’m a carnivore.” 
 
    The smile on his face said it all. We’d gone from business to casual that quick, and for reasons that evade me, I wanted to know more about the side of him other students weren’t privy to. What drew me to him was still unknown, but clearly I was determined to get inside of his suave head no matter the cost. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    A six-pack of beer, and one large pie was all it took for intrigue to become something I couldn’t control. We’d been chatting about life, him talking about when he was my age, me going on and on about my huge extended family which span throughout two states. I told him about high school, my achievements, and finally my aspirations. He listened to me. Really listened. No one I knew ever wanted to hear about medical school, or the hard work I’d done to make it there. I’d always been the boring girl, but not to this man. He was interested in me, all of me. Every. Single. Part. 
 
    One minute he was passing a slice of pizza, and the next our fingers were brushing, little signs of my physical attraction to him being revealed by the second.  
 
    I swore I didn’t want this. I couldn’t. It wasn’t right. 
 
    Like jolts of electricity, I was taken back by my inability to rationalize how wrong it would be to play these kind of dangerous games. I wasn’t a fool. At any time I could have gotten up and walked away. He never held a gun to my head or promised me the world, at least not at first. 
 
    His smile was inviting, and when I said something witty he’d bite his lip with those bright white teeth. His words were well thought. He knew just what to say to keep me interested. “Tell me, where does your boyfriend think you are right now?” 
 
    I giggled, almost choking on my last bite. “There is no boyfriend. I don’t have time for that kind of nonsense in my life. If you haven’t noticed, I’ve got too much going on as it is.” 
 
    He smiled, but kept his gaze focused on me. He was trying to read me, and I didn’t like what it could result in. “I’d hardly think a woman as beautiful as you would turn away the affections of a proper suitor.” 
 
    “Well that just shows what little you know about me, Professor Willis.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. It’s unfortunate, if you ask me. Nothing is more important than having someone to share your life with. This time of yours should be the important ones.” 
 
    “It’s my choice. Besides, I haven’t met someone worth my time yet.” 
 
    My comment rendered him speechless for a few moments. Finally, when it was clear we were done eating, he stood to clean up the box. “From now on I want you to call me James. Professor Willis seems too formal. If we’re going to be working together I’d rather us be on a first name basis.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you should call me Cammie, since it’s obviously my name,” I stumbled. 
 
    He clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “Now that we’ve cleared that up, is there anything else you’d like to ask me? You’ve told me about yourself, but asked nothing of me.” 
 
    I shook my head. Asking personal details was something that would come with time. I didn’t want to seem like I was prying, especially after he’d already hinted about so much. “I don’t know. Are you always this nice to your students? Am I the first one you’ve helped this way?” I wanted to ask about hitting on me, but figured it wasn’t the right situation. 
 
    The look on his face was priceless. I could tell it wasn’t the question he was hoping I’d asked. Then he decided to throw himself out there to see if I’d take the bait. “Tell me, Cammie, am I the first teacher you’ve been attracted to or have there been others?” 
 
    He was cocky. This man knew he had suave.  
 
    His question was blatant, uncalled for, out of line, but also right on the mark. I sat there flabbergasted, wondering how the hell I was supposed to respond. “I beg your pardon? Are you answering my question with another?” 
 
    He leaned forward, breaking the distance between us. “Let’s be honest here. I see the way you look at me. I went out on a limb the first night I brought you to this office. It’s not something I’m used to doing. I steer clear of personal relationships with my students. You were an exception. What I said to you was a test. I needed to know how you’d react, and if you’d still want to be alone with me. I can’t figure you out. What is it about you that draws me in? Why do I feel weak when you’re near me?” 
 
    “I’d hardly consider that a test. You said I misunderstood, and as far as your problems, well they aren’t my concern. You are insane if you think I’d have a relationship with my teacher. I really need to get out of here.” My palms were sweaty, my knees shaking so bad I feared falling on the floor beneath me. This situation had gotten out of control quick. My teacher was coming onto me, and it was taking all of my willpower to reject his offers. 
 
    His eyebrow cocked. “You didn’t misunderstand anything. Ever since I saw you walk into my classroom I knew you were the sexiest woman I’d ever laid eyes on. I knew a man like me was out of your league. I’m married. My reputation precedes me. As much as I would have liked to get to know more about you, it wasn’t appropriate. Then you failed the exam. Your cry for help led you here. I tried playing the nice guy, but being around you makes me want to break the rules. So my only question is, am I the first?” 
 
    I blushed and looked away, refusing to give him credit for reading me so well. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. There’s nothing between us.” 
 
    “Only one other woman has ever looked at me the way you have, and the other has my last name. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m being as discreet as possible.” 
 
    I gathered my things much like the first time I’d been in this situation. “Look, I don’t know who you think you are, but you don’t know me. I don’t get involved with married men, especially my teachers, so if you’ll excuse me, I think we’re done here.” 
 
    I made it halfway to the door before I heard that deep voice addressing the elephant in the room. “I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t feel the same way, Cammie. If you decide to stay I’ll keep my hands to myself. I’m not a pervert. There’s a lot about me you don’t know. Stay and let me prove it to you.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to know. I don’t like complicated. I really don’t want drama in my life. I’m here for one reason and that’s my education.” 
 
    “I’ll be honest, I’m willing to give you an A if you continue helping me out. I’m not asking for anything more. I’d just like to know what makes you tick. Agree to it and my course won’t be a concern. You can focus on the others and get back on track with little effort. I want to be friends. Give me that and I won’t press for more.” 
 
    His offer was appealing. I needed help, but was I willing to spend time with the devil to make it happen? 
 
    My stomach was in knots. There was only one thing for me to do, and I didn’t look back. I ran as fast as I could across campus, distancing myself from my insanely handsome professor. As time passed I figured he’d gotten the hint.  
 
    By the next morning I was content with my decision. I’d have to work harder, but at least I’d be able to look myself in the mirror without regret.  
 
    Then I got the grade from another exam and all my hopes and dreams were getting further away. I was losing my grip on reality, failing at things I should have been able to accomplish with my eyes closed. Worst of all I couldn’t stop thinking about my professor. Whether I was awake, or sound asleep, he was on my mind, haunting my dreams, and breaking my focus on what was important. 
 
    Something was happening to me and I needed to get it figured out fast.  
 
     The next week I was unfortunately asked to stay after class. I watched as my classmates exited the room, leaving the two of us alone. I remained in my seat in the last row, hoping he’d stay put and keep distance between us. He leaned back on his desk with his arms crossed. “For fifteen years I’ve stood up here with one goal; to teach. I’ve never used my authority to get to know a student. I’ve never put my career in danger because I couldn’t get a student out of my mind. Not until now.” He paused for a moment. “It’s nice to see you, Cammie. I’d tell you how stunning you look in that green top, but I think we’re past flattery.” 
 
    “I can’t be here with you. Sorry.” I refused to encourage him. “I won’t be able to help you out later on tonight. I’ve decided I don’t have the time, or the nerve. I’m just going to take the grade for the exam and do my best to recover.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. I was hoping, at the least, we could become friends. I know you mentioned a certain kind of Chinese food you couldn’t get around here. I managed to find it and figured I could get some for when you assist me later.” 
 
    “You think you can bribe me with food?” If he thought he could, he was mistaken. “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but I’m not interested. I seem to have mentioned it before.” All of a sudden I watched him begin to walk toward me. I stood up, hoping I could gather my things and make it out the door before we were face to face.  
 
    I was wrong.  
 
    “Is it because you don’t want to, or you’re afraid what will happen if you do?” 
 
    I responded honestly. “Both.” 
 
    “Interesting. I suppose I’m having the same struggles. I know it’s wrong, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. You’re the dessert I’m not allowed to eat. You tempt me with those delightful green eyes making it seem like it wouldn’t be so bad to get lost in something new. The truth is, I haven’t felt like I was wanted for a long time. Just say the words and I’ll be everything you need right now.” Everything out of his mouth beckoned me to want him. He was calm and collected. There wasn’t a desperate bone in his muscular body. He knew exactly what to say to get under my skin and I was falling victim to his charm. 
 
    “I’m scared of you,” I admitted. “Of what you could potentially do to me.” My heart was fluttering, beating so hard it felt like he could hear it. Being this close to him caused me to let my guard down. I wanted to shut my eyes and fall, because he was as close to comfort as I was going to get. He was dangerous, off limits, and everything I swore I’d never be involved with. Yet there I stood, staring into those blue eyes and wondering what his lips would feel like if they were pressed against mine. “You’re never going to get into my pants,” I managed to mumble as he got even closer. At any second someone could have opened his door and discovered us standing there. I had to think with my brain instead of the parts of my body begging to be touched. “I should go.” 
 
    He gripped my hand, holding me back from exiting the room. “Meet me tonight in my office. If you don’t show I won’t bother you about it again. If you do, well let’s just say you won’t be disappointed.” He turned and winked before putting his back to me and walking away. 
 
    I rushed out of there the fastest I was able, all the while hoping I’d be strong enough to resist the urge to see what it would be like to get lost in him, or more importantly, him getting lost in me. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Have you ever stepped out of a piping hot shower, wiped away the steamed up mirror to reveal a person you could barely recognize staring back at you? That's what it was like to look at myself and know what I was contemplating.  
 
    I wanted to pretend I wasn’t in control when I went back to my dorm. It would have been easier to assume I was acting on impulse instead of admitting I knew exactly what I was doing, and what it implied I was about to be involved in. 
 
    As a small child I was taught to live by the ten commandments. Committing adultery was a sin, and in doing so would lead me to a path of evil.  
 
    I refused to think of James that way. With guilt forcing my hand, I dressed and prepared to let him down once and for all. I knew when he saw me he'd assume differently, but I didn’t want to be a coward. I'd look him in the eyes and tell him why we could never pursue our feelings. Our mutual attraction would eventually diminish, and hopefully it would give us the strength we didn’t know we could have; the ability to choose the right path before we were victims of our own desires. 
 
    I was confident up until I reached his office, catching the tail end of a heated argument between him and a woman I recognized from pictures as being his wife. 
 
    She was screaming at the top of her lungs something about secrets and how her reputation would be damaged. He pleaded with her to drop it, finally agreeing to give her ‎space to calm down. I ducked into another hallway when I saw her walking in my direction. Coming from a well off family myself, I could spot designer shoes as they clanked past me. Unlike James, his wife looked her age. She carried herself like she was powerful, and when she was finally gone I sighed out of relief. She scared me. I would've hated for her to be my parent, even with the strict two I had. 
 
    I found James leaning over his desk as if he were upset. The creak of the door caught his attention, causing him to look up. "If this is a bad time I can come back." 
 
    He waved me inside. "No." His smile was from cheek to cheek. "You don’t know how good it is to see you." James stood and headed over to the closet, pulling out a full bottle of bourbon. "Some days require the hard stuff." 
 
    I didn’t know everything there was to discover about this man, but I did understand when someone was struggling. He clearly has issues in his marriage, and the fact that he hadn’t used that excuse to be with me gave him credit where it was due. Most perverted men would do whatever it took to get into a woman’s pants, however James had simply been himself, married and content with his life, or so it seemed.  
 
    I’d never seen them together, and now I wondered how the two of them could be so different, yet remain together for two decades. She was particular, to a point where it was annoying. Trust me, I came from money, but never had any of my family members flaunt what we had. We were equal to every middle and lower class, because in God’s eyes we were the same. We all bled. We would all eventually die. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked in a subtle tone. “Do you want to keep talking about it?” 
 
    “It’s better if I don’t involve you. My wife has a vivid imagination. She sees what she wants.” 
 
    “So years ago nothing happened?” I wanted to know. My attraction to this man wasn’t only on the outside. I needed to dig deeper; to explain to my own conscience why I couldn’t resist his advances much longer. 
 
    “Does the past matter? I’ve been good to that woman and she’s never seen me as anything besides her puppet.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you divorced?” 
 
    “Did you not hear me mention her father is the dean? I’d lose my job. My kids would abandon me. I stay to keep the peace.” 
 
    “So you’re not involved like a couple should be?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Not for a very long time.” 
 
    “You wear the ring for appearance purposes?” I had to keep digging to justify what might happen if I let my guard down for a second. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    He stepped closer, putting his hands on my arms. “Let me kiss you.” 
 
    “What?” A natural instinct was to back away. I attempted, but ended up hitting the wall with nowhere else to go. “No.” 
 
    “I want to feel something again.” 
 
    His cologne was an aphrodisiac. James leaned forward, ignoring my words. His gruffly face rubbed against mine, his lips avoiding what was inevitable. “Just one kiss.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a mere second, falling victim to temptation. Then, like a switch turning on, I shoved him away and wiped off the tickle that still remained.  
 
    “Someone could walk in at any moment. You’re not thinking clearly.” 
 
    He rushed to the door, locking it and closing the blinds. “Forgive my carelessness. I lose myself when you’re around.” 
 
    “Stop saying things like that.” 
 
    “Why? Does it bother you knowing how much I want to be inside of you?” 
 
    Parts of my body were suddenly active, reminding me how much time had gone by since I’d been with a man. “You can’t say things like this.” 
 
    “I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    I headed to the couch and sat down, distancing us more until I was able to gather my thoughts. “I shouldn’t have come tonight. I wanted to tell you in person how this was never going to happen.” 
 
    He came to kneel in front of me, his palms landing on either side of my legs. “I’ve never done this before, so I can imagine how difficult it would be to trust me. You can’t deny our connection, Cammie. I know you feel it. Every time you’re close I can sense you. I need to know what it is about you that’s so special.” 
 
    “I’m just a normal girl, struggling to get by. There are a ton of other women with my same qualities.” 
 
    He laughed at me. “You must not own a mirror. I’ve never met anyone as beautiful as you are.” 
 
    “You’re too old for me.” 
 
    “What’s age? Really? You’re going to use that as an excuse?” When his hands came up and touched me I inhaled deeply, hoping I could hold my breath until he let go, but they moved up my thighs slowly, precisely applying enough pressure to set me off. “I won’t hurt you, Cammie. I’m scared too. I’m scared I might find something I’ve been missing my entire life.” 
 
    I was twenty-three years old, fighting to keep my grip on life, and now this was being thrown at my feet. 
 
    “Let’s talk hypothetical. Say I allow you to touch me, more even, where would it get us? What would I have to gain from it?” 
 
    His smirk was discerning. I knew he’d have some smart-ass reply, so I swallowed the lump in my throat and prepared for it to blow me away. 
 
    “You’d be satisfied beyond your deepest desires. I’d make sure I was the best you ever had. Hypothetically, of course.” 
 
    “This would be a lot easier if you weren’t touching me.” 
 
    He let go, lifting his hands in the air. “I wouldn’t want to deter your decision making.” 
 
    “I’m not easy.” If he thought for one second he could sleep with me without effort, he was dead wrong. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you if I thought you were.” Of course he’d say that. 
 
    “I don’t want a relationship.” It was true. Relationships equaled complications in my life. I didn’t have room for them. 
 
    “I don’t want trouble.” Which meant he didn’t want to be discovered and have to answer to his wife or her father. 
 
    “I’ll let you kiss me, but only because I need to prove what you think is between us doesn’t exist. If I feel nothing, I want you to leave me alone about it. You aren’t to push or mention this again. Are we on the same page?” 
 
    He nodded, his hands coming back down over my knees. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Once I prove this is all in your head, I want you to find someone else to help you grade papers. The sooner this little fantasy of yours is over, the faster I can get back to my studies.” 
 
    “Or, you could like it.” 
 
    “I doubt it. You’re just another guy, right?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” He leaned forward, bringing his lips close to mine. “Or you’re in for a rude awakening.” 
 
    Once his mouth was pressed against mine I knew I couldn’t fight him. I closed my eyes and fell into the kiss, the most passionate, electric, satisfying kiss I’d ever experienced. His tongue worked a circular pattern around mine, gently brushing over my teeth as he pulled away. He came back in a second time, sucking on my bottom lip, and then mingling our tongues again. Within seconds he’d proven his point, and also made every inch of my body come to life. My toes tingled. My fingertips went numb. The tips of my nipples hardened, brushing against the fabric of my bra. Let’s not even discuss what happened between my legs. The heat radiating was probably evident from where he was crouched down in front of me. Finally I had to pull away. I couldn’t catch my breath, and I definitely couldn’t look into those deep indigo eyes, because I knew he’d see right through me. “Just what I suspected. Nothing there.” 
 
    James began laughing. “Yeah. Nothing at all.” 
 
    He stood abruptly, leaving me to sort out my thoughts while heading over to the opposite side of his desk. He took a seat, never looking in my direction as he began to sift through papers.  
 
    I was in shock. I didn’t understand what had transpired. Surely he’d enjoyed the kiss. Why would he walk away? Had he realized this was a terrible idea? Maybe I’d pushed him to decide on letting things be instead of stirring the pot. 
 
    A good five minutes went by without a single sentence out of his lips. I was in rare form, stumbling on what to say to clear the air. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I stood and gathered my bag, flipping it over my shoulder. I made it three steps toward the door before his deep voice filled the room. “Leaving so soon?” 
 
    My hands waved around. “What else am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping you’d lend me a hand so we could get back to what we were doing a few minutes ago. This work isn’t going to do itself, and as good as that kiss was, I don’t need anymore distractions.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. He didn’t walk away because I’d done something wrong. He’d gotten up because he wanted to finish the work so we could do it again.  
 
    That evening we worked alongside each other like we’d been friends for years, and when the papers were situated back in his satchel, his attention was fixed on me. He led me over to the couch where we’d had our first kiss. Once again my heart beat rapidly, my palms clammy, and everything else going into a frenzy. I couldn’t contain my excitement, and just like that nothing else mattered. We were lost in the moment, forsaking everything that could go wrong for the chance at what could feel right.  
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    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    One week of sneaking kisses, ridiculous reasons why I needed to meet him, and most importantly regrets. It had been exactly seven days since our first embrace and I didn’t see things ending any time soon. 
 
    James had arranged to take me out for the first time. I dressed up, thinking we’d go to a quaint place away from campus where we wouldn’t be recognized. I knew no matter what happened I wouldn’t have anyone I cared about speaking ill of me. My family was across the country, unknowing what I’d gotten myself involved in. 
 
    The little black blouse and fancy bra was something I’d splurged on. My scholarship provided my housing, but personal expenses were paid for by my parents on a credit card they’d given me on the day I left for college. I used it for meals and essentials, but never once to buy myself something nice to wear, and especially lingerie. I knew if my mother looked at the bill and saw where I’d been shopping she’d have a ton of questions for me; most I wouldn’t be able to answer. A month was a long time away, so until she asked, I needed to make the best of the situation. My time with James was temporary. We both knew nothing would come of it. He was married, whether it was practiced or not, on paper they were legally bound. 
 
    Dressed to impress even the man who seemed to have it all, I set out to the location we were supposed to meet, regretting my choice in heels halfway there. 
 
    His car was parked on a side road off campus property. He flashed his lights when he spotted me, pulling out to come to my aching feet rescue. The moment I climbed into the vehicle I knew he wasn’t taking me somewhere public. Dressed in his workout attire, James greeted me with a chaste kiss. "You look exquisite." 
 
    "You said you were taking me some place special. I assumed it was nice." 
 
    He began driving, checking his rearview as if we were going to be followed. "It is special. It will be at least." 
 
    Moments later we pulled up on the side of the road. He reached in his pocket and handed me a set of keys. "Go on inside the building. I’m going to park my car somewhere else less conspicuous." 
 
    Right away I felt like garbage. We were sneaking around to see each other on campus, but this was another step to damnation. There were plenty of opportunities to back out of this situation, though I couldn’t grasp them. I was too caught up in the excitement of it all to take a second and allow myself to look at the bigger picture. I was ruining my life, one secret rendezvous at a time. 
 
    Like he requested, I used the key to enter the home. Set up like someone used to live there, I flipped on a light switch to discover there wasn’t power. I took out my cell phone and coasted the room with it, searching for evidence or a simple reason he’d bring me to such a place. 
 
    The door whined as it opened, James standing with his hands full of bags. I headed over and took one so he wouldn’t drop it. “Where are we? You said we were going out.” 
 
    “I said it was a special place.” He led me to the kitchen, sitting the bags down as he continued explaining. “This is the special place. It’s ours, per se. It used to be for a frat, but they lost their sanction. The college keeps it as a tax write off. Not many people know it exists. No one has lived here for quite some time. Ten years ago this was the place to come. Now it’s just an empty shell of what used to be, much like my life has been until you came into it.” 
 
    He held out his hand for me to take. As soon as I did he was pulling me into his arms. His kiss was slow and coaxed. He knew how to settle my suspicions, seducing me with his charm, leaving me with little doubt. In my eyes, in this very moment, nothing existed but the two of us. I was caught up in the idea of being with someone with stature. He claimed to be lost until I’d come into his life. What woman doesn’t want to feel needed? He had me in the palm of his hand. Like a lost puppy, I was enthralled by his attention. Wherever he ventured I wanted to follow. Drunk on desire, I’d accepted his advances. This was where I believed I was meant to be, in his arms, experiencing what it was like to fall hopelessly in love with the idea of becoming more. 
 
    It was the high; the irrational waves of exhilaration I yearned for. I’d been alone too long to dismiss this as a dangerous scenario. He was there for my entertainment, my pure enjoyment. 
 
    James led me up a staircase. I could see an incandescent light radiating from one of the rooms down a long hallway. He said nothing while guiding me toward it, giving me no hints as to what was waiting. 
 
    Taken back by the surprise, I stood next to him in the doorway and scanned the room. Candles were lit surrounding the bed, which looked to have been from another home. Even in the dim light I could tell the linens were fresh. The covers were pulled down to be inviting, the flickering of the flames setting a romantic ambiance. “You did this for me?” I asked. 
 
    “I did it for us,” he suggested while pulling me back in his arms. “I need to be with you, Cammie. I want this, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded, accepting a long awaiting tongue-filled kiss.  
 
    He backed away, breaking our embrace. “Let me look at you.” 
 
    I stood in place, feeling like I was on display for his wandering eyes. He took me in, starting at my face then gradually coursing down to my ankles. I watched his tongue come out and lick over his lips, leaving a wet trace. “I’m never going to want to leave.” 
 
    I let one of the straps of my blouse fall down. “Maybe I won’t want you to.” 
 
    He shrugged and shook his head. “I can’t stay the night. We can’t give her a reason to be suspicious. I need to take my time with you, but I’m racing against the clock. Tell me you’re okay if I have to walk away once we’re done here.” 
 
    To be honest, I wasn’t. No woman wants to hear that the man she’s about to sleep with is going to run out on her as soon as they’re done. “I’m not gong to lie. Just hearing that makes me want to go home.” 
 
    He sighed. “I can’t say it’s easy to know I can’t stay with you. Trust me, I’d rather be with you then any other place.” 
 
    “Saying it doesn’t make it easier, James. I’m going against everything I believe in to be with you. There are limits for me.” 
 
    “What if I can come back? I’ll spend the evening with you, go home to save face, and come back as soon as I can get away.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You want me to stay here alone?” Was he insane? I felt like I was the star of a horror flick. “I like you, James, but most people don’t arrange for their first time to be in an abandoned house. In fact, most don’t plan on having sex. It’s just happens. Don’t you see how convoluted this plan is? I’m not a doll you can sit aside and come back to later on. If I’m going to go through with this it’s all or nothing.” 
 
    “I can see how this would be difficult for you. As much as I’d like to give you my all and see what we could be, you know it’s not feasible, at least not right now. I have a family; kids to worry about.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to choose. I’m asking for you to commit to this. If you can’t do that, I’m wasting my time. I like you. Being with you these past few weeks have been enlightening. I can’t remember the last time I’ve enjoyed myself, but look around you. This isn’t my idea of romantic. Most people would check into a hotel. You’ve brought me to an abandoned home to fuck me.” 
 
    My use of derogatory words caught him off guard. He stumbled for a comeback. “Do you want me to take you back to your dorm?” I could tell he was disappointed. 
 
    My heart was forcing me to rethink my statement. “You did this for me? You came here and set it up?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to leave, James.” I took his hand, latching our fingers together so I could pull him on the bed with me. “Let’s enjoy this time we have together. Whatever happens next will happen on it’s own.” 
 
    James melted kisses over my lips, eventually traveling down the nape of my neck, furthering to the cleavage from my breasts. His hand cupped over one, massaging it as his tongue strolled over my exposed skin. I dug my fingers into his dark hair, closing my eyes to more appreciate his touch. 
 
    The way he held me, his style of exploration left me gasping for air, begging for him to continue. He knew just where to touch to get a reaction. His tongue was a compass, leading him directly to the precise location of his next expedition. He was experienced, his hands having years of practice. While allowing him his way with me, I began removing what separated us. His shirt lifted over his head, revealing parts of him I’d never seen before. I pushed him off me, watching him stand so I could take him in. A single tattoo sat above his heart. A cross, much like the one my dad had in memoriam of his father. He didn’t give me time to touch it. “Cammie, look at me.” 
 
    I did as he requested. “I am.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, really look at me. Look what you’ve done to me.” 
 
    I tried to sit up to reevaluate what I could be missing. “What have I done?” 
 
    “You’ve made me fall in love with you.” 
 
    I swore I was mistaken. “Stop messing around, James.” 
 
    “I’m serious. I never expected this. You captivate me. From the first moment I saw you I knew I had to know you. I want to be with you, and not just here. I’m a settled man. It takes a lot to draw my attention from what’s important, but you’ve led me down a road I don’t want to come back from. I need this. I need you. Tell me you feel the same. Say you’ll wait for me to get my life situated so we can be together. I’ll leave the school. We can start over somewhere else.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. This wasn’t the plan. It was casual. I thought you needed an escape. I know that’s how I looked at it for me.” 
 
    “So you don’t feel the same?” He seemed heartbroken. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. Getting to know you has changed my life. You’ve risked your livelihood to be with me. This place you’ve made for us is a perfect example of it. I’m just not ready to put a label on it. You’re married. Until that’s rectified, I know better than to make promises you might never be able to keep.” 
 
    “I’ll find a way for us to be together. This is temporary.” He waved his hands around. “I’ll get us a real place we can come home to.” 
 
    I didn’t want to fall in love. It screwed up my focus, but it’s exactly what was happening. I’d felt it before, yet this time was stronger and significantly more genuine. It’s amazing what someone is willing to sacrifice when they find the right person. I went against my morals to be with this man. He had secrets. I wasn’t an idiot.  “I can see myself with you. I want that.” 
 
    “I’ll make it happen. First,” he whispered while coming down to brush his lips over mine. “I need to be inside of you. Give yourself to me, Cammie. Let me make love to you.” 
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    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    He’d set the mood. He’d asked me to be with him. This was where I could have changed my mind. I didn’t have to go through with this, yet nothing was going to stop me. 
 
    Nervous couldn't begin to explain how it felt to be this close to him. We were alone in the house he'd managed to have for us to be together. Candles were‎ lit throughout. The illumination gave a romantic feel. James turned on some music on his phone and placed it down on a side table. With his shirt removed, he approached me, kneeling down on the side of the bed where my legs hung over. I felt him removing my shoes one at a time. Next to go were my stockings. He massaged each foot letting his hands course up the smooth skin of my calves.  
 
    I sat up on my elbows to watch, catching him waiting for my reaction.  
 
    James reached up pulled down my top. He tugged them over my hips, stopping only when a good amount of skin had become exposed. With still a few inches to go before he saw my pussy, he leaned forward and pressed his tender lips over my hip. Tiny chaste kisses trailed across the naked area, all while tingles radiated through all of my limbs.  
 
    Over the fabric of my pants, he skimmed between my legs, the back of his warm hand giving my pussy a hint of attention. My ass tightened as he did it again, smiling like he knew he was making me antsy with anticipation. 
 
    The opposite side of my pants were lowered to reveal more skin, the waistline sitting at the base of my pussy, applying a constant pressure while he taunted other areas. 
 
    I kept my focus on James, the way his lips trailed over the other hip, a line of saliva left where he'd been. 
 
    Deep breaths escaped me when our eyes locked again. His voice was almost a whisper. "I want to see your cunt." 
 
    Like it had been a secret, I pushed my pants down, noticing him backing up to give me room to do so. Taking my panties with them, I shoved the fabric down, freeing‎ the most sensitive part of me for this man to finally catch a glimpse. 
 
    This wasn't like losing my virginity with someone my age; the first discoveries of the opposite sex. Being with James was terrifying because he was skilled and knew exactly what he was doing. He had years to perfect how he preferred things, where I was still exploring my body. 
 
    While trembling, I felt three fingertips sliding across my exposed pussy. Sudden vibrations overwhelmed me as he blew cool air over it, then thumbed the lips. I was losing my ability to hold myself up to watch him.  
 
    James yanked my pants and underwear off my ankles, tossing the clothing on the floor. Without warning he took my legs and spread them far apart, bringing my knees up to a more comfortable position.  
 
    A million things flooded my mind while he quietly studied my sex. I felt concerned; as if he were comparing me to other more experienced women he'd been with. In all honesty, I didn't know what to expect. This was new to me, so all I could do was let him lead. 
 
    A warm rush of heat covered my pussy, followed by slick movements. His lips were brushing over mine, and I'm not speaking about my mouth. His tongue pierced my opening, forging deep for his first taste. 
 
    A cry escaped me; the idea of what he was doing causing such a reaction. 
 
    James lapped my pussy a few times before standing. He wiped off his face and dropped his pants, kicking them off his feet. He pointed. "Stand on the bed. Then put your hands in your hair and spin around. I need to know every inch of you before we can continue." 
 
    He was serious, which made it harder to follow his orders. I was modest. I didn't walk around in the nude, nor was I the type of person to send naked photographs. 
 
    As I stood I saw him grabbing his phone. I used my hands to cover my appendages. "Whoa! What are you doing?" 
 
    "It's only for my eyes. When we can't be together I want something to remind me how good you taste. Give me a few poses. Turn around and stick that ass in the air." 
 
    Doing what he suggested got easier with my back turned. I heard the click of his camera several times. 
 
    "Good, now spread those cheeks and show me ‎more." 
 
    I spun around and gave him a disturbed grimace. "That's gross. I'm not doing it." 
 
    He stuck out his bottom lip. "There's nothing gross about loving you." 
 
    He didn't have to ask a second time. I posed in each erotic position, finally becoming turned on as he continued. Armed with enough photos, he placed his phone back on the table and slipped on the bed next to me.  
 
    He kissed me like never before, his hunger apparent. His hands explored my body, a stiff erection pressing against me as our naked bodies connected. My legs wrapped around his waist. I could feel him lingering near my opening, reminding me what was close to happening. “Tell me you love me, Cammie.” 
 
    “I love you, James. I wouldn’t be here with you if I didn’t.” 
 
    “Beg me to fuck you.” 
 
    I giggled. “Seriously? Oh please fuck me. I need it so bad.” My sarcasm didn’t amuse him. 
 
    “Don’t be a child, Cammie. Do it. Beg me.” 
 
    “I don’t beg, but I’ll do you one better. If you don’t fuck me soon, I’ll find someone else who will.” My threat immediate got a rise out of him.  
 
    When I assumed he would enter me, James slipped back down between my legs, obviously turned on by my threat. He used his hand to tease me, pinching my clit and tugging on my lips to get a reaction out of me. He slapped it, spit, and licked up his own mess. Meanwhile, I could smell my own arousal. My pussy was drenched, dripping down to the crack of my ass. Fingers plunged inside of me, fucking me fast, only to retract. 
 
    My ass bucked, my legs shaking, he repeated the process.  
 
    I was coming unhinged, fighting the urge to lose myself completely. 
 
    James toyed with my pussy until I couldn't contain my release. I screamed and bellowed words, which made no sense, finally losing my sense of self in a rapturous orgasm. 
 
    Soaked, dripping‎ with desire, James continued. He positioned himself and entered me, finally sealing the deal. He moved slowly, swishing sounds occurring from my wetness. 
 
    He made faces while focusing, grinding to a pace, then eventually losing it until he froze. I could feel him filling me, a momentary lapse of judgment preventing us from precautions. ‎I didn't care about anything. In that instant there was no school, future, or even a failing marriage. All that existed was the two of us, and what we'd just done together.  
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    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    We’d started to dress and prepare for him having to leave. I still had my blouse to put on when James stood abruptly, pulling me toward a window. He moved a curtain to the side and shoved me in front of it. I didn’t understand what exactly he expected. “Are you showing me something?” 
 
    “No. You’re going to be the show.” 
 
    Again, I had no idea what he meant. “Come again?” 
 
    “This street is empty, but pretend it’s not. Pretend it’s full of innocent people walking by. I want you to strip. Give someone a show.” 
 
    “You’re crazy. I can’t do that. I won’t. You do it.” 
 
    “I like to watch, Cammie. Come on. Do it for me. I’ll stay if you give me a reason.” 
 
    He sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Please. I know there's a wild side you’re not showing me. Be a doll and shimmy those clothes off. Make the imaginary passerby want to come join us. Show them how lucky I am to have you all to myself." 
 
    My top was still off. Standing right in the center of the open window, I lifted my hands to the clasp of my bra. I kept watching, making sure there wasn't a soul in sight. I wasn't doing this because I'd somehow like it. I was going through with this antic for James. With his experience, he knew what turned him on. Just because we didn't share the same preferences didn't mean I couldn't give him a good time, granted no one would get hurt while doing so. 
 
    Before removing the bra, I twirled around and faced him, unable to allow it to drop where the outside world could see.  
 
    "What are you doing? Turn back around. Show them your plump tits. Jiggle them around until your nipples are like pebbles for me suck on later." 
 
    "This is silly," I said while doing what I was told. 
 
    "Do you want me to enjoy this or not?" 
 
    His rude comment made me want to try harder. I felt like if I couldn't get the job done he'd want someone else. I shoved my panties down, stepping out of them easily. In no time at all I was standing in full view of the outside, completely exposed.  
 
    James picked up his phone and started snapping shots. Instead of shielding my body I posed with the light coming in through the glass.  
 
    "That's sexy, but I know what you can do to make it better." 
 
    "What?" I asked. 
 
    "Touch yourself. Show me how you make yourself come when you're all alone. Reach down and tease that clit until you scream.” 
 
    "I don’t." I tried to argue. 
 
    "Yes you do. Show me. Show me how you pet those soaked lips." 
 
    I felt so dirty. ‎As soon as my fingers reached between my legs, I felt my body reacting. My knees were weak, my skin feeling like it was on fire. I started to want to prove I could do this. The faster my fingers circled my clit the more I wanted to continue. 
 
    James kept his focus on me, all while I faced the window, hoping this was all a private show for my boyfriend. 
 
    I'd never done something so taboo, and I was beginning to wonder if I liked it.  
 
    James broke my concentration. "That's it, now taste yourself. Tell me how sweet your pussy is. Show me how much you like the taste." 
 
    I closed my eyes again, rubbing in between my folds and then bringing the juices up with to lick off my fingers. As I sucked them into my mouth, tasting my own musk for the first time, I peeked out the window to see a guy peering up at me. My first instinct was to take cover, but as he stared something happened. I started to lose myself, my knees becoming shaky as my body vibrated into a full-blown orgasm. I pressed my trembling body against the glass, gasping for air as James came up behind me, kissing my shoulders. "That was fantastic. Now, get on your knees and finish me off." 
 
    I smiled and took his erect cock in my hand, kissing the tip while responding. "I thought you'd never ask." 
 
    By this point I was so turned on that giving James a blowjob was like a treat. I couldn’t explain my motives. Held hostage by a hungry lust, I couldn’t control where my newly discovered carnal desires would lead. 
 
    This was the beginning of the end for me. From this moment on I did everything James wanted, because in some ways I wanted them too. He brought me ecstasy, more than I ever could have imagined experiencing. He opened my eyes to a sexual craving I found necessary to feed. I was lost in the affair, grasping for whatever parts of him he’d give me. 
 
    We had sex wherever we could, sometimes in places where we weren’t alone. He took me to a club where sex was allowed out in the open. I liked watching others, and learned even more about myself and what I wanted to try. James showed me the ropes like a veteran expert. He taught me to love my body and appreciate the pleasure I could give myself with or without a man. 
 
    We fucked in his office, the classroom, and out on the grass one night after curfew. He took me from behind in the library, and then again in his wife’s office. 
 
    I was lost in the relationship. I thought he was everything; a future and so much more. I didn’t feel bad for my actions. The more dangerous the scenario, the better I enjoyed it. 
 
    As the weeks turned into months our once safe sneaking around had obviously become careless. James met me almost every night, at first telling his wife he was working out, but then not giving her a reason at all for his absence, or at least that’s what he told me.  
 
    When I attended his class he had me sit in the front row, often without panties. He’d purchased a few skirts just for the occasion. He’d stand up at his podium giving a lecture while I spread my legs, keeping him entertained until the hour was up and we could be together again. I’d be soaked and ready, completely turned on knowing I was in the presence of so many people while doing dirty things. 
 
    It was dangerous and exciting, both I’d never been keen on, not until James came into my life. I didn’t know myself anymore. I’d become someone else; someone just as twisted as the man I loved to no end. 
 
    Our relationship was perfect aside from not having him all the time. He took care of me, promising me a future I’d only dreamed of having. I thought he meant it when he told me he loved me. No longer did I worry about ‎about it being a fling. What we had was real. It was intense and meaningful. He’d made it evident.  
 
    James took control of my life.  
 
    He was my friend. He helped me with my studies. He comforted me when I felt alone. He knew just what to say to prevent me from worrying. The sex. Well, it was obviously a very important part of us. 
 
    He’d become my future, wedged right in between a career I’d strived my whole life for. 
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    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a shocker when I started waking up each morning feeling ill. I’m studying to be a doctor, so naturally I knew exactly what was going on with my body. We’d been careless. We were having unprotected sex every single day, sometimes more than once. 
 
    I don’t know why I assumed he couldn’t get me pregnant. Maybe in the back of my mind I thought he’d gotten a vasectomy. Maybe I was an idiot when it came to James altogether. Being irresponsible wasn’t exactly something I knew much about. From a young age I’d prided myself in doing what was right, thinking before acting, and more importantly weighing the outcomes before the plan was set into motion. This new side of me was alarming, because I knew I’d gone down a road without headlights. Pretty soon there would be a cliff and I’d drive right off it. 
 
    This was the first step. 
 
    It took me a while to get the courage to buy one of those drugstore tests. I was embarrassed when I paid at the register, taking note of the looks I was getting from the cashier. She was judging me, and I deserved it. If she only knew who the potential father was. I’d be the talk of the campus. 
 
    I waited until Jasmine wasn’t around to pee on the stick. The particular test I'd purchased stated I could take it at any time of day. Three minutes went by before I glanced over and saw what I already knew was true. I was with child, and suddenly all my other problems were blowing in the wind.  
 
    This couldn’t be happening. I stared down at the test, praying one of the lines would suddenly disappear. How could I have been this careless? Surely I should have known to use protection. 
 
    I closed my eyes, tears welling up so heavily I had to blink. This wasn’t how my future was supposed to go. I had one more semester until I graduated. I still had at least three more years of graduate school, and then more of working my ass off to be able to take my boards. This was a disaster. My professor had knocked me up. Worse, I’d fallen hopelessly in love with a man who would never be able to offer me a bit of support. 
 
    I felt sick to my stomach, finally hovering over the porcelain toilet bowl to release the rest of what I’d eaten the night before. My dreams were going up in flames. Nothing could ease the pain. I’d done this to myself. I’d let him have his way, knowing damn well the consequences. We hadn’t taken precautions. Hell, I’d done everything wrong from the get-go. This was my undoing, mine alone. 
 
    In a ball on the floor I cried myself into a maddened stupor. My roommate came to the rescue, helping me to my bed before demanding an explanation. “Are you flunking? What’s going on?” 
 
    Jasmine hadn’t exactly been a friend to me. I suppose in light of the way I’d been living my life she was as close as I was going to get. “I’m in trouble, Jas. Big trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble like you stole a car, robbed a liquor store and shot someone while fleeing, or trouble like you’re knocked up by a teacher?” When she said it I felt my heart drop. 
 
    “Why would you go right to that conclusion?” 
 
    “This might be a big campus, but news travels fast, especially with the internet. There are always eyes watching. Someone sees something and then they share it. A picture of you surfaced last week. You were leaving a house and Professor Willis was behind you. I’m not one to speculate, but you haven’t been here as much. I suspected you’d met someone, but never in my wildest dreams would I have pegged you to screw around with a married professor. Tell me it isn’t true.” 
 
    I glanced in a different direction, regrettably searching for a way out of this. Did I deny it? Did I pretend someone was out to get me? Would she believe me? “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    She snickered. “It’s fine. I wouldn’t want anyone finding out either. Just know, when the shit hits the fan I want nothing to do with it. I can’t afford to be reprimanded for your mistakes. As far as I’m concerned, I know nothing.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t drag anyone else into my problems.” 
 
    “You already have. What are you going to do, Cam? Does Professor Willis know you’re knocked up? Is it his baby? Holy cow, I can’t believe my nerdy roommate has a secret life right under my nose.” 
 
    “I don’t have a secret life. I’m still me. It happened. It wasn’t planned.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard. Talk around town is that you’re not the first student he’s been involved with. A few years ago there was another girl. His wife swept it under the rug to save appearances. It was all hearsay.” 
 
    “He’s not like that. You must be mistaken.” 
 
    “I hope for your sake I am. I know how hard you’ve worked to be here. It would royally suck if you lose it all because you screwed you’re womanizing teacher. He’s a hottie, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Jasmine was supposed to be supportive, but she was only pissing me off. She obviously must have heard her gossip wrong. It had to have been another professor who’d gotten involved with a student. James wouldn’t lie to me, not about that. I’d asked him early on about it. This simply wasn’t true. “I need to go.” 
 
    “He’s in class, Cammie. You can’t walk in declaring you’re with child.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “What the hell am I going to do?” 
 
    “You could get an abortion. I’d go with you so you’re not alone. In a couple weeks you’ll be back to your studies. You don’t have to change your life because of a mistake.” 
 
    “I’d never get an abortion. It’s not an option. What James and I have is real. He’s a parent. He’d never ask me to get rid of my baby. He loves me.” I’d let down my walls and fallen victim to my need for a connection. Had he taken advantage of me? Was it possible? 
 
    “I really hope you’re right. You’re a nice girl, Cammie, but this world isn’t a nice place. Bad things happen to good people. You have to consider he took advantage of you.” 
 
    “I can’t. I won’t. I know him.” I repeated. 
 
    She patted my shoulder. “I have a class in ten minutes. Text me if you need anything. Good luck when you talk to Professor Willis. I hope you get the answers you’re looking for.” 
 
    I didn’t cry again until I knew she’d left the room. Jasmine had been right. I couldn’t storm into his classroom and announce my situation. I had to be discreet. James would understand. He’d find a way for this to work out; for us to finally be together without sneaking around. 
 
    Like clockwork, my cell phone buzzed just as his final class of the day was getting out.  
 
    Meet me at our place in an hour? – James 
 
    I’ll be there. – Cammie 
 
    I was trembling as I showered and changed, grasping at what I was going to say to give him the news I’d previously discovered. Had this been an open relationship where we didn’t have to hide perhaps the outcome wouldn’t seem so bleak. With nothing but fear on my side, I worried I was stepping into the demise of our relationship. 
 
    We’d been meeting there for months, though I skimmed the room for things I may have never noticed before. The furniture was old and worn, all except for the bed he claimed to have purchased for us. I wondered if he’d been telling the truth. Where else would he have picked up a bed in new condition and had setup? Then I considered how long it had been there. I got down on my hands and knees and peered down at the hardwood floor. In all four corners were divots. We’d had a few rough encounters, but this would have happened after years of wear, not months into a new relationship. For the most part our lovemaking was gentle. These marks would have required hardcore fucking, which was something I assumed James was against, since we’d never indulged in it. 
 
    When I heard the door downstairs, I quickly got to my feet, hoping and praying these assumptions were all in my head; a direct reflection of Jasmine’s overzealous imagination. James couldn’t be the man she’d suggested. I would have sensed it. Instead I’d come to love a man who put me on a pedestal and promised the world if only I’d wait until his marital affairs were in order. I had to believe I was the only one, because if my mind swayed in another direction I’d be left broken and in pieces. That sort of betrayal was unforgivable, especially in our circumstance. I’d become involved with him on the notion that he’d never done this before; that his marriage was all but over with the exception of the paperwork. If he’d been lying. If this was some sort of scheme he’d been running for years, I’d rip off his balls and hang them where all could see.  
 
    My eyes widened when he entered the room. He held out his arms and pulled me in them, kissing the top of my head and leaving his lips to linger there. “It’s been a long day. I’m glad to see you. I needed this.” 
 
    I wiggled free. “Did you?” 
 
    “Yes. Why would you say it like that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess my mind is playing tricks on me. I overheard someone today talking about a teacher who’d been involved with his students. I just need to make sure it wasn’t you they were speaking of.” 
 
    “Who was it?” He didn’t answer my question, but turned it around on learning the culprit. “Something like this could ruin a career.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing it’s not you then, right?” I was baiting him. 
 
    He seemed confused, but quickly responded. “Of course not. You’re the only woman I’ve ever been involved with outside of my marriage. Why would you assume it’s me?” 
 
    “Sometimes I worry. I don’t want to be in this alone, James. I need to know we have a future.” Hearing him say it was believable. He stared into my eyes like he was pleading to be trusted.  
 
    His kiss was ravenous, his hold intense. With strong arms he lifted me up, taking on my weight with ease. My legs wrapped around his waist as he carried me to the bed, only releasing me when I was positioned beneath him. He removed his shirt and joined me, hovering over as he started unbuttoning mine.  
 
    I needed to tell him the truth he deserved to know there was a little life inside of me growing. I decided to wait until after we were through reassuring each other nothing was going to come between us. 
 
    This was my future.  
 
    I was going to be a mother, and nothing could change that. Since I knew James was looking for a way out of his marriage, I wrapped the test in a plastic bag and shoved it in my purse. Once he saw that we were going to have a child everything would change. We’d finally be able to be together, because if I knew him like I assumed I did, he’d move Heaven and Earth for us to raise the child together. 
 
    I began considering the changes he’d have to make in his life. First and foremost, he would need to transfer to another university. We’d find a small apartment to start out in while I was still in school. Once I graduated, my income would supplement our monthly funds enough to afford a larger home for our child to grow.  
 
    In my mind everything was going to be okay. I replayed it a dozen times, each one leaving me optimistic. James was in love with me. He said I was the best thing to ever happen to him. Surely that was a sign of how much he’d be willing to change for the sake of our future. 
 
    When it came time tell him the news I stood in front of him with a blank face. For the life of me the truth wouldn’t come out. It didn’t help when he was irritated about something that had transpired at home earlier. 
 
    “I’m sick of it. She thinks she can dictate my life. Do you know what I go through to make sure my family stays together? What I’ve given up? This is bullshit! I’m tired of this happening. She can’t do this to me again.” He slammed items around on his desk while I stood watching him go off. 
 
    “James, maybe it’s time to start over fresh. Whatever is going on can be fixed. Leave her.” 
 
    “Start over? Are you kidding me? She’d leave me with nothing. No, this is just her way of keeping control of the situation. She’s done this before.” 
 
    “We all have to start somewhere. We could be together finally. We won’t have to hide.” 
 
    “Cammie, though I appreciate you trying to be supportive, I don’t need your immature ideas. They’ll only frustrate me more. It’s best if you go back to your dorm and give me space. I need to figure some things out.” 
 
    “Are we going to meet up later?” 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and then finally covered his face. “I don’t know. Just wait for my call before you head over.” 
 
    When I attempted to kiss him goodbye he was almost rude. He rolled his eyes and pecked me on the cheek. “I love you, James.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    I tried not to cry when I left, but it was too difficult to control. Something was off. I’d never seen him overreact the way he was. Whatever his wife had done was obviously a big deal. It hurt that he wouldn’t let me in.  
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    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse, I arrived back at my dorm to find something taped to the outside of my door. 
 
    You can imagine my surprise when I was given notice to report to the dean immediately. The letter was addressed to me for everyone to see. I didn’t waste time trying to figure out what they could have wanted, since I was sure no one knew about my secret relationship with my teacher. I figured it had to have something to do with my scholarship. 
 
    Walking inside and spotting James' wife left me speechless. I gathered my composure and sat across from her with a smile on my face. 
 
    “Good afternoon.” I said promptly. 
 
    Her disturbed frown should have been a sign that something bad was about to happen, but it wasn’t until she slid a manila folder in my direction when I realized just how bad the situation had escalated. “Don’t good afternoon me, you little tramp. Nineteen years. That’s how long we’ve been married. Did you think someone like you could swoop in and take him away from me? You’re just a toy to him. Every once in a while he gets a new one. You mean nothing to James. None of you have.” 
 
    I was speechless, completely thrown a curve ball from left field without a glove to catch it. This woman was out for blood. She wanted to hurt me. What I didn’t know was how much of what she was saying was a lie.  
 
    I flipped through the folder, cringing when I realized exactly what it contained. Pictures of James and I were in compromising positions. There was a stack of them from different times and places. What stood out was how many of them showed the two of us coming and going from the house we’d been using to meet each other. What made me cringe in my seat where the ones he’d taken of me when we were alone. They’d been from his phone, which meant she not only had access to his gallery, but also his call history. 
 
    She’d obviously paid someone to follow us, and armed with enough proof to make a judge’s head spin, she was putting all her cards out on the table.  
 
    Now, I prided myself in being sharp, but this woman had something over me I couldn’t deny. I placed the pictures back in the folder before responding. “I’m not a toy to him. You’re wrong.” 
 
    “That’s what the last girl said, and the one before her. Honey, take my advice, walk away from this before it gets ugly, and it will get ugly. I have the power and means to take you down, and we both know that’s not what you want. Do us both a favor and make this easy. Break things off with James and pretend you were never involved.” 
 
    I needed leverage, something to hold over her head to prove our love was real, and even though I had it, I couldn’t for the life of me tell her before James. The sudden announcement of him having other affairs left a bad taste in my mouth. Had I been conned? Were my suspicious right all along? “I’m not going to sit here and listen to you belittle me. If what you’re saying is true… If James had been lying…” I couldn’t continue. I had to get out of there. 
 
    As I darted for the exit I heard her threatening my future. “End this today, or your scholarship with be retracted, and I’ll make sure you never get accepted into any graduate program out there.” 
 
    It didn’t take me long after leaving the dean’s office to start blowing up James’ phone. He owed me an explanation. I wanted answers, and I wasn’t going to wait until he was in a better mood. 
 
    “Cammie, now is not a good time.” 
 
    “I just saw your wife, James. We need to talk. Now!” 
 
    The line was silent for a few moments. “Meet me at the house in an hour.” 
 
    “Do you have anything to say to me beforehand?” 
 
    “I will see you in a bit.” He hung up without notice. For a little while I stood there staring at my phone expecting him to call and apologize. When it didn’t happen I became irate. How could he treat me like this after everything I’d risked for us to be together? None of it was making sense.  
 
    James wasn’t at the house when I arrived. Just like the other times we’d met there, I headed upstairs to the back bedroom to wait. While the time passed, I started researching the college and any information I could find on James. There was little listed. He’d won several awards and donated his time to multiple charities. Then I decided to call in for reinforcements. 
 
    My sister Cassie was dating a FBI agent. With his credentials he could certainly do a background check on James to see if there was anything out of the ordinary. I knew the results wouldn’t be immediate, but just knowing I may have an solution for everything made the waiting a bit easier to handle. 
 
    The call went well. She took down his information and promised to get back to me. Since she was in a bit of a hurry, it was easy to end the call without much explaining. All I said was that my shady professor was hiding something and I wanted to make sure he wasn’t on the FBI’s most wanted list. It wasn’t like I had to nerve to tell her the truth, not yet at least. 
 
    James showed up after it had fallen dark outside. He looked rough, like he hadn’t slept the night before. I rushed over to comfort him, completely forgetting about all the unanswered questions I had stored up for his arrival. “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m better now. Forgive me for earlier. I have something personal I’m dealing with.” 
 
    “I think you should sit down. There’s a few things I need to address.” 
 
    “If it’s about your meeting with my wife you can save it. I know about the pictures.” 
 
    “So she’s aware we’ve been having an affair. Is that what you were mad about earlier?” 
 
    He shook his head and left my comforting arms to pace around the room. “Part of it.” 
 
    “Is there anything you’d like to tell me?” 
 
    “What else did you need to address?” He changed the subject. I wanted to know why, but something was more important than photos or concerns. 
 
    “James, I’m pregnant.” 
 
    I don’t know what I expected out of him. I think in my messed up head I assumed he be ecstatic. I figured he’d grab me, spinning me around in celebration. There was no smile. His grin was angry, disturbed even. His eyes lit up as he approached me, taking me wrist as he spoke. “Is this some kind of joke?” 
 
    “No,” I pleaded. “It’s true. I’ve been sick. I took a test this morning.” 
 
    “My wife. Does she know?” He was almost shaking me. “Did you tell her?” 
 
    I pulled out of his hold. “No! Of course not. I’d never do that to you.” 
 
    James turned his back to me. He held his hands up in the air and let out a growling sound. “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “It is. I can assure you it’s not a joke.” 
 
    He took me by the arm again and started leading me down the stairs. “Where are we going? You’re hurting me, James.” 
 
    “We need to make sure. I’m taking you to the hospital.” 
 
    Since he was in rare form I decided not to argue. If he needed proof I wouldn’t stand in his way.  
 
    The drive to the hospital was worse than being in the house alone with him. He talked to himself the whole way, stammering on about his problems and messed up life. 
 
    In the passenger seat next to him I sobbed quietly, suddenly coming to terms with the fact that there was quite a lot I obviously didn’t know about James. This side of him scared me, and I knew there was more to the story than he was leading on. I think during that ride I knew his wife had been telling the truth. I wasn’t the first student James had been with. If she was being honest, I was just a toy to him, and soon I’d be nothing but a mistake, swept under the rug to never be mentioned again. 
 
    The wait to be seen wasn’t as bad as I suspected. An hour after signing in we were put into a room and blood was drawn. James continued with his silent treatment, and instead of making a scene, I decided to give him the same cold shoulder.  
 
    Having patience wasn’t exactly easy. There was so much I needed to say to him, but the words wouldn’t come. By the time the doctor came in with the results I felt like I was going to vomit all over myself.  
 
    She stood with my results in her hands. James walked over to stand at my side. I reached for his hand, and surprisingly he let me take it. 
 
    “The results were positive for pregnancy. Since you’re unsure of your last menstrual period I’m going to do a quick sonogram to check the size and get a better idea of a due date. The nurse will bring you in some water. Once your bladder is full enough, I’ll order the tests.” 
 
    Halfway through her statement he’d let go of my hand. I tried not to cry, but it was impossible to take in this kind of news and not react accordingly. When I first took the test I’d been excited. I thought this was going to be the reason he finally moved on. I assumed he’d file for divorce. This side of James was unpredictable. 
 
    “How could you be so careless?” He asked me. 
 
    “It takes two, James. What’s wrong with you today? Why are you being so insensitive?” 
 
    “Me? You’re the one who is trying to trap me.” 
 
    “Trap you?” Was he really accusing me of doing this on purpose? “I’d never!” 
 
    He waved his hands around. “I need some air.” I watched him leave the room, and silently wondered if he’d return at all.  
 
    In between tears I drank my water. I didn’t call anyone to come sit with me, or search anything else on the internet. I laid there staring at the white ceiling tiles wondering what in the world was happening to my life once organized life. 
 
    James came back into the room following the sonogram cart.  
 
    He was my downfall, my reason for self-destructing. He’d done this to me; given me false hope regarding a future I knew we’d never be able to have. Too much scrutiny wouldn’t allow for a happy ending. Too many people had been burned by his wrath, his lies and deceit. Too many truths unraveled, resulting in betrayal and unjust consequences. What good was a relationship without the ability to trust? I was fully aware of what had to be done, yet as James stood in front of me, his pleading eyes baring into my soul, I knew I’d never be able to let him go. He had a hold on me still, and knowing that made this another worthless attempt to break free. I couldn’t shake this man, even if he took me down with him, forcing me to give up everything I’d ever wanted.  
 
    He whispered in my ear. “Cammie, please don’t do this. I’m begging you. You can’t have this baby.” 
 
    I turned away, my eyes soiled with my own suffering. I knew if I pretended he wasn’t with me it would be easier. I stared at the wall in the room; a picture of a growing fetus and the cycle of gestation was my main focus. My hand coursed over my stomach, still too small to notice something was growing inside of me. I knew what I wanted, what needed to happen in order for me to live with myself. I was fully aware of what would happen if I let this man have the last say in something so important. This innocent life inside of me had nothing to do with his lies. The child was made because of my love for this man. Whether he felt the same for me, or was just trying to get into my pants was irrelevant. This was my decision. 
 
    Out of nowhere I sat up, everything becoming so clear. “You’re not in control of this situation, James. It’s my choice, my body, and more importantly my future. With or without you I’m having this baby, and there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it.” 
 
    He stammered backward, unsure of what to say after my out-of-character announcement. “You’ll destroy me.” 
 
    I looked at the technician, who I knew didn’t need to hear our business. “Can you give us a second?” 
 
    She sat her apparatus down and exited the room abruptly. I didn’t wait for the door to fasten before giving James my full attention. “This isn’t up to you.” 
 
    “Cammie, you and I both know you’re not in any condition to raise a baby. You have years of school left, and no family here to support you. The timing is all wrong.” He waited a second before continuing with more lies. “Maybe if it were after my divorce.” 
 
    I laughed at his comment. “Your divorce? Seriously? You’re throwing that card now? You and I both know you’re too much of a coward to divorce your wife. This thing between us isn’t going anywhere. You’ve lied to me from the beginning. I don’t know you. Everything you say is bullshit! You’re right about one thing though.” 
 
    “What?” He interrupted. 
 
    “My family isn’t here to help me. They’re in North Carolina, where I suddenly feel like I need to be. Thinking we could be anything more than some perverted affair was my biggest mistake, but I won’t let this child suffer because of my actions. I’m having this child, and I’m going to raise it on my own.” I pointed to my belly. With eyes full of tears I let him have it.  
 
    “You can’t do this to me. You weren’t a perverted affair.” 
 
    “Oh cut it with the charm, James. I know about the other students. You think people don’t talk? There were rumors before you ever knew I existed. I was just too stupid to believe them. I saw the look in your wife’s eyes today. She was telling the truth. You’ve been with other girls. I’m not the first, and I probably won’t be your last. I was a fool to think this was special.” 
 
    “If you go through with this…” 
 
    I pointed to the door, not letting him finish his sentence. “I want you to go.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. How will you get back to the dorm?”  
 
    “I’m a big girl. It’s time I stopped worrying about what others will think and do what’s best for me. I don’t need you to have this baby. I have all the love and support I need elsewhere.” I paused for a second to control my shaking. “I want you to leave.” 
 
    “You’re in the doctor’s office. I’m not abandoning you.” 
 
    “James, go home to your wife. Promise you won’t do it again. Tell her whatever it is you did the last time you decided to screw a student. She obviously forgave you before. I’m done with this conversation. I’ll find another ride home.” 
 
    I could tell he was thinking about over minding me. He was old enough to be my parent, which gave him some kind of authority complex, even though he was beneath me in many ways. 
 
    When he walked out the door I knew he wouldn’t be returning. He wouldn’t come to my dorm later and beg me for forgiveness. I knew the truth. This was all some game to him, and I’d been a victim. 
 
    I had my first sonogram alone. Since I was only about six weeks along there wasn’t much to see. I wasn’t even far enough long to hear a heartbeat. The proof of life was on the screen. A little peanut was inside of me and from that very moment it was pointed out I knew I’d do everything in my power to keep it safe. 
 
    It took me a while to get the courage to call for a ride back to the college. Jasmine wanted details, and I wasn’t in any condition to give them, but I refused to leave anything unsettled. 
 
    “Come on, Cammie. What happened?” She badgered. 
 
    “I’m leaving school, Jas. It’s over. It’s all over. I can’t be here anymore. My relationship was a lie. You were right about everything. My last semester may as well have never happened. I’ll never be welcome on this campus again. I’ve made a mockery of my life. It’s time I accepted what I can’t change and move on with the little bit of dignity I have left.” 
 
    “You don’t mean this. Just give it a few days.” 
 
    “No. I’m packing up my things and leaving tonight. I have a long ride ahead of me and I don’t need doubts holding me back. I’ve ruined my life. It’s time to go. Please don’t try to change my mind. I need my family. They’ll know how to help me.” 
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    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t been back to the ranch in almost a year, having declined to visit for the holidays on account of having to study. The truth was that I wanted to spend time with James, even if I had to sit around waiting for him to break free from his obligations. 
 
    Those few days we spent together had meant so much to me. Little did I know it was all part of his game to seduce me. I’d fallen victim to his conning schemes, which only left me pregnant with a broken heart. 
 
    The cross-country drive was strenuous. I left on a Monday night and didn’t arrive until Thursday afternoon. I thought my determination would allow for me to drive the three thousand some odd miles straight through, but it was impossible for just one person. I was exhausted, hungry, and more worked up than when I packed my things and decided to come home.  
 
    Now I stood in front of my parent’s farmhouse, knowing darn well they’d expect an explanation for this visit, and more importantly a good excuse as to why I’d left in the middle of a semester, on a weekday at that. At least I could do some of my assignments online and turn them in from there. I wouldn’t be forfeiting all my credits, but more than half. 
 
    The home was quiet when I entered. Judging from the time, I knew my father was out working the ranch with the men, while my mother and sister, Callie, were probably at the salon. Ever since they’d built a larger facility, their business had been slammed with appointments, so much that they’d hired another cosmetologist to help with the volume.  
 
    As I entered into the living room I was taken back by the familiar smell of home. Pictures were hung going up the staircase, memories of us kids growing up into the adults we were now. My parent’s photograph from a recent cruise was the first I came to. They’d aged gracefully. My father, a tall man with the body of a steed, stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders. I knew they were positioned to stand posed in this manner, but it seemed unnatural. His arms were almost always around her waist, his head nestled against her neck as he whispered sweet nothings in her ear. I’d been told that they’d never been able to keep their hands off one another. When I was a teenager it seemed gross and inappropriate, albeit now it seemed natural and more beautiful than I could have ever understood before getting involved with James. In all honesty I think everyone strives to find that perfect match to spend the rest of their lives with. For a brief time I thought what I was experiencing was the real deal. Now I’ve come to understand love and lust are commonly misunderstood. I let my own desires blind me from the big picture. Truth be told, I didn’t know James Willis at all. 
 
    A sound resonating from the stairs caught my attention. There could only be one person in the house at this time of day, and as I approached my little brother, Josh’s bedroom, it was clear he had company. “Do it again and you’ll see who fucks with your sister next.” 
 
    “If you keep messing with me I’ll shove this paddle straight up your tight ass.” 
 
    I almost giggled as I pushed he door to open enough to allow me entrance. Neither of the guys turned to acknowledge I’d come into the room. 
 
    “Dude, you had em’. Go to the left. Perpitrate the enemy lines. Do it. Now!” Josh ordered. 
 
    The clicking was getting out of control. My hands ached watching it transpire. I crossed my arms in front of me and clear my throat. “You’d think you were fighting for you lives.” 
 
    Josh turned around, smiled, then shook his head and went back to playing the game. It was his friend who chucked the paddle on the floor and stood to greet me. “Well I’ll be. Look at who decided to come home for a visit. Cammie Healy in the flesh. I don’t think I’ve seen you since you were in high school.” 
 
    I didn’t want to seem rude, but I had no idea who this guy was standing in front of me. He was near six-foot tall, his longer hair tucked back in a backward baseball cap. His jeans were worn, the tight-fitting T-shirt having a few holes in random spots. Muscles protruded from each sleeve, almost stretching the fabric sitting against them. He held out his hand to offer it, and until I saw him smile I didn’t have an inkling as to who this dude could be. 
 
    Then the dimples came out, and suddenly I was reminded of a dorky middle school aged kid who’d hung out with my brother. At the time his horse teeth had given him the nickname Bucky, but the pearly whites I was staring at has obviously seen a very reputable orthodontist. “Buck?” 
 
    He cackled when I said his name. “What’s wrong? See something you like now? I haven’t been called that in years.” He was cocky right off the bat. “I bet she came home because she heard I was in town.” He said to Josh. 
 
    My brother stood and shoved him out of the way. “Pay him no mind. He’s salty since I’ve been banging his sister. He’s trying to get under the skin.” I felt my brother’s arms wrap around me and completely lost it in front of his friend. It didn’t matter if the guy thought I was insane. I sobbed, so much that Josh refused to ask the reason. My brother knew something was seriously wrong, and when I finally had the courage to tell him about it he’d be ready to take care of whoever hurt me.  
 
    Isn’t that what brothers are for? 
 
    “I better give you some space. Text me later, loser.” He offered a friendly smile while exiting the room. 
 
    “Eat shit, Wes.” I’d almost forgotten his real name. Wesley Parrish. His grandfather owned a group of banks in North Carolina and Virginia. When his parents got divorced, Wes moved to Charlotte with his mother, where she later married someone else. Being a year younger than me, and friends with my brother, I steered clear of them. They were always getting into trouble, which was the opposite of how I’d acted back then. 
 
    I hadn’t seen him in years. Puberty had been good to him in more ways than one. Never in my wildest dreams could I have pictured someone as awkward looking as Wes turning out like he belonged on the cover of a magazine. Since I wasn’t in any condition to catch up with an old friend of the family, it was better that he’d decided to leave. Trouble seemed to be following me, and I was determined I wouldn’t involve the people who mattered the most, friends of the family included. 
 
    It took me a while to calm down enough for Josh to let go. He backed away and offered me a seat on his unmade bed. For a brief second I wondered how dirty his sheets were, and how many girls he’d brought home and screwed on it. 
 
    “Start explaining, Cam. It takes a lot to get you upset. You’ve never been one to cry. Spill.” 
 
    “I’m in trouble, Josh. It’s bad,” I managed to get out. 
 
    “How bad? Like, Cassie bad, or your idea of mischief?”  
 
    I tried to manage a smile from his comparison. Our sister Cassie had a checkered past, all because she’d gotten involved with a criminal. Since then she’d turned her life around. She’d joined the police force, and was in a serious relationship with an FBI agent. Her drama aside, I knew my problems were just as severe, at least they would be in our parent’s eyes. “Cassie bad.” 
 
    “Holy shit. What did you do?” 
 
    Telling him everything would be too difficult. I needed to break the truth to everyone slowly. “I was involved with a married man.” 
 
    My brother eyes lit up like Christmas lights. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “It’s true.” I looked away because I felt ashamed for my actions. 
 
    “Miss Goody-two-shoes went and got herself involved with a married man?” He clapped his hand together and chuckled. “This is fantastic. Now I know they won’t get on me for wrecking the combine.” 
 
    “You wrecked the combine? The new one?” 
 
    He pointed to me. “Don’t change the subject.” 
 
    “Josh this is serious. I can’t buy spare parts and make it new again. I’m in trouble. I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “Why? How did you get involved with a married man anyway? Don’t you spend all your time in a library?” 
 
    “You would think that, you big idiot.” 
 
    “So who is he?” 
 
    I almost choked as the words came out. “My teacher.” 
 
    More laughter. “Aw, hell, Cam. You’re in the deepest of shit. Dad might fall out over this. Not his precious little doctor in training. This will kill him.” 
 
    “I know,” I whined. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come home yet. It would have been better to tell them over the phone that way they could have gotten all the yelling out of the way.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have written it in a letter instead. You could have thrown your phone in a river and pretended you didn’t exist until they had time to get over it. I know what’s going to happen. They’re going to drag you to church first. They’ll think the devil made himself at home in your heart for leaving us.” 
 
    I shoved him. “You were the worst person to confide in.” 
 
    “Sorry. I can’t help it. This is the biggest mindfuck since…well ever.” 
 
    I covered my face with my hands and cried more. “They’ll never forgive me.” 
 
    “Forgive you for what?” I heard someone say from outside the bedroom. My sister Callie was standing there. She’d died her hair red and cut it to her shoulders. Her makeup looked professionally done, though I knew she’d probably done it herself in between clients. “Cammie, what the hell are you doing home? Mom didn’t mention it, so I know something must be up.” She walked over and hugged me, only pulling away to give me a once over. “What happened?” 
 
    “She’s in trou-ble,” Josh over-enunciated the word. 
 
    “With the law?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Not that I know of. I mean, I don’t think I can be charged with anything.” 
 
    My sister pulled me out of Josh’s stinky room and into her own. She patted the bed and she took a seat on it. “Come over here and tell me all about it. I’m sure it’s nothing. You’ve always been one to assume the worst and come out smelling like roses.”          
 
    “There won’t be any flowers this time, Cal. In fact, I don’t think anyone can come out of this smelling like roses.” 
 
    She took my hand. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. If you need help talking to Mom and Dad I’ll be there.” 
 
    “I don’t want to involve you. It’s bad enough Josh knows some of it.” 
 
    “If he knows, you better tell me too. He can’t keep a secret to save his life. If I know him like I think, Mom and Dad are already on their way here.” 
 
    I wiped away a few shame-filled tears. “I’ve been having an affair with one of my professors for several months. Everything seemed fine until someone took pictures of us and put them on the internet. Now they’re talking about pulling my scholarship. He’s probably going to be asked to step down from his position. It’s a mess.” 
 
    I could tell she was in shock. She sat there staring at me as if she’d never seen me before. 
 
    “Say something.” 
 
    “I never expected you’d do something so careless, Cammie. You of all people. Why? How did it happen? Tell me he lied about who he was. Tell me you didn’t know he was married.” 
 
    It was impossible to feel anything but horrible for my actions. My despicable choices had left a lot of people hurt, some destroyed. “I should have said no. I should have pushed him away, but I couldn’t. I was weak when it came to him. I thought he loved me.” 
 
    “Jesus, Cam. What are you going to do?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Pray my grades are good enough to get me into Stanford without the courses from this last semester. I can spend the summer catching up. I’ll retake the courses I didn’t finish and be ready to move on anyway. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this. I can make it work. I don’t have to lose everything.” 
 
    “What if Stanford finds out what you’ve done? Could they revoke admission?” 
 
    I looked down at my shaking hands. “I don’t know. If they do then my future is pretty much shit. I need that acceptance. James wrote me a letter of recommendation. If the truth comes out his letter won’t count for anything. You know how much that school means to me. What if I’ve come this far only to fail? What if I’ve ruined my life? What if they do cancel my admission?” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. Your affair was discovered. They suspended the teacher and threatened your scholarship. Why can’t they just fire the guy and let you finish?” 
 
    “The professor I’m involved with is married to the dean’s daughter.” It hurt me to say it out loud. “They can do whatever they want. I had to leave. I can’t continue on there with the scrutiny. This was my only option.” 
 
    “Is that it? There’s nothing else you’re hiding?” 
 
    I shook my head, adamant on keeping the pregnancy for another time. I refused to hurt my parents more. “That’s it. Just the relationship.” 
 
    Callie patted me on the knee. “I know it will be a lot for them to take in, but love is blind, dear sister. Family forgives.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. Without them, I don’t know where to go. I just hope Josh doesn’t run his mouth.” 
 
    “Was Wes with him?” She asked. 
 
    “He didn’t hear.” 
 
    “I’m not asking because of that. We’re kind of talking. I wanted to know if he was still here.” 
 
    I was shocked. Callie was picky about guys, but I couldn’t get on her about becoming interested in Buck. He’s grown into his body in more ways than one. “He left when I arrived. I didn’t recognize him.” 
 
    “Girl, he’s been back for a couple weeks. When he stepped in the door the first time my vagina exploded.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Please. I think I’ve had enough relationship talk for one day. I’m tired. If it’s okay with you, I’m going in my room to rest before Mom and Dad come home. I need my energy for our talk.” 
 
    She watched me stand up and head for the door. “I missed you, Cam. It hasn’t been the same since you left for college four years ago. So much has changed. Cassie’s a cop. I got my hair license, and Josh lost his virginity.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Josh lost his virginity at twelve,” I corrected. 
 
    “Eww. I hope not.” 
 
    “I’m going to sleep. When our parents get here let me know so I can mentally prepare for the showdown. It’s going to get ugly.” 
 
    As I walked into my old room, falling down on the mattress of my childhood bed, I pondered on what to say, or to act, and what I was going to do to come up with a careful solution; one that would allow me to keep my baby and still follow my dreams of becoming a doctor. 
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    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I could hear my mother’s voice downstairs. My eyelids cracked open and I took in my surroundings, finally remembering I’d made it home in one piece. In a matter of seconds she was knocking on my door and stepping inside. “Cam, sweetie, what are you doing home?” She came over and sat on the mattress next to me. Her arms wrapped tightly around my back, and the second I felt them there I lost it. My mom rubbed my back and let me get more tears out. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it. You need to calm down.” 
 
    I finally settled, giving her some space to pull out of our embrace. “Sorry. I’m just happy to see you.” 
 
    “I’m always glad to see you too, but I know you wouldn’t have come home unannounced if something wasn’t wrong. Are you having trouble at school?” 
 
    I shook my head. Of course she’d assume it was about school. “No. I’m pretty sure I’ve messed up my life, Mom.” 
 
    “Oh sweetie, I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    “It is. Believe it or not, I’ve ruined everything.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it, or would you rather wait until Dad gets here?” 
 
    The idea of looking into my father’s eyes and revealing my indiscretion made me terrified. “Mom, I can’t tell Dad.” 
 
    “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I got involved with someone at school.” 
 
    “This is about a boy? Oh, Cam, I know you haven’t had that much experience in relationships, but guys are a dime a dozen. The right one will come along when you least expect it, and he’ll make this breakup seem like child’s play.” 
 
    She meant well, but my mother had absolutely no clue how wrong she was. “I thought he loved me,” I cried out, sobs following immediately. “I trusted him.” 
 
    “Was he unfaithful? Men can be fickle at your age.” 
 
    “Mom,” I peered into her blue eyes, grasping at the words that would break her heart. “He’s married. The man I’ve been involved with is married.” 
 
    “Married? Cammie, how could you?” 
 
    “I tried to stop. I told him I wasn’t interested, but we connected. He comforted me and promised me things. I believed everything he said to me. I thought he loved me.” 
 
    My mother held me again, and this time I pulled her closer. I knew if I had to look into her worried eyes again I’d hate myself forever. 
 
    “Have you ended things? Is that why you’ve come home? Did you need some time to yourself? Does this guy go to your school? Is that where you met him?” 
 
    “He works there,” I confessed. 
 
    “Is he campus security? A landscaper?” 
 
    “Mom, he’s my professor.” 
 
    She let go of me and placed her hand over her mouth. The look of shock on her face said it all. “Please tell me your brother put you up to this.” 
 
    I shook my head, tears falling down my cheeks. Everything my parents had taught me, the morals I promised to live by, all shoved aside for selfish acts of adultery. “I’m so sorry, Mom. I never meant to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Oh my god. Cammie, are you in trouble?” 
 
    “His wife is the assistant dean. Her father runs the college. Mom, she threatened to take away my scholarship. She has pictures of me. I can’t deny it. She knows everything.” 
 
    “What are you saying? Did you get kicked out of school?” I could tell she was about to lose it. My mom usually kept her cool, but this was too much to endure. 
 
    “It was suggested I leave. That’s all I know. I packed my things and left the premises. I don’t even know if Stanford will be notified. Without my final credits I can’t get into the medical program anyway. I’m screwed. I’m so screwed.” 
 
    My mom stood up and paced. She ran her hands through her hair and mumbled things to herself like she did when she was freaking out. I couldn’t keep it together. Despite the fact that I’d come clean about the affair, she didn’t have a clue about my pregnancy. 
 
    “You’ve really put yourself in a terrible position, Cammie. I don’t even think your father and I can do anything to get you out of it. Do you have any idea what this is going to cost you? If word of this gets out you won’t get into any graduate school. How could you be so careless? We taught you better than this. I thought of all people you’d make the right choices.” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “Cammie, I’m going to have to talk to your father about this. I can’t keep this from him.” When she stormed out of my room I gathered it was because she couldn’t look at me without feeling disgusted. I suppose I’d made her feel like a failure. They’d finally gotten Cassie through her tough times, only to have me screw up royally. I didn’t know if they’d ever forgive me for this mistake, especially after they discovered there was an innocent life involved; a part of me I’d never be willing to give up. 
 
    The slam of the front door startled me. My mother’s anger left her so enraged she probably went out in the fields to find my dad. I needed to seek refuge until he’d have time to chill. When my dad lost his temper you didn’t want to be in the same zip code. 
 
    Deciding it was best to leave the house, I headed to the family barn located on the main ranch property. There were two houses on the property belonging to family members. Uncle Ty and Aunt Miranda lived in one, while the other was occupied by my cousin Isabella, her husband, their daughter, and her grandparents. Since I didn’t want to have to explain my condition to anyone else, I snuck into the barn where most of the family congregated on Sundays when we all would share a meal after church. It was also a hangout for when we had parties, or us teenagers needed a place to take our friends. 
 
    I was glad to find the place dark and empty. After turning on a light and getting a bottle of water out of the refrigerator, I plopped down on one of the old sofas hoping to settle. When the door flew open I suspected it was my father, only to discover my cousin Jake and a familiar face from earlier. They didn’t see me in the dim lit room. 
 
    “I’m telling you, if you invest now your shares will double in value,” Wes explained. 
 
    “I know, but I’ve got bills, and my wife doesn’t like me making financial decisions without her. She’d kill me if she knew I was spending what I had extra on investments.” 
 
    “This is for your future. Imagine being debt free when you retire.” 
 
    “We own a ranch, in case you haven’t noticed. There is always some kind of major expense.” 
 
    “This would provide you with a security blanket. I’m not going to push. I’m just offering my opinion.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Reese and let you know.” I watched Jake, one of Isabella’s twin brothers hand Wes a beer. “Take a load off, man. You’ve been pitching business since you got here.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve been hanging out with Josh a little too long. Just trying to be productive while I still have brain cells.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “Josh has become a little pothead. He hates to lift a finger. He needs a fire lit under his ass.” 
 
    “Yeah, well some things never change. Speaking of which, did you know Cammie was coming home?” 
 
    When I heard my name being mentioned I sat up, but kept quiet so I could eavesdrop. 
 
    “What? No. Are you sure?” 
 
    “I saw her with my own eyes, and trust me, I’d know that girl no matter how much time has passed.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up. She’s out of your league, dude. That girl has her mind set on being a doctor. If you want to get laid, stick to Callie. She’s more down to earth.” 
 
    Was I hearing him right? I didn’t know whether to be pissed at Jake or happy he was trying to protect me. 
 
    “Yeah, I can see where they’re different. Ever since I’ve been back Callie’s been up my ass. Don’t get me wrong, she’s a good time, but I’m not sure she’s the girl for me.” 
 
    “If you’re about to talk about what she’s like in the sack I may have to deck you,” Jake announced. 
 
    Wes shriveled up his face and shook his head. “Yeah, I wasn’t going to.” 
 
    All of a sudden I sneezed, grabbing both of their attention. “Sorry,” I apologized. 
 
    Jake turned on another light and sauntered in my direction with Wes following behind. “Cammie? Is that you?” 
 
    “It’s me. Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing home from school?” 
 
    “It’s a long story; one I’d rather not talk about anymore today.” 
 
    Jake hugged me and then backed away to give me a once over, while Wes crossed his arms, watching me from afar. “It’s good to see you. Wes was saying you were back. Why didn’t you tell us you were in here?” 
 
    “I heard my name mentioned,” I said as I turned to address Wes. “I wanted to know if either of you would say something terrible about me.” 
 
    Jake cackled. “Yeah right. There ain’t nothing bad to say about Miss Perfect, right Wes?” 
 
    I hated when my cousins called me that. If Jake only knew what I’d done. “If I was perfect, I wouldn’t have come home,” I mumbled. “I didn’t expect anyone to find me in here. I was keeping my distance from my parents. Is there anywhere on this ranch I can go to hide?” 
 
    “Hide?” Jake asked. “You really are in trouble.” 
 
    Wes offered, “I was about to head into town. If you want to tag along I can bring you back later.” 
 
    I jumped on the opportunity to hide from everyone in my family. “Sure. I won’t be much for conversation, but if it’s get me away from my parents I’m game.” 
 
    Jake gave me a curious glance. “It must be bad. I’m out of here. The less I know the better. Sometimes this family is too close for comfort.” 
 
    Jake said his goodbyes and left us to be alone in the barn. I turned to Wes, a guy I hadn’t seen since he was around the age of twelve. He’d changed into a man. He held himself well, confident even. It was obvious he could have any girl he wanted. I knew other guys like him back at college. They screwed everything they could with no regard for consequences. Wes was privileged, and even though it had been ages since he’d been back, I had a feeling he was on a mission to set his future in place.  
 
    I was jealous. I’d been cramming in extra courses to graduate early. Once I had my first degree, I’d have to attend another four-year program. From there, I’d have to get my hours in at a hospital where I’d finally be able to take my exam and become board certified. I had a long road ahead of me, and with a baby on the way I was beginning to wonder if it would even be possible? A child was a huge responsibility. 
 
    Wes motioned to leave. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, get me out of here.” 
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    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Wes led me out of the barn to a brand new Ford. The four-door vehicle was raised up, making it difficult for someone petite like me to climb into. He offered me a push and closed the door once I was in securely. Upon climbing in, he pointed to the seatbelt and fastened his own. “Safety first.” 
 
    I gave him a friendly smile and buckled up. “So where are we headed?” 
 
    “One of the branches of the bank. We’re having a new security system installed and I’m to oversee. Obviously I’ve been screwing around all day at the ranch.” 
 
    “Are you taking over the family business?” 
 
    “I guess in some ways yes, but the old man won’t be retiring until I’m finished with college. I still have a semester left before I take the reins.” 
 
    “You’re lucky to have a career waiting for you,” I said as we pulled out onto the main road. “Some of us have to work hard to find our break.” 
 
    Wes tapped on the steering wheel as if it were to a beat, though there wasn’t any music playing. “So, are you home for good?” He inquired. 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea. I’m hoping this problem of mine can be fixed, but I don’t see a way for that to happen.” 
 
    “How big is the problem?” 
 
    “Huge.” 
 
    “Damn. I can’t wait to be done with school. Duke is a great school, but their expectations are high. If my grandfather wasn’t alumni I don’t think I would have been able to keep up. I’ve worked my ass off to make him proud. My mom never went to college, since she got pregnant with me out of high school. It’s a big deal that I graduate.” 
 
    “I bet. After this semester I am planning on attending Stanford. Their medical program is fantastic.” 
 
    “Stanford. That’s in California, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you have something against the east coast?” 
 
    “No. I’ve spent my whole life on the ranch. I wanted a change of scenery to find myself.” 
 
    “And have you, found yourself that is?” 
 
    “I’ve found more than I bargained for. It doesn’t matter now. I’ve screwed everything up. I’m lucky if I get to keep my scholarship.” 
 
    Wes glanced at me for a second with a worried grimace. “That bad?” 
 
    “I screwed my professor kind of bad.” 
 
    “Damn,” he said with a snicker. “You know how to make a statement.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a statement. It was a lapse of judgment.” 
 
    “So, I’m assuming you got caught?” 
 
    “By his wife.” It made me cringe admitting it out loud. “I shouldn’t be talking about this. The less people who know the better.” 
 
    “Actually, your sister text me when I left the house earlier. She may have mentioned what she knew.” 
 
    “Great, blabbermouth Callie strikes again. I feel like we’re teenagers.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I didn’t know you then. It sucked when I had to move away. Josh was my best friend. I still remember telling him the news. He didn’t talk to me for months.” 
 
    “He was broken up about it. You spent every second together and then you disappeared.” 
 
    “I had to go where my mom went. It wasn’t like I could run away. She’d know where to look.” 
 
    “True. You seem to have done well for yourself. Duke is a hard school. You said you’re in your last year? I thought you were a year behind me.” 
 
    “I graduated high school a year ahead. When you move and don’t have many friends it’s easy to cram more classes in. I went to regular school during the day and took night classes while my mom worked to put food on the table. The only thing my grandfather provided us with was a top-notch education for me. It was rough, even after she remarried. That guy was a tool, so I preferred to stay away.” 
 
    “Do you live on campus?” 
 
    “I have a house a mile down the road. It was a gift from the old man after I completed my second year. He even furnished it.” 
 
    “Wow.” I gave him a once over, playing around like I was looking for something. 
 
    “What?” He asked.  
 
    “I’m looking for the silver spoon. It’s got to be on you somewhere. I’m thinking I could borrow it for a little while, at least until I figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “Funny. I’ll have you know I work. Everything I spend I’ve earned.” 
 
    For some reason I believed him. Wes didn’t seem like he was spoiled. He acted appreciative, but also determined to make his own name in the world. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to piss you off. I was only teasing. The Wes I used to know liked jokes.” 
 
    “Cammie, you never knew me. No offense, but you were too stuck up to notice me, the guy with the bucked teeth and acne. You wouldn’t have been caught in the same room with me.” 
 
    “Geesh, you make me sound like a monster. You were my brother’s friend. I wasn’t interested in hanging out with Josh.” 
 
    “Back then I had the biggest crush on you. He used to tell me he’d kick my ass over it. I knew you’d never see me as someone you could like, but it was nice imagining it in my head.” 
 
    I put my hand up. “Please spare me the details of what you did to my image. I think I get the gist.” 
 
    Wes began to chuckle loudly. “Yeah, well, it wasn’t as bad as you’re making it out.” 
 
    “So, Callie. She says you two are talking. What’s up with that? Have you decided to try for a different sister?” 
 
    Wes pulled into the parking lot of the branch. He left the truck on but put it in the parked position. “I’ve been visiting for the past few weekends. Let’s just say your sister is interested.” 
 
    “So you’re not?” 
 
    “You ever heard the saying don’t sleep where you shit? Maybe it’s eat where you shit. No matter, I know it will lead to nothing, so I’d rather not burn any bridges.” 
 
    “Yeah, like I’ve done with my teacher. I get it. I think you should probably let her know that. When we spoke she said you were talking.” 
 
    “You and I are talking right now, that doesn’t mean we’re together.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    He tapped on the steering wheel again, seeming to want to keep his eyes focused outside rather than on me. “I won’t be long. I just need to make sure everything is going good.” 
 
    “Take your time. I’m in no hurry to get back to the ranch.” 
 
    He gave me a snarky grin. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    When Wes climbed out of the truck I had time to think about things. My life was a mess. I had to face my parents. Certain my mother had filled my father in, I was determined to steer clear of them for the next few hours.  
 
    Against my better judgment I decided to check my messages, at least my emails. I’d turned in some assignments before leaving and hoped my grades were reflected. 
 
    After logging onto the school website, I filled out my user ID and password. I had three emails. The first was from an assignment portal as verification that my work had been turned in. The second was regarding a meeting I was to have with the admissions advisor. That couldn’t be good. The third message was from James. He’d sent it from his college account. 
 
    I opened it with shaking fingers, knowing whatever he would say was going to tear out my heart. 
 
      
 
    Dearest Cammie: 
 
    I’m assuming you’ve left the campus. I paid a visit to your dorm only to find you’ve packed your things and vacated. I’ve had some time to reevaluate our situation, or rather, your current situation. I must urge you to terminate the pregnancy. Having a child won’t benefit either of us. I can’t risk losing everything I have. Make the right choice. 
 
      
 
    James 
 
      
 
    That was all it said. Terminate your pregnancy. 
 
    I was so angry I tossed my phone on the floor. He had a lot of nerve sending me that message. My blood was boiling. If he were in front of me I may have strangled him to death. 
 
    Wes returned shortly after my nervous breakdown. It only took a few seconds for him to gather I wasn’t in my right state of mind. “You okay?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He let out an air-filled laugh and started the truck. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. The mere mention of food caused my stomach to growl. “Yeah, I could eat.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll treat you to my favorite barbeque.” 
 
    “I have my own money.” 
 
    “I insist.” 
 
    I was familiar with the place he’d taken us to eat at. The smell of smoked meat filled my nostrils. In all honesty, I was so hungry I could have closed my eyes and floated inside. 
 
    Wes took a seat across from me. He picked up two menus, handing me one before opening his own. “Do you mind the smell of onions?” 
 
    “Love them.” 
 
    “Good,” he agreed. “I like them on everything. Before you say something smart, I don’t eat this way on dates.” 
 
    “Oh, so I’m just an old compadre?” 
 
    His smile was contagious. “Exactly. You’re like sharing a meal with my sister.” 
 
    As much as I would have normal hated the analogy, I appreciate he felt comfortable around me, especially since I didn’t have many people I could be around without feeling like a complete screw up. 
 
    After a waitress came to our table, we’d almost ordered the entire menu. Wes wanted a large brisket sandwich loaded up with barbeque sauce, horseradish and onions. His sides were macaroni and cheese that they cooked in a crock, and baked beans. I ordered a pit turkey with a side of loaded fries and potato salad. You can never get enough potatoes. While we waited for our food, the woman brought us two large sweet teas.  
 
    Now, they have sweet tea in California, but nothing tastes like it does at home. Maybe it’s the water, or all the sugar they add for the perfect blend of flavor. Whatever it was, it felt nurturing to suck it up through my straw and enjoy. “Ah, some things never stop being awesome,” I said while taking another sip. 
 
    “I figured you’d be eating avocados with a side of green tea by now.” 
 
    “Stereotype! Don’t go there. I like both, but nothing compares to this.” 
 
    “So do you plan on staying in California?” 
 
    It was a hard question. In the past I would have answered differently. “Let’s just say recent events have changed my opinion on where I want to end up. I’ve done a lot of bad things; most of which I’m realizing can never be forgiven.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “What about you, Wes? When you take over the bank where will you settle?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I guess it depends where life takes me. Since I know what I’ll be doing, it’s not really anything I’m hard-pressed to decide.” 
 
    We chatted for a bit before our food came, mostly about childhood memories we both remembered. After stuffing my face, and even stealing a bite of his delicious macaroni Wes paid for the check. “I guess you need to take me back.” 
 
    “Would it be inappropriate to ask if we could hang out again?” 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with your childhood crush on me? Are you planning on holding me hostage until Stockholm’s kicks in and I think you’re the best thing since sliced bread?” 
 
    He cackled loudly at my comment. “It’s possible. Though I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t need Stockholm syndrome to appreciate my charm.” 
 
    “Wes, I think you’re a nice guy. I’m just not in any kind of position to date someone. I’m getting out of something messy, and you don’t want to get involved, trust me. Besides, my sister already has her eyes on you. I’ve pissed off enough family for one day.” 
 
    “I wasn’t implying that we buy and house and raise a couple kids, Cam. I just wanted to hang out.” 
 
    As soon as he mentioned raising kids I lost it. Tears filled my eyes as I began to imagine how hard it was going to become for me. My child wouldn’t have a father, not one that wanted any part of them. It killed me to think about. “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I’m not usually such a crybaby.” 
 
    Wes reached across the table and grabbed me a napkin. “Was it something I said?” 
 
    “It’s not just the affair that brought me home, Wes. There’s something I haven’t told anyone, and when they find out I’m afraid nothing will ever be the same.” 
 
    It only took him a few seconds to understand. His eyes widened and he had to look away when he asked. “So you’re pregnant?” 
 
    I answered in a whisper. “Yep. I’m about six weeks along. The father, my teacher, he wants nothing to do with it. He keeps pushing me to get an abortion.” 
 
    “Damn. Have you considered it might be a better choice?” 
 
    I was angry for him even questioning it. “No! I won’t do it.” 
 
    “Cammie, I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Just take me home, Wes. I need to come clean and get this over with. I’m sick of keeping it bottled in. I’m sorry I told you. It’s not your burden. I don’t expect you to have to keep secrets for me.” 
 
    He stood and pulled his truck keys from his pocket. “I’m sorry if what I said pissed you off. It was insensitive.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “It’s not your fault. It’s best if I go home and handle what I keep avoiding.” 
 
    During the ride back to the ranch Wes didn’t say much. He kept to himself, mumbling the lyrics to a few songs that came on the radio. I stared out the window, praying there would be reprieve for me once the truth was revealed. 
 
    It wasn’t until we pulled up in front of my childhood home when he said something directly to me. “Cam, don’t tell them yet.” 
 
    “Why? What do you care?” 
 
    “Trust me. Let them settle on one thing before you add to the plate. Don’t add unnecessary stress to yourself. Let them calm down and then in a few days you can tell them about the pregnancy. You have a great family. They’ll understand. It’s just a lot to take in, especially coming from you.” 
 
    “I’m not perfect like everyone keeps assuming.” 
 
    “It’s your life. I’m just giving you my opinion. I know you want to right your wrongs, but it doesn’t have to happen right away.” 
 
    He had a point. My dad was going to be pissed as it was. The idea of looking him in the eyes and telling him all my dreams were ruined was unimaginable. “Thanks again for lunch. I’m sorry I ended up being bad company.” 
 
    Wes reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a business card. “I know you have a lot of support, but if you need to get away just give me a ring. We can all use a friend outside of our family from time to time.” 
 
    When he pulled back out of the gravel road I felt like I was about to walk into a war. Nothing was going to be the same once my father saw me as damaged. His precious daughter, the one he’d never had to worry about was about to crush him. 
 
    Before stepping foot in the house I prayed I’d be able to make it through this. Then I cursed James for damaging my chances at happiness. If it weren’t for his advances I would have been back at school with little to worry myself over. I was beginning to understand just how much he’d taken from me, and it was enraging to the point of no return. 
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    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were sitting in the family room waiting for me to return. My father, red-faced and ready to blow, had his arms crossed over his chest. He flipped off the television when he saw me approaching. 
 
    He stood and held out his arms. I quietly approached letting him hug me before we had our talk. “Hi, Daddy.” 
 
    “Don’t Daddy me, Cam. Your mother has filled me in. How could you have been so careless? Who was this guy? Have you contacted the authorities?” 
 
    “Dad, I’m an adult. It’s not against the law to …” 
 
    “Don’t even say it. I can’t handle hearing it anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you’re upset. I wasn’t thinking. It happened. I thought he loved me, but I was wrong. I ruined everything, and there’s no greater punishment than the torture I’m already under. You can be angry. You can lash out and give me hell, but it won’t change what I’ve done.” He was surprised I’d responded in such a way. 
 
    He sighed and turned to my mother for guidance. “Maybe she’s right, Conner. Cammie knows what she’s done. There’s no sense scorning her. She’s an adult. This is her decision.” 
 
    “She’s ruining her life if she doesn’t return to school.” 
 
    “I never said I wasn’t going back, Dad. I just wanted some time to get away from everything.” 
 
    “And your scholarship?” He questioned. “Are you going to lose it?” 
 
    “I have no idea what the dean will do, or even if he has the ability to take it from me. It’s his daughter. I’m sure he will do whatever necessary to rectify the situation. I’m sure they want to cover it up so it doesn’t give the school a bad rep. I’ve never been in or heard of someone in this situation. They’ve threatened me, but I’m not sure it will hold up legally. I suppose we could contact an attorney. Since I’m guilty I don’t know what good it will do.” 
 
    My mother tucked her arm under his. “Let’s not go to extremes just yet. Maybe after a couple days things will settle by themselves. You said the relationship is over, correct?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s definitely over.” 
 
    “It should have never happened,” my father added. 
 
    “I said I was sorry. That man hurt me. This is too much to wrap my head around. Please stop. I didn’t come home to feel worse.” 
 
    “We’re not trying to make it worse for you, Cammie. We’re just hoping to understand.” 
 
    I turned and started to walk up the stairs. “What’s there to understand? I slept with my married teacher. His wife found out and now I can’t be around them. I screwed up. It’s my fault this happened. I could have said no. I was weak and he took advantage of it. That’s all you need to know. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going up to my room, because the idea of explaining everything over and over again is making me sick. I’m here because I feel lost. I need support and thought if I came home I’d have it. Now I’m not so sure.” 
 
    I stomped up the stairs until I came to my bedroom door. Once it was closed and locked I fell down on my bed where I could pout in peace. They’d never understand. Coming home was a mistake. As soon as they heard about the baby they’d go ballistic.  
 
    A little later I heard a knock. I climbed off my mattress and cracked it open to see who was there. My sister, Callie was waiting on the other side. “I heard it didn’t go so well with dad.” 
 
    “I knew it wouldn’t. He always overreacts, but this time he had every right to be angry. I knew better.” 
 
    “We can’t help who we fall in love with. Look at my situation with Wes. He comes back to town and I’m bending over backwards to get his attention. If you ask me, I think he’s gay. I’ve made several advances and he acts like I don’t exist.” 
 
    “I’d hardly compare my love life to yours, Cal. Wes isn’t gay. Maybe he’s not interested in being in a relationship. School is tough. It takes up most of your time. With him working on top of it I’m sure he doesn’t have much energy to start something new. It’s probably not you at all.” 
 
    “I’ll keep trying then. I’m sure there is something about me he’s interested in. Worse case I’ll send him a naked picture.” 
 
    I almost screamed. Images of myself in compromising positions filled my mind. I put myself in James’ wife’s shoes and imagined how devastated she was when she saw he’d taken them. She may not have acted hurt when we met, but I was sure somewhere deep inside it tortured her to know he’d been unfaithful. I probably would have done the same thing to save face. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Haven’t you ever sexted before?” 
 
    “I’d rather not discuss it. I think my actions have been on the hot plate enough today, don’t you?” 
 
    “Where did you go earlier? I looked everywhere.” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell her I’d been with Wes. It was obvious she thought they could be good together, and even though it was only a friendly lunch she’d read more in to it. “I went into hiding. I was afraid of Dad.” 
 
    “I’d ask you for the spot you hid, but I take it you’d like to keep some things to yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s better nobody knows.” 
 
    “How long do you think you’re going to stay?” She asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I have to wait until Monday to contact the school. I figured I’d take the weekend to figure out what’s next. I don’t exactly have a plan. When this happened I packed my things and left.” 
 
    “Have you spoke to the guy?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t tell him I was leaving either. It’s best if I sever ties completely. I need to get my life back in order.” 
 
    “You will. If anyone can work things out it’s you.” 
 
    I appreciated the confidence she had in me, though I wondered if there was a way to come back from the lowest point possible. “What if I can’t work this out? What if I’ve screwed up so badly there is no way to fix things?” 
 
    She put her arm on my shoulder for support. “Don’t think like that, Cam.” 
 
    “I can’t help it. I thought I loved him. He made me want him. He lied about everything. How could I have been so blind?” 
 
    I hadn’t heard my mother come into the room, but when she answered I knew she’d been listening. “When you love someone it’s easy to overlook their flaws. He may have been convincing from the beginning. You never would have known any different.” She sat down on the other side of me. “Sweetie, we’ll get through this. For now you’re safe. Dad and I will do whatever we can to help you. I know you think we hate you, but you’re wrong. You’re dad is just upset. He hated the idea of you going away to college because he knew he wouldn’t be able to protect you.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I’d get into trouble.” 
 
    “None of us did. That’s how life is. Cam, we’ve all had our share of mistakes. It’s how we learn right from wrong. This will soon pass, I promise.” 
 
    I let my head fall against my mother’s shoulder. She was right about being home. I felt safe. Even though I had a big secret I was keeping from everyone, I knew they’d always love me, which was more support than I’d gotten since leaving home. Being close to them helped make it easier. I just needed to make sure I still had a home after they found out I was with child. 
 
    My father didn’t speak to me at all that night. He went to bed angry; something we were taught never to do. After my chat with Callie and my mom, I was able to settle a bit more, but not completely. I kept thinking about the email from James, and how he’d all but told me I was a waste of his time. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and scrolled to his number. A week ago I would have been okay with sending him inappropriate photos or messages referring to what we were going to do later. Now, I stared at a blank screen wondering what in the hell I could say to him to get my point across. I needed answers, because I felt like I’d been living a lie for the past couple months I’d been involved with him. 
 
    Before I could change my mind I dialed his number. He answered on the second ring.  
 
    “Cammie, now is not a good time.” 
 
    “I need answers, James. You can’t pretend I don’t exist. You said you loved me. You started this. How could you lie to me? What did I ever do to deserve this?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m sorry for giving you false hope.” 
 
    “You’re sorry? Are you serious? You’re not sorry. You’ve obviously done this before. You knew it wouldn’t end well. You said all the things I wanted to hear. You made me trust you.” 
 
    “Maybe next time you shouldn’t let your guard down. To be quite frank with you, manipulating you to do what I wanted was the easy part. I didn’t lie about everything. From the moment I saw you I knew I had to have a piece. Once I had it I wasn’t going to stop until someone made me, or you realized nothing would come from it.” 
 
    “But you promised me a life together.” 
 
    “Cammie, I said what you wanted to hear.” How could he treat me this way? What kind of person manipulates someone to get into their pants? 
 
    “You’re sick. You disgust me.” 
 
    “All the more reason to do the right thing. Terminate the pregnancy and I’ll make sure you can continue with your studies.” 
 
    “Are you blackmailing me? You can’t threaten me, James. I’ll find a way to keep going, with or without your help. Just know I won’t give up. I won’t let you take everything from me. You’ve ruined my life.” 
 
    “Call it what you want, I’m only stating the obvious. Do you think my wife is going to allow you to return to school? Our pictures have been leaked on campus. Someone posted pictures of us on a bulletin board. It’s only a matter of time before they reach the wrong hands. As soon as Stanford gets wind of our affair they’ll revoke your entrance. You did this to yourself.” 
 
    “What kind of demented person are you?” 
 
    “Abort the baby and all this goes away.” 
 
    “Screw you. I’m keeping the baby. You can threaten me all you want. I’m going to be a doctor, even if I have to start from the bottom again.” 
 
    When I hung up my heart felt like it was pounding out of my chest. Bile rose to my throat, and I felt as if I were going to pass out even though I was sitting down.  
 
    I’d been negligent, but never could I have assumed I was involved with such a bastard of a man. Somehow I’d find a way to seek retribution, and I’d do it while knowing no harm would come to my growing fetus. 
 
    This wasn’t the end. Not by a long shot. 
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    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    After all these years she still captivated me. As unfortunate as it was for me, Cammie Healy’s heart belonged to another man. Learning she was with child only made the blow harder to endure.  
 
    I’m no fool to the way the world works. I’ve seen firsthand how lust can be misconstrued with love. When I saw her again I knew what I’d been feeling since early childhood was the real thing. It was just a shame she’d never know that part of me.  
 
    Seeing her again, being in the company of her beauty was like I’d lost all sense of priority. I needed to find a way into her life, even if it was only as a friend away from the ranch. 
 
    Sitting across from her at that restaurant and hearing what she’d been through, well it made me want to get on a plane and hurt the man who’d left her in her current state. How could someone treat her like a piece of trash? If that were my baby she was carrying things would be different. Not only would she be wearing my ring on her left hand, but I’d give her the life she deserved; one filled with more love than she ever thought possible. 
 
    That night I tossed and turned. I’d been staying at my grandfather’s mansion while in town on business. Since he was giving me the reigns to the company I had to spend more time there.  
 
    In all honesty it was nice to be able to catch up with old friends. In some ways it felt like I’d never had to move away. Up until the moment she walked into the room I was content. Her sister was pushing herself on me, and I didn’t seem to mind. If I couldn’t be with Cammie, why not her sister who resembled her so much? It was probably wrong. At the time it seemed natural to be attracted to her. She reminded me of being a teenager and daydreaming about Cammie.  
 
    Being a year older, Cammie hung out with different people. She was into science and books, where I enjoyed adventure and mischief. Back then I got away with a lot. I think my mother moved us away so she could take the spoiled brat out of me. I suppose it worked. I became more appreciative because we never had much, aside from the expensive gifts my grandfather would send for birthdays and Christmas. 
 
    The following morning I awoke with a plan. I ate some breakfast, read the stock section of the newspaper and caught up on some sports, before heading back to the ranch. Getting inside the home was easy since I’d been friends with Josh my whole life. I was welcome to walk right in the door, even if it appeared no one was home. 
 
    After checking to see who might be around, greeting Mr. and Mrs. Healy, I headed upstairs in the direction of Josh’s room, only to stop when I came to the door with the name CAMMIE on it. 
 
    I placed my hand on the doorknob, deciding at the last minute to change my mind. I’d no sooner turned around when I saw Callie coming out of her room. Her eyes lit up when she realized who I was. “Wes. I was wondering if you’d be over today. Mom and Dad are making dinner for Cammie. It’s supposed to be just our family, but you can be my plus-one.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I wouldn’t want to interfere.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you’re always welcome, Wes.” Her mother announced as she came up behind me. I turned and acknowledged her as she walked into Cammie’s room. “Hey, sweetie. Are you up?”
Before I could peek through the crack in the door, Callie was pulling me along. 
 
    “Come with me real quick. You can help me pick out what I wear tonight.” 
 
    I stopped, refusing to appease her. “I’m here to see Josh. Besides, I’m a terrible judge of fashion. Maybe you could ask your sister since she’s home. I’m sure she doesn’t expect you to get dressed up on her account.” 
 
    “She’s not who I’m dressing up for you idiot. Do I have to spell it out?” 
 
    I placed my hands in my pockets. “We talked about this, Callie. I’m just not interested in having a relationship.” 
 
    “Give the girl a break,” I heard at my side. Cammie was coming out of her room in a bathrobe. I almost wanted to pinch myself to see if it was really happening. She smiled while walking past us. “You two would look cute together.” 
 
    It was difficult hearing her say it. It only verified there would never be an opportunity for us. Maybe I was a fool for thinking she’d save herself for me. The girl was out of my league. I was a blip on the radar before, and even less now. Nothing had changed. She was still unreachable. 
 
    Like a consolation prize, I accepted Callie’s offer to join them for dinner. It was selfish since I had no interest in the younger sister. I wouldn’t say I was prepared to give up on Cammie, but I certainly refused to pursue something not worth wasting my time on.  
 
    It wasn’t what I wanted her to say. I guess in the back of my mind I felt like I finally had a chance. Puberty hadn’t been kind to me, but through the struggles of being a braced-faced human zit, I knew I wasn’t too bad to look at. A ton of effort had been put forth. I worked my ass off on my physique, paying a personal trainer a boatload of cash to get me into shape. I had to change my diet. The acne finally stopped a few years ago, leaving me with scars that I had to have lasered off. Like I said, I’d worked hard at becoming the man I was today. 
 
    Josh wasn’t awake when I discovered him still in bed. I kicked the mattress, shaking my head at how lazy he’d become. He wiped his face and took a sip of an old drink sitting on his nightstand for God only knows how long. “What’re you doing here so early?” 
 
    “It’s after ten. Get your sorry ass up.” 
 
    “Man, it’s Saturday. I get to sleep in.” 
 
    “I’m not here for long, Josh. I don’t feel like wasting my time playing video games.” 
 
    “You looking to get laid?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “What? No! I didn’t come here to get a piece of ass. If I wanted that I would have stayed at Duke.” 
 
    “Your loss, man.” 
 
    “Speaking of ass, what’s with your sister? She won’t give it a rest.” 
 
    “Callie? Just ignore her. She’s like a stain that you can’t get out. Give her a few days and she’ll move on to someone else.” 
 
    “You’re a dick.” 
 
    “It takes one to know one, dude.” He laughed at me, while sitting the old drink down again. “You’re still holding out hope that Cam will want you. She’s damaged goods. The last thing she’d want is to get involved with you. She doesn’t want to be here. I give her a week and she’ll be back at school where she belongs. I thought you were past this crush of yours, but obviously not.” 
 
    “I never mentioned her name.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Callie can get just about any guy she wants, apart from you. It makes me wonder why that would be. Before Cam arrived you seemed to be considering it. The moment you saw her again everything changed. You’re pathetic. She doesn’t even know you exist. To Cam, you’re just her dimwit brother’s best friend. That’s all you will ever be.” 
 
    Maybe Josh was right; there wasn’t a fat chance in hell Cammie would want anything from me. I’d given her my number but she hadn’t called. I couldn’t keep up with this charade. “We’re adults now, Josh. I’m not here to cause more trouble for your sister, and I’m certainly not interested in replacing one with the other. Can’t you accept that I’m a nice guy?” 
 
    He cackled loudly. “You, nice? Give me a fucking break. This is the guy who once screwed a chick just so he could break up with another. Did you forget you told me about that one?” 
 
    I threw my hands up. “To be fair I only did it because I heard she cheated on me first.” 
 
    “Whatever, man. I’m just saying, you get on me for screwing your sister, but I can’t give you a hard time when you want one, but have to settle for the other.” 
 
    “They aren’t pieces of meat, Josh. Have you even spoken to Cammie since she’s been back? She’s going through a lot.” 
 
    “She fucked the wrong guy. It’s exactly how it sounds. She fucked up.” 
 
    As much as I loved this guy like my own family, I wanted to deck him, but it would only prove how hard up I was to get in good with Cammie. “Your mom invited me to dinner. If you’re not going to get your ass out of bed, then I’ll come back later to hang out with you.” 
 
    I’d no sooner made it out of his bedroom when I saw Cammie coming from the bathroom. She was still wearing a robe, but this time her hair was wet from a shower. I couldn’t move as she approached on her way back to her bedroom. “Good to see you again, Wes. What are you up to today?” 
 
    I scratched my head, trying to come up with something that would interest her. “I was thinking I might take out a horse for a run. The weather is nice, and your dad said barely anyone rides them anymore.” 
 
    “I wonder if Callie would want to go with you.” 
 
    I frowned. Cammie knew I wasn’t interested in her sister. “I’d rather go alone.” 
 
    “Oh, so I guess I can’t tag along then.” 
 
    “I just didn’t feel like getting hit on all damn day,” I quickly replied. “She’s determined.” 
 
    She giggled. “You can say that.” 
 
    “So, are you going to come with me?” 
 
    She motioned to the robe. “I think I better get changed first. Meet me at the stables. I don’t want Callie getting the wrong idea if she sees us leaving together.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Callie. Are you going to tell your parents?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to keep my distance from my dad.” 
 
    “Did you tell them everything?” I asked. 
 
    She gave me this face like even mentioning it scared her. “Not here, Wes. I’ll see you in a bit.” 
 
    I didn’t leave until I watched her go back in her room. As soon as the door shut I headed out so I wouldn’t run into Callie and have to explain myself. I could lie and tell her I had things to do, but she’d probably venture around and catch me, with my luck. Since it was obvious Cammie didn’t need any more problems, I chose to keep our friendship a secret from everyone. As far as they knew, she was having some alone time to think about her future. Me being there was only a perk for me, even if it meant nothing to her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:cammie.jpg] 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I found Wes outside of the stable with two horses saddled up and ready to ride. He'd changed his button down shirt to a more comfortable form fitting cotton V-neck that accentuated his upper body muscles. For a mere second it reminded me of the kind James wore. 
 
    I'd been away from him for days, and in that time I'd done a lot of thinking. Driving across country doesn't leave for much else. In the months I spent falling in love with James I'd never once questioned if it was real. Being away after discovering his betrayal had changed that. I don't know if it was love at all. I would assume it would hurt more. In my opinion I felt free of his criticism. James may have offered me companionship, but I'd never been his equal. 
 
    The only positive thing to come out of our affair was the little life growing inside of me, and not everyone would feel the same about my situation. Some would say it was a tragedy. I'd been raised to believe everything has a purpose. I was on a path, and this time I promised myself it would be the right one. 
 
    Wes helped me put my foot in the stirrup to mount my body on the saddle. Once he'd climbed on his we took off into a thick patch of woods that had trails. We traveled for a little while without speaking. I enjoyed the peace and quiet, so I wasn't going to ruin it with my problems. 
 
    When we reached the old swimming hole the horses stopped to graze. I hopped down off my horse first and watched Wes follow my lead. "They stay here all day if we let them. The grass gets extra green from the fallen pine needles. They kill just about everything else though." 
 
    Wes smiled and walked with me toward a small wooden pier. It wasn't anything fancy, just some scrap lumber situated to hold a few people so they didn't have to sit in the dirt. "I remember swimming in here as kids." 
 
    It was a good memory, one I wasn't ashamed to speak of. "If only we could go back in time, right?" 
 
    Wes took the spot beside me and sat down, his feet dangling without touching the water's edge. "Yeah, there's a lot I'd do differently." 
 
    I turned to look at him inquisitively. "Same here. What would you change?" 
 
    He picked at a weed, breaking it apart while tossing the loose remnants into the calm water. "For starters, I think I would have stayed to live with my grandfather. My mom struggled more because of me. She had to work around me, and I know it was tough. If I stayed at the mansion she could have had a social life, maybe even met a better guy to marry." 
 
    "I take it you don't like your step-dad?" 
 
    "Which one? She's been married three times." 
 
    I had to giggle. I never expected him to say that. "Wow.‎" 
 
    "Yeah well, it's her life. She seems happy now." 
 
    "Would you change anything else?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Just one more other thing. If I would have stayed with my grandfather I would've had the opportunity to be with a certain girl in high school. I can't be sure, but I think everything would have ended up differently had she given me the chance." 
 
    Heat radiated to my cheeks. I was almost too embarrassed to ask. "Wes, are you talking about me?" 
 
    He tossed the rest of the plant in the water and stared at it floating as he answered. "I think you already know the answer. I told you I had a crush on you. I can't explain it. I've thought about you a lot more than I'd like to admit. I'm not a stalker. It was innocent, I assure you." 
 
    "I'm not creeped out. I think it's sweet." 
 
    "I've had girlfriends, they just didn't work out." 
 
    "Maybe if things were different we could have given it a go. I've got to say, I'm sure glad you came back to visit when you did. If I had to stay cooped up in that house with my parents any longer I'd explode." 
 
    "You didn't tell them about the baby, did you?" 
 
    "I couldn't. You were right. It was too much for one conversation." 
 
    "Have you thought about what you're going to do next?" 
 
    Of course I'd thought about my future, or if I had anything left to hope for. "I'm contacting Stanford Monday. I need to know if they can defer my admission." 
 
    "They have waiting lists. It might mean you'll have to forfeit your place." 
 
    "I know. To be honest I don't know what I'm going to do if I can't go to Stanford. I guess I'll have to go to a local school out of pocket. With the baby on the way it's probably going to be my only option." 
 
    "What about the father? Do you think he'll change his mind?" 
 
    It was a legitimate question I hated answering. "No. I think his mind is set in stone. Apparently I was the last to know he was a womanizing pig who slept with other students. He lied to me, manipulated me into thinking I was special. I was never anything more than a fuck. He's a despicable excuse for a human being. He can rot in Hell for all I care." 
 
    "I didn't see that coming. Remind me not to get on your bad side. I'd hate to be thrown under the bus." 
 
    "Wes, you're too nice to be like James. You're the kind of guy every girl looks for but never finds. One day you're going to make someone the happiest girl in the world." 
 
    "Just not you, right?" 
 
    I docked my eyebrow and gave him an ornery stare. "You don't let up do you?" 
 
    "I see something I like and I usually do whatever it takes to have it. With you that can't happen, but I'd kick myself in the ass if I didn't keep trying." 
 
    "I'm knocked up by my college professor. I'm not the sweet girl I used to be. I'm damaged. If you only knew the things I've done, you wouldn't want to be near me. There's nothing nice about me anymore. I ruined my life, and if you keep choosing to keep me company I'll probably ruin yours too." 
 
    I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes. I didn't want him to feel sorry for me. I wanted him to get up and run as far away from me as possible.  
 
    "I'm a grown man, I can make my own damn decisions. Besides, I happen to believe you can find yourself again. You've already taken the first step and come home. It's only a matter of time before everything has a way of working out." 
 
    "Your positivity makes my stomach hurt." 
 
    "Well, your negativity makes me want to shove this mud in your mouth." He picked up a wad of dampened dirt and held it close to my face. “Your life isn’t over, Cammie. It might be headed in a different direction, and that is freaking scary, but it’s not over.” 
 
    “When did you get smart and handsome?” I couldn’t believe I’d said it out loud. Being with him in such a relaxing atmosphere was causing me to be too comfortable for my own good. “Sorry, I…” 
 
    “It’s fine. You already know I think you’re stunning. There’s nothing wrong with being attracted to someone. Trust me, I know from experience, sometimes it doesn’t get you any closer to being with that person.” 
 
    “You really had a crush on me? I can’t remember even being nice to you when we were kids. You and Josh annoyed the hell out of me.” 
 
    Wes played with the mud in his hand, then, without any kind of fair warning he smashed it into my cheek. 
 
    Shocked that he’d do something so irrational, I picked up a hunk and tossed it in his direction. He ducked out of the way, laughing the whole time. “Sorry, it was payback for the way you treated me years ago.” He kept cracking up, even after I managed to plant a large chuck across the front of his V-neck. 
 
    “That was years ago.” 
 
    “You reminded me. It was only fair.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    He started coming toward me, making me alarmed he was armed with another large mound of mud. I began backing away, only to lose my balance and fall on my ass. His hand extended for me to take. As soon as mine was placed in it, he was pulling me back up to my feet, nearly inches from being in his arms. “I know you’re only here for a short time, and I promised myself I’d let this go, but being here with you is only making it worse.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, even though I was sure I already knew. My stomach was knotted up and my fingers were beginning to tingle. This wasn’t my teacher who I needed to be nervous with. This was someone who I’d known since childhood. I was in a safe place, surrounded by people who loved me. Right before his mouth opened to answer I placed my fingers over it. “It’s better if you don’t say anything, Wes. You and I both know I can’t allow myself the comforts of being with someone who may or may not actually like me.” I had to turn away as I continued. “James made me do things I’m not proud of. I hate the person I’ve become.” 
 
    His hands grazed my arms gently as he responded. “Like what? Why do you think you can’t come back from what you’ve done?” 
 
    “It will never be the same. If I told you, you’d run as far away from me as possible.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t see that happening. Look, I’ve been with my fair share of women. Maybe I’m just as bad. Until you let down your walls and let me be your friend you’re never going to know the truth.” 
 
    “Are you a philosopher? A psychiatrist?” He sure did have good answers. 
 
    “No. I’m just someone who’s been around the block a time or two. “ 
 
    “He took me to places,” I began to confess. “He liked having sex in public. He wanted to be watched.” 
 
    He raised and brow. A ornery smirk filled his face. “Is that it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “He took me to a sex club where we fucked in front of people.” 
 
    I watched him take a deep breath, as if he was imagining it all in head to prepare for the best response. “So, did you like it?” 
 
    I never took my eyes off his as I answered. “Yes.” 
 
    His hand caught me off, extending to brush across my cheek. “I slept with my friends mom when I spent the night. Her husband was away on business, and she came onto me. I felt like shit afterwards and eventually severed ties with the guy. To this day he still doesn’t know it happened.” 
 
    “But you regret it?” 
 
    His grimace was hard to interpret. “I didn’t say it wasn’t amazing. She was experienced. I’ve never been with another woman like her.” 
 
    “Are you making this up to appease me?” Wes was nice enough to do something in that manner to make me feel less disgraceful. 
 
    “No. I’m telling you the truth. Actually, I’ve never told anyone.” 
 
    In that moment I let my guard down. He wasn’t my enemy. Wes was trying to help me manage my undeniable qualms about my recent relationship. I could see myself getting lost in him and it scared me. It was too soon to be this attracted to another man. Doing so would only make me feel like a whore. “Thank you for sharing that with me.” 
 
    “I like to watch too, as long as I get to participate. I’m selfish. I always get what I want.” 
 
    I let out an air-filled laugh. “And what you want right now is me, right?” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said the thought hasn’t crossed my mind.” 
 
    “My sister likes you Wes. She lives here. It would be easier for you to have a relationship with her. I don’t even know where I’ll be in the coming weeks. For goodness sakes, I’m pregnant with another man’s child. I’m the last person on the planet you should want to be around.” 
 
    “Yet I’m standing right here, staring into the most beautiful green eyes I’ve ever seen, wanting to tell you what’s been on my mind for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “We haven’t spoken in years.” 
 
    “Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” he noted. 
 
    “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “I’m a realist. 
 
    I turned away, unable to grasp how to handle this intense moment between us. 
 
    “I’ve had you alone twice now, and both times there hasn’t been one damn thing to make me want to walk in another direction. Maybe I’m a fool to think whatever I’m feeling could be mutual. Maybe I’ve held on to some childhood fantasy for too long.” 
 
    “Wes…” 
 
    His lips found mine. I wanted to pull away, to smack him hard and run in another direction, but I couldn’t. I fell into that kiss like I’d never done it before. His tongue was warm as it coasted over mine, the stubble on his chin tickling as he moved his face from side to side.  
 
    Then came his hands, gradually moving up my arms and finally digging into my hair. My own hands traveled up his chest to grip and pull the fabric of his shirt closer to me. 
 
    He’d thrown himself at me. I’d taken the bait like a starving fish. Hook, line and sinker, I was being reeled in by his charm. This man wanted me. He really wanted me. It wasn’t like James who manipulated me to get into my pants. Wes was real. When he said he liked me I knew he meant it with all his heart. I could see it in his eyes, feel it in his stare. This was the kind of connection I’d never felt before. This was the kind that terrified me because I knew it was genuine and without selfish motives. 
 
    I pulled away abruptly, wiping off the remnants from my lips. “Why did you do that?” I had to play like I hated it. No matter how amazing the kiss had been I couldn’t allow myself to indulge in it again. 
 
    “It needed to be done. Now you can stop wondering what it would be like.” 
 
    “I wasn’t.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah right. You liked it.” 
 
    “I pulled away.” 
 
    “Because the thought of being with me scares you. I can see it in the way you distance yourself.” 
 
    “Wes, I’m going to be a mother. I don’t want a boyfriend. I was with someone else a week ago. I’m not a floosy.” 
 
    “I’d never call you that.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Do you love him, Cam? When I kissed you did you think of him?” 
 
    He got me. He knew exactly what to say to make me squirm. I had to answer truthfully, because Wes deserves as much. “No. I didn’t think of him at all.” 
 
    “What did you think about?” His smirk told me he already knew the answer. 
 
    “I thought about kicking you between the legs.” 
 
    He stepped forward, breaking the distance between us. “I want to do it again. Let me kiss you, Cam.” 
 
    “No.” I stepped back. 
 
    “Please. If you let me kiss you again I promise I’ll drop it. I won’t talk about wanting you again, not unless you ask me to.” 
 
    “I won’t ask,” I assured him. 
 
    “Kiss me.” He requested. 
 
    I shook my head. My body was frozen in place, but Wes didn’t budge. He stood only inches away waiting for me react.  
 
    “I’m going to close my eyes to make it easier for you. My hands are going behind my back. Kiss me or kick me. It’s your choice.” 
 
    I watched him do as he said, tucking his hands behind his back, his eyes closing tightly. 
 
    For a few seconds I stood there taking him in. He really was a beautiful specimen. His wavy brown hair was almost black. His light blue eyes were surrounded by long dark eyelashes that almost made him look like he was wearing makeup. His lips were full, and the five-o’clock shadow across his face made him distinguished.  
 
    Slowly, I took my fingertips and glided them over the fabric of his chest. This was the kind of guy I should have been involved with all along. If I kissed him right now he’d promised to stop hitting on me. I could have kicked him and been done with it, but the idea of feeling his lips on mine again was too tempting.  
 
    I crashed my mouth against his. Our tongues played to a similar tempo. In a matter of minutes he was picking me up and lowering me to the ground. His lips never left mine as his body hovered above me. I wrapped my legs around his waist, becoming lost in the moment. Every part of my body awakened, craving more, and refusing to deny myself the pleasure it would bring. Wes finally came to his senses, places chaste kisses around my lips, before pulling away. I reached for another, only to have him stop and stroke my mouth with the back of his thumb. “You may not want me, but I will never stop waiting for the chance to make you mine.” 
 
    He stood abruptly, extending his hand for me to take. Just like that the moment was over. He was keeping his word, and I was beginning to hate him for it. 
 
    The ride back to the stables was a quiet one. He talked about past times, but nothing about our experience at the swimming hole. I appreciated it, because my mind was going crazy after it. 
 
    Once we brushed the horses and put the riding gear away, Wes turned to face me. We were a few feet apart, but alone in the tack room. “Thanks for the ride, Cam. I won’t forget it for as long as I live.” He began to walk away. “Oh, and don’t worry about dinner. I’ll make sure nobody knows what happened between us.” Just like that he walked out of the stables, leaving me to mope alone. This wasn’t what I’d come home to do; getting involved with another man would only make my problems worse. I had to stay focused. My future depended on it. 
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    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I was still shaking when I climbed into my truck and headed away from the ranch. It was important for me to distance myself from Cammie because I knew I’d go back on my word and stalk her until she gave me a chance to kiss her again. I’d been a fool to think I could get that close and give up hope. She had me by the balls and she didn’t even know it. My only choice was to let it be and hope there was some way in hell she’d come to me on her own. She had to believe I was worth it; that I wouldn't let her down.  
 
    For the rest of the day I thought of ways to keep her from returning to California. I knew with the baby on the way she’d need support from her family, but wasn’t sure it would be enough to stop her from going to medical school at Stanford. 
 
     I stopped by the mansion and had lunch with my grandfather. He was getting old, but enjoyed having company. When he asked me about school I felt it necessary to see if he could offer any assistance with the Cammie situation. 
 
    “Grandpa, how hard was it to get me into Duke?” 
 
    “You’re almost done school, son. Tell me you haven’t done something to get yourself in trouble.” 
 
    “No. It’s nothing like that.” 
 
    “I suppose it boiled down to a few calls. I’m on the board. We own a wing in the science department. They weren’t going to turn down my grandchildren.” 
 
    My sister was a few years behind me in school. We didn’t hang in the same circles. She’d been at Duke for two semesters before deciding she wanted to be an artist. My grandfather wasn’t thrilled, but sent her to a school in New York anyway. I hadn’t seen her in months, but apparently she’d been home long enough to hook up with Josh, though I hadn’t yet confirmed it was true. Even if it was, I didn’t really want to know the details. 
 
    “I’m asking because I have a friend who may need to switch schools. She’s applied to Stanford, but may not be able to attend. Her family lives here in North Carolina.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what her major was?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t asked her any questions. I haven’t even mentioned Duke to her. She wants to be a doctor, so I’m sure it’s some kind of science.” 
 
    “Why would you ask me about this if you don’t know she’s interested in attending?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to do my homework.” 
 
    “I’m not very familiar with the medical student process, but I can make some calls if it will help.” 
 
    “Stanford is a good school. Are you sure she won’t be attending?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but I still wanted to know. After two kisses I wasn’t ready to watch her walk out of my life again. Baby or not, I still wanted to date her. It wasn’t like the father was going to be around. She’d made it clear the relationship was over for good. “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Medical school is tricky. You have to apply way ahead of time and they base entrance on certain factors. I don’t know if it’s possible to change your university.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be until next year. She has time.” 
 
    “I’ll get you some answers,” he assured me. “Is this girl someone you’d like to bring to dinner?” 
 
    As much as I would have liked to answer with a yes, I knew it was a small chance she’d agree. “We aren’t in that kind of relationship.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. I thought you’d have a girlfriend by now.” 
 
    “If the time ever comes, I promise I’ll bring her around. She could be the one. Good things come to those who wait. A smart man told me that once.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yes I did, but just know, sometimes you need to go after what you want, before it slips away.” 
 
    His words drew me right to Cammie. My childhood crush was now something more. I didn’t want to get to know her. In my mind I already did. Social media had kept me in the loop for the most part. I knew her history, and what she was like until the age of fourteen. I wanted to be with her. I was more sure now than ever before. Kissing her was like nothing I’d experienced. I knew it was probably because I’d imagined it so many times, so when it happened it was better than expected. 
 
    I should have never kissed her. It would have been easier to handle when she never came looking for more. A promise was a promise. I said I wouldn’t push. The ball was in her court now. I could only hope she’d see we had an undeniable chemistry worth exploring. I’d never be like her professor, not when I knew she really could be the one; the one I never got a chance to be with. 
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    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Walking into the house to find my mom and sister sitting in the front room caught me off guard. I stumbled in hoping I could blow past them without the third degree. 
 
    I was mistaken. 
 
    “Where have you been? I thought you were going to help out with dinner?” My mom questioned. 
 
    “I took the horse out for a ride. I spent the afternoon at the swimming hole. I just wanted some time to think.” If only they knew what I’d been thinking about. Scratch that. If they only knew what I was doing and with whom. 
 
    “You’ve been gone a long time. Your face is red. Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    I sighed. My face wasn’t red because I felt ill. It was flushed because of my interactions with Wes. “I’m fine. I’m out of breath from walking back. How long until dinner?” 
 
    “Several hours. Your dad and Uncle Ty went into town to get some parts. He said they wouldn’t be back for a bit. If you’re hungry there is leftovers in the refrigerator.” 
 
    “Perfect. I’ll grab something before I head upstairs. I think I might take a nap. I’m still not caught up from driving here. Can you make sure I’m awake for dinner?” 
 
    “Sure.” I could feel their eyes on me as I ambled away from them. After grabbing an apple from the kitchen, I made my way up to my room. Once the door was locked I fell onto my bed, hoping sleep could cure my inability to stop thinking of Wes and our make out session.  
 
    I’d acted on impulse; clearly something I was terrible at. Now I was more confused, grasping at what the hell I was supposed to do next.  
 
    Wes was a great guy. He had so much going for him. His charm was genuine, and when he looked at me I felt like the only other person on this earth. I’d been around him twice since I’d been back and gotten more respect than in my entire relationship with James. It said a lot, albeit left me completely confused. 
 
    While alone, I considered what it would be like to stay in North Carolina. I could take some time off from school, have my baby, and find some way to continue with college after I had some footing. Of course, I’d have to finally tell my parents about the pregnancy, and if they decided not to kick me out and never speak to me again, I would have the help I needed to make it work. At the moment I wasn’t very optimistic. I could still see the look on my father’s face. I’d never experienced such disappointment firsthand. It was devastating to me. 
 
    Emotions were always something I’d easily been able to control. It was possible my hormones were causing me to lose it so frequently. I promised myself I wasn’t going to get upset for the rest of the day. If I could make it that long I’d repeat the process tomorrow and then the next. I was determined to stay strong, because it was necessary to depend on myself in case I ended up with no one on my side. 
 
    When I was nestled under my covers to take a nap, I reached over and fetched my phone out of my jacket pocket. As I pulled it out I noticed a card stuck in the screen. I loosened it and realized it was the one Wes had given me with his contact information. 
 
    I stared at the number, reminiscing about the way he’d made me feel earlier. The butterflies were still there, a constant reminder of how he’d gotten to me.  
 
    I considered sending him a message. I wanted to reach out to him; to let him know I wasn’t mad. 
 
    Instead I did something ridiculously stupid. I sent a message to James instead. 
 
    Was any of it real? Did I mean anything to you at all? – Cammie 
 
    He replied almost immediately.  
 
    What’s done is done. Have you considered taking care of the problem yet? – James 
 
    Please answer me. It’s a simple yes or no. – Cammie 
 
    No. – James 
 
    Like a knife being driven directly in my heart, I had what I wanted. James never gave a rat’s ass about me. He couldn’t have cared less about my feelings. I’d never regretted something so much in my entire life. That’s when I knew I couldn’t go back. There was no way I could face him, his wife, or the scrutiny I would get from my peers. If Jasmine had been right the whole campus had probably seen the photos of us together in compromising situations. I’d made a mockery of my hard work, and now I had to face the devastating consequences. 
 
    After that, it was easy to cry myself to sleep. I didn’t think about the nice afternoon, or even Wes. My mind was fixed on my failures, and how I was going to overcome them. 
 
    Knocking caused me to shoot up from my sleeping position. I looked around the room to find the sun had gone down. I made my way through the dark area to see who was at the door. Callie stood in a red dress. She’d done her makeup and styled her hair in long curls. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied. “I’m hoping when Wes sees me he’ll want to take me out after dinner.” 
 
    I almost choked on my own saliva. My poor sister liked Wes. Little did she know he had his eyes on me instead. I felt horrible about it, but also glad he’d promised to let it be. Maybe in time he’d be able to give Callie a chance. She was a sweet girl who deserved to have someone treat her right. 
 
    “I’m sure the dress will do the trick. I might have to borrow it sometime.” Obviously after I gave birth and fought to get my figure back. Just imagining it was terrifying. 
 
    “I hope so. If not, he’s totally gay.” 
 
    “Keep me posted on that.” I could smell the aroma of dinner resonating from downstairs and lots of voices. I knew I was late to the party, but refused to care. It was only a meal, and the idea of being in the same room as my father made my appetite nonexistent. 
 
    "Is everyone waiting on me?" I asked. 
 
    "Duh. Even Josh is downstairs. Didn't you hear us calling you?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No. I must have been exhausted." 
 
    "He brought a girl, and it's not, Wes' sister." 
 
    "Is that surprising?" 
 
    ‎"I think he only did it to make Wes think they weren't an item. While the cat is away the mouse will play, right?" 
 
    I let out an amused laugh. "I guess." 
 
    "Hurry up and get downstairs. We're all starving." 
 
    I followed behind my sister, not caring what I was wearing or how I appeared. If I looked half as bad as I felt then they'd stick to eating instead of giving me the third degree. 
 
    As soon as I rounded the corner into the dining room, I was facing my father at the head of the table. One glance was all I got before he turned and looked down at his empty plate. I wondered if he'd ever be able to get past what I'd done, and if so, would my pregnancy be the last blow to his already damaged heart? 
 
    I found an open seat next to my brother and scooted my chair in before acknowledging anyone else in the room. On the opposite side of Josh was a female I'd never met before. Callie was across from Josh. Cassie, who I hadn't seen since I'd returned home was directly in front of me, her beau in the seat beside her. With my parents at both ends it only left for one more unoccupied spot next to me. 
 
    I couldn't look in his direction. There was no way I could keep a straight face with Wes being so close, so I turned my attention to Cassie. "I didn't know you were coming." 
 
    "Mom called and invited us. It's good to see you, sis." 
 
    "You too. How is the force treating you?" 
 
    She smiled and looked at Logan. "There's always crime." 
 
    "Have you given anymore thought into the FBI?‎" Her boyfriend already worked for the bureau. 
 
    "I'm working on it. It's tough. If it doesn't work out I'm happy where I am. What about you? Mom told me what was going on. Have you decided what you're going to do?" 
 
    I glanced over at my father. I don't know why I did it. I should have expected his angry grimace to be focused on my answer. "I haven't decided. I'm doing some of my assignments online. There's only two classes I'm missing." 
 
    "Won't that void your scholarship?‎ Isn't it necessary to maintain your GPA?" Callie asked. 
 
    "It's my last semester. Worst-case scenario is that I have to pay to retake two classes.‎ I've doubled up to graduate a semester early, so I'm hoping it will still happen." 
 
    "What about Stanford?" A deep voice asked from the head of the table. 
 
    Suddenly I felt something touching my knee. I didn't dare turn to address it, but instead understood it was an offer of support. It wasn't going to help me make peace with my father, but it certainly helped me continue. "I'm contacting them first thing on Monday. I'll have to start late on account of having to make up those credits. My MCAT results were great. I'm hoping they take that into consideration. I'd be a good addition to their medical program." 
 
    With my father temporarily content, my mother suggested we continue on with dinner. "How about we say grace before the food is cold?" 
 
    “This conversation is far from over, Cam. You will fix this,” my father mentioned before clapping his hands together and closing his eyes. 
 
    ‎The presence that had been on my leg finally let go as we all bowed our heads for the blessing. 
 
    With the prayer being short, everyone dug in to the feast my mother had prepared. I focused on my plate, not trying to draw any attention to the uncomfortable feel I had being this close to everyone who cared about me the most. I felt like an outsider; someone who didn’t belong any longer. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, from across the table, I caught my sister staring at Wes. When she finally turned away, I leaned in his direction to hint around that he should give it a go. “Callie can’t keep her eyes off you,” I whispered so only he were able to hear. 
 
    He replied back with the same low tone. “It’s too bad I’m fixated on her sister.” 
 
    Taken back by his answer, I pretended he didn’t exist, only to have more words come out of his sexy mouth. “I promised not to push you. Just know, you’re the most beautiful person in this room, even with that messed up hair and plain clothes. I’m going to think about taking them off you later when I’m alone.” 
 
    I flashed a gross out look and got back to my plate, shoving a large stalk of broccoli in my mouth. 
 
    “Wes, I don’t know what you just said to Cammie, but she looks downright disturbed over there.” My sister must have seen our little conversation. Of course she’d catch it with her stalker gaze on Wes. It was no wonder he wasn’t interested. She was kind of creepy about it. 
 
    “He was telling me how broccoli used to make him sick. He said he threw up on his plate once,” I almost laughed at the fib I’d made up to save face. Wes gently kicked me under the table, to acknowledge I was ridiculous. Out of nowhere I giggled. It was out of character, so I knew I had to further explain. “I’m sorry. It just made me think of the awful things we used to discuss at the table. Dad would get so mad he’d say we gave him indigestion. He wouldn’t even finish his plate.” 
 
    My mom snickered. “That’s because he has a weak stomach.” 
 
    “Okay, enough of the puke talk at the table,” Dad added. As I turned to look over at him I saw his eyes peering into mine. “After dinner you and I are going to have a serious conversation, Cam. You might already have a plan, but I have some things I want to make clear.” 
 
    My appetite was lost. I moved the food around on my plate, but never put another thing in my mouth. I could hear the chatter going on around me, but chose to put myself in an imaginary bubble to pretend I didn’t exist. Sitting in a room with my father, hearing what he was going to say to me, well I knew it wasn’t going to be anything good. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    After the meal was finished, my dad escorted me to the front porch. Instead of sitting, we both stood looking out at the open field. “Are you using drugs?” 
 
    Caught off guard I answered quickly. “What? No! Never.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand how you of all people could be so careless. What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “Obviously I was thinking with my heart.” 
 
    “Don’t play sarcastic with me. You know better than to get involved with a married man.” 
 
    “Really? From what I’ve heard you did the same thing with Mom.” 
 
    His eyes lit up. Suddenly my strict father looked as if he wanted to harm me. “Don’t you dare disrespect your mother with your nonsense. She was in a volatile relationship she couldn’t get out of.” 
 
    “I was told James was in a loveless marriage for convenience. Had I known he was lying I never would have gotten involved.” 
 
    My dad wiped his face and shook his head. “You don’t understand, Cam. We wanted better for you. Now you’ve got regrets. You might have jeopardized your future. Doesn’t that mean something to you?” 
 
    “How could you ask me that? Of course it matters. Do you know what it’s like to have everything in order only to watch it fall apart. Now I have the b…” I gasped, realizing what I was about to reveal.  
 
    “Now you have what? Is there something you aren’t telling us? Don’t you dare tell me there’s more to this story.” 
 
    “I’d rather not discuss any of it. Dad, I love you, but it’s my life. I’m an adult.” 
 
    “Then start acting like one!” He was raising his voice, as if it got the point across better. “I want this problem of yours resolved within the week.” 
 
    My lips were trembling, my eyes burning as I fought back my tears. I couldn’t resolve a pregnancy within a week. If this was his way of telling me I wouldn’t be welcome at home, I didn’t know what I was going to do. The fact was, even if I got my schooling in order, I’d have to take time off to deliver and care for my child.  
 
    “Daddy, I’m so sorry, but that’s not going to happen.” It was now or never. I couldn’t hold it in any longer. If they were going to kick me out to teach me a lesson, I needed to know sooner than later. 
 
    “What do you mean? What’s the problem? Make some calls. Get this shit worked out.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Explain!” 
 
    My hands were shaking. I felt like the little bit I ate for dinner was coming back up. My stomach knotted, and I felt dizzy. I placed both hands on the railing and looked down at the ground. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    His voice was almost squeaky. “What?” 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” I whispered. “And I’m not getting an abortion.” 
 
    “This isn’t happening. Do you hear me? I won’t let you throw your life away.” He turned to head for the door. “Does your mother know about this?” 
 
    “No. I only told you.” 
 
    “You’re getting this taken care of, Cammie. I won’t let you give up your future.” 
 
    “This isn’t your decision,” I fought. “It’s mine. I won’t get an abortion. I don’t care if you hate me. I don’t care if you kick me out on the street. I won’t kill a child to further my career, and there’s not a thing you can do about it.” 
 
    I was so upset I had to get away from him. He was following behind, determined to get through to me. “Come back here, young lady.” 
 
     “No! You won’t listen. I’m done talking.” 
 
    I darted in the house and began running up the stairs, only to walk into something going on between Wes and Callie. I stormed past them, finally making it into my room where I could lock everyone out.   This was a catastrophe, and I was undeniably in heaps of shit. 
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    Chapter 19 
 
    I wasn’t meant to sit next to Cammie. When the whole family crowded in the room I was mid-conversation with Josh. Callie asked me three times to sit next to her, but when her older sister Cassie and her boyfriend showed up, they quickly filled the places. I didn’t even consider Cammie would take the spot next to me, not until she came down and pulled out the chair.  
 
    All of a sudden the room felt like it was scorching. Being this close to her was causing my body to react, even with her daddy sitting at the far end of the table, watching her every move. 
 
    Silently, I thought about earlier in the day. Let’s be honest, it’s all I’d been thinking about since it happened. 
 
    This was all out of character for me. I’d never been a player, or had problems getting over a chick. I’d had my fair share of relationships; all of them ending pretty soon after they started.  
 
    I may have always had a constant attraction to Cammie, but I never dwelled on it. In fact, I only thought of her on occasion. Quite often, I wouldn’t even look at her social media account unless she updated it with a status or picture. I’d never been the guy to like every one of her posts, or send her private messages to spark up a friendship. I’d moved on with my life, grown up, and got my shit in gear to be a respectable businessman. Josh and I had kept in touch, but with school and work getting in the way, I hadn’t been able to visit like I wanted to. Months had turned into years, and like every busy lifestyle, time had slipped away from me. 
 
    Now I was back for a visit. I didn’t know she’d be there. I had no idea what it would be like to see her again; to be close to the first girl I’d ever had feelings for. 
 
    It was unlike me to have to push myself on a woman. Usually they were passing me numbers or asking when we could hang out or in some cases, hook up. 
 
    I’d been content with the way I handled my life. There were no complaints from me. School was almost over. I had a successful future ahead of me. 
 
    Was I crazy to want to make changes after spending such little time with her? 
 
    Probably. 
 
    I couldn’t shake it. I’d waited over ten years to experience what it would be like to hold her in my arms and feel the way her lips fit against mine. Despite the fact that she came with a ton of baggage, I wanted to dive right in. When you know, you know, and trust me when I say, I was one-hundred percent positive she was the girl for me. If I was unsure before, it had all been made very clear. 
 
    Did I love her? 
 
    I don’t know how to answer that question. Was it even possible to love someone since you were a young teen? Could a man love a woman who barely knew he existed? 
 
    We had history. Sure, she hated my annoying ass, but I’d known her since we were kids. I’d seen her go through changes. I’d watched her from afar. She set my standards so high no one could ever compare. 
 
    Could I see myself loving her for the rest of my life? 
 
    It was very possible. 
 
    Would we ever be more than passing ships in the night?  
 
    After promising to give up on trying, I wasn’t that optimistic. 
 
    During the meal it was difficult to avoid thoughts of earlier in the day. I wanted more, but didn’t regret where we’d stopped things. I wanted her to know I’d never push. 
 
    After dinner Cammie was to have a talk with her father. He took her out on the front porch where they could have privacy. I tried to sneak upstairs with Josh and his date only to make it halfway and get cornered by Callie. She was all dolled up, probably for my benefit. A part of me felt terrible for not being able to give her a chance. Even Cammie had suggested she’d be a better fit for me. The two women looked quite a bit alike, but they couldn’t have been more different. Callie was a natural go-getter. She went after what she wanted without regard for what she had to do to make it happen. 
 
    Cammie thought about her actions. She justified her decisions, and was able to accept the consequences when they didn’t turn out the way she’d wanted them to. Subsequently, she gave up easily, and often needed an extra push to continue. Even the parts I’d never seen firsthand, I’d either heard about them, or been told after the fact.  
 
    Callie may have been a beautiful young woman, but she wasn’t the kind of girl I was attracted to. She didn’t have the personality I enjoyed being around. In many ways she seemed desperate instead of confident.  
 
    Cammie thought she wasn’t worthy. She’d rather have nothing at all then put herself through the hell of going after it. Though determined when it came to becoming a doctor, she was more settled into the fact that life can be complicated. I suppose it was experience. Callie was shielded. She spent her time working alongside her mother in a hair salon. She’d never had a college experience or spent a day living somewhere besides her childhood home. As spunky as she seemed, she had no independence. That was a big turn-off for me. 
 
    All in all I was sure Cammie had quirks about her I wouldn’t care for. I suppose it was easy to overlook them since I’d always been somehow drawn to her. 
 
    Callie took me by the hand and pressed me up against a wall in the upstairs hallway. Her face was close to mine when she began to speak. “I’m not taking no for an answer tonight, Wes. Like it or not, I’m going to prove how good we can be together.” 
 
    “I already told you, I’m not interested.” Very lightly, I pushed her away, only to have her jump right back where she’d been standing. 
 
    “I can make you interested.” 
 
    “I’m really trying to be nice to you. Don’t do this. I’ve known you since we were kids.” 
 
    “Exactly why it’s a good idea. My parents love you. Do you know how hard it is for my dad to like a guy?” Callie backed up, lowering one of the straps of her dress. She took another step, letting the other side fall down. She turned and shimmied out of the dress, revealing a matching bra and thong. When she reached her bedroom door she turned, as if she were waiting for me. 
 
    At the same exact time I heard her father yelling. “Come back here, young lady.” 
 
    Cammie came running up the stairs. “No! You won’t listen. I’m done talking.” 
 
    The moment she saw me her eyes focused on what was waiting for me at the opposite end of the hall. Callie had remain outside her bedroom door to see what was going on. If I wanted to know if Cammie was interested in me at all, I’d gotten my answer. Her disappointed frown said it all as she rushed into her bedroom and slammed the door shut.  
 
    Hearing her father following behind, Callie ducked into her own bedroom so she wouldn’t be discovered standing around almost naked. 
 
    I remained in the same position, acting as if I didn’t have an idea as to what was happening. Once Mr. Healy had reached Cammie’s door, I slipped back down the stairs to keep my distance from all of them. 
 
    I could hear chatter coming from the kitchen, but decided it was best to get the hell out of there. A friendly dinner had turned into a world war and I wanted no part of it. 
 
    I’d no sooner reached my truck when I heard someone whispering my name. I scanned the yard, not seeing anyone. Then the whispers repeated. “Wes. Wes.” 
 
    In the dark I couldn’t make out where it was coming from. Then I heard feet scuffling and looked up on the porch roof.  
 
    It was Cammie. She was barefoot and skidding her body to the edge where the gutters sat, holding on to her shoes. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I need you to back your truck up so I can jump down. Hurry.” 
 
    My heart started pounding as I raced to do as she requested, not even considering the repercussions if I were to get caught. 
 
    With a loud thump that rocked the truck bed, I heard her body safely land inside. Before someone could come out looking, I took off down the gravel road to exit the property. 
 
    About a half mile away from the home I pulled over and climbed out. “What were you thinking? You could have broken your ankle.” 
 
    “It would have been worth it to get away from him. He told me if I didn’t get my problems figured out he’d never be able to look past what I did. He said I was the one he knew would be successful, and letting him down was something he couldn’t get over. I hate him right now. He doesn’t get it. He never has. My dad thinks I’m supposed to be this perfect kid. I made a mistake and I can’t take it back. I’ll be homeless. He’ll probably cancel my credit cards to teach me a lesson.” 
 
    I helped her down from the tailgate and watched as she walked to the passenger side and climbed in. When we were both safely inside I pulled away from the shoulder and continued getting further away from the ranch. “Can you stay with a relative? A friend?” 
 
    “I don’t want to get the family involved. The less they know the better. It will only cause issues for everyone. I know my cousins would cover for me, but then my dad would fight with theirs. It’s too complicated.” 
 
    “Where do you need me to take you?” 
 
    “Do you know of any local hotels I could stay at? I don’t have my purse, but I can pay you back whatever it costs. You don’t have to stick around to keep me company. I’m sure you have better things to do with your time.” 
 
    I turned the truck around and began heading in a different direction for the nearest town. “What are you doing? Please don’t take me back there.” 
 
    “I’m not. I have a better place for you to stay. It’s free and you won’t be bothered.” 
 
    Cammie pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on them. “Where?” 
 
    “My house. We’re going to my house.” 
 
    When she didn’t argue, I remained silent. I didn’t know what she was thinking, and honestly I didn’t care. She was in a terrible situation. She needed to at least have a roof over her head where she couldn’t get into more trouble. “If your parents ask, I don’t have a clue where you are.” 
 
    “I’m okay with that. They won’t be able to reach me. I left everything in my room, including my phone.” She waited a few seconds. “Thank you for this, Wes. I hate that I got you involved.” 
 
    “I don’t have to take you to my house. It’s my choice. Don’t apologize. Everything is going to be okay.” 
 
    “Not to be rude, but don’t think I’m going to hook up with you for helping me.” 
 
    “The thought never crossed my mind. You’ll have your own room to sleep in. I won’t even bother you.” 
 
    Cammie began to sniffle. It was too dark to tell if she was crying. “I feel like I ruin everything I touch.” 
 
    “Your dad loves you, Cam. He’s just upset.” 
 
    “I know. I hate myself too.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. It’s a bump in the road, not the end. You’ll figure it all out.” 
 
    “I have to go to Stanford. That’s the only way he’s going to forgive me.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw and kept from mentioning another school. Cammie was being pulled in two directions as it was. She was worried about school, but also a child. I didn’t know how to help her, or offer her the comforting words she desperately needed to hear.  
 
    For the first time since she climbed in my truck, I started to think about the big picture. She was coming home with me to hide from her family. Selfish or not, I had the opportunity to finally figure out what it was about her I couldn’t shake.  Since I had to do it without her knowing, it was going to take a lot of thought, and even more patience.  
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    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “I really messed things up, Wes. He’s never going to forgive me, is he?” 
 
    “You told him about the baby, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. He knows I’m pregnant. It just came out. I can’t believe it myself. I was resolved to keep it a secret. I didn’t want them to know yet. I figured if I could get the school situation figured out I’d be able to be on better terms with them when I told them about the baby. You should have seen his face. I’ve never seen him look at me that way.” 
 
    “Damn.  He’s upset. It’s expected. I’m sure he’s in shock, Cam. It’s not every day your daughter comes home from college knocked up. It explains why you decided to jump off a roof. What did he say?” 
 
    “He said I needed to take care of it so I could go back to school and make things right again.” I began to sob harder. “How could he ask me to get rid of my baby? My child is a part of him. I hate him right now. I’ll never forgive him for this.” 
 
    “Try to calm down. People say the wrong things when they’re taken by surprise.” 
 
    “You don’t know my dad. He will never forgive me for this.” 
 
    “Cam, don’t even talk like that. I know your dad. I’ve known him since I was like five years old. He loves each and every one of you kids. I know, because my dad didn’t give a shit about me or my sister.” 
 
    Maybe he was right. Maybe I was being irrational because of the way it all happened. I’d planned it out only to falter when the pressure became too much.  
 
    Now I was stuck running away with a man I shouldn’t have even involved. To top it off, I was pretty certain he was the only person I could turn to until things settled down.  
 
    My life was a disaster; my future unknown. I felt sick, weak, and most of all lost. I didn’t know what was going to happen to me. I’d worked so hard my entire life to watch everything fall apart. At the end of my rope, I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to carry on. Nothing was going right in my life. I thought coming home would be the answer I was looking for, but it had only intensified the situation, making it unbearable.  
 
    By now my mother knew the truth. I’d looked her in the eyes and lied, only to blab about it to my father first. She’d be so upset with me. 
 
    My heart was shattering. This wasn’t about a failed relationship. As far as James went, I was over him and his lies. He’d betrayed my trust, and nothing would change the way I felt about him.  
 
    With the impending disaster already starting to unfold, I’d turned to someone I barely knew.  
 
    What was happening to me? Was I being naïve again? Could this guy help me, or was I digging my grave deeper by involving him? 
 
    The problem was that I didn’t have time to evaluate the situation like I normally would. I was out of options. I needed a roof over my head, and unfortunately Wes was the only person offering. 
 
    I had to be grateful. It was temporary; just until I could figure out something else. 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect when Wes said his grandfather had purchased a home for him while he attended college. When we pulled into the driveway and I saw the garage door lifting I knew we’d arrived. The three-story home seemed massive. I could tell it was a Victorian style, probably dating back to the early nineteen hundreds. Even though it was dark, I could tell the paint was in nice shape, like it had been redone. 
 
    “This place is huge. Why would he buy you such a big house?” 
 
    “No clue. The third floor is for storage. I never even go up there. The basement is a creepy ass cellar. The first floor is the living and kitchen area and a converted master bedroom. The second floor has three bedrooms and a bathroom to share. I’ve thought about getting roommates, but I don’t like other people’s messes. I know it sounds like I’m an asshole, but it’s true. I hate sharing my shit. I don’t want to come home from a long day and someone ate my other half of my sandwich. I don’t want to get a shower and not have any shampoo, because they were too lazy to buy more.” 
 
    I snickered. He was making me smile. It was a step in the right direction.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see the inside.” 
 
    Wes and I entered through the kitchen. He flipped the light on and sat his keys on the gray colored marble countertop. “Obviously this is the kitchen. I eat in here. Sometimes I cook, but not often. I haven’t mastered doing it for one person yet. I end up eating the same leftovers for a week.” 
 
    “I can see how that would get old quick.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He led me through each room, showing me around and giving me one of the spaces upstairs to sleep in. He showed me where the towels were located if I wanted to take a shower. Then he told me to make myself at home. 
 
    I followed him back down the stairs, feeling like I didn’t belong. “Um, do you think I could borrow something to sleep in? I’d like to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Sure.” He walked into his room and came out with a T-shirt and a pair of sweats. “These are probably way too big, but they’ll keep you warm. Upstairs can get drafty.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’d be fine sleeping on the couch. I’m not picky.” I was grateful I had a place to lay my head without being yelled out and told what to do.  “Thanks again for this, Wes. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Josh has been trying to call me since we left your house. I think he suspects I had something to do with your disappearance.” 
 
    “See. I knew I shouldn’t have involved you.” Now I felt bad. Knowing my dad, he wouldn’t allow Wes back in our home again. 
 
    “Chill. I’m a grownup. I can handle your dad or anyone else for that matter. I wanted to help. I like you, Cammie, and even though you may not feel the same, I’m cool with being your shoulder to cry on, or even just a place for you to stay until you figure things out.” 
 
    “It’s not like I don’t think you’re attractive. You absolutely are. It’s just… if you haven’t noticed, my plate is sort of full right now. If we reconnected under different circumstances maybe it could work. You’ve been really nice to me. I appreciate it, even if I think you’re crazy for helping me. I just can’t allow myself to pack more drama into my life. I need a friend, Wes. I hope that’s enough for you.” 
 
    He smiled and reached his hand over to latch onto my arm. “It’s perfect. Whatever you need. To be honest, I’m glad we get to spend time together.” 
 
    “You’ll change your mind once my dad comes knocking on your door.” 
 
    “It’s a double dead bolt. I’ll make sure I sleep with my gun under my bed. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “If you think so. I know for a fact that if my dad wants to, he’ll find a way inside.” 
 
    “It will be worth it to know I died protecting you.” 
 
    Before I could open my mouth to tell him how corny his statement was, he started laughing. “Seriously, Cam. You need to chill. He’s not going to hunt you down. If anything, he’ll know you’re in good hands. I can tell him you’re here safe, if it will make you feel better.” 
 
    “No. You can’t.” 
 
    “Cammie, I’m not hiding the fact that I gave you a ride. It’s ridiculous. You all need time to calm down. Your safe. I’ll take you home in the morning if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Don’t tell them I’m here. I’ll call home in the morning to tell them I’m fine. Please. I want one night where I don’t have to worry about them. Ever since I found out about  my relationship being a joke I’ve been a wreck. I need some time to myself. I just want to close my eyes and regain my ability to focus. I hate living like this.” 
 
    He placed his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll tell him I left when you ran upstairs. It’s sort of the truth.” 
 
    
“What about Callie? You should probably call her and apologize.” 
 
    “For what?” he seemed annoyed I was suggesting it. 
 
    “You two were in the hallway. I saw you.” 
 
    “You saw her trying to lure me into her bedroom. It wasn’t going to happen. I wouldn’t be an asshole like that, especially not to you. I’m not going to make out with you and then spend the night screwing around with your crazy sister. I mean, she’s probably a good time in the sack, but I’m more of an intellectual connoisseur. I prefer women who challenge me; ones with extra large brains.” 
 
    I shoved him in a playful way, appreciating the smile he’d put on my face. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “Just trying to lighten the mood.” 
 
    For a moment we stood staring at each other. I expected him to try to kiss me again, but he didn’t. He simply walked over to the couch and turned on the television with the remote.  
 
    I made my way up the stairs, deciding to take a hot shower in hopes it would calm my nerves. The beads of water ran down my body, immediately relieving the pressure from crying so much. I was still upset, but for some reason I felt safe; untouchable even. It was almost like being at Wes’ house made my problems nonexistent, at least temporarily.  
 
    After my shower I changed into his clean clothes. They smelled like him, and for a few moments I took in the aroma, appreciating how it reminded me of our time at the swimming hole. 
 
    When I went downstairs I could hear him on the phone, and gathered he was talking to my brother. “Yeah, I know. I saw her go into her room. She was freaking out. I left right after that though. I hope you find her. She’s probably hiding out somewhere. You know how girls are. One of your cousins must be covering for her. Yeah, I’ll catch you later. We’ll get together next weekend or something.” 
 
    It wasn’t until he hung up that I let my presence be known. I sat on the couch next to him, bringing my legs up under my butt to get more comfortable. My hair was sopping wet, and even though I’d put my bra back on, it was pretty obvious I was a bit on the chilly side.  Wes noticed right away. I motioned for him to look at my face and not my tits. “Hey, eyes up here.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s a natural reaction. Would you like a blanket to cover those things up? It’s awfully bright in here.” 
 
    I tossed a pillow in his direction. “Jerk. Yes, I’d like a blanket.” 
 
    He pulled one off the back of the sofa and handed it to me with a ornery grin on his face. “Here you go, even though the extra lights weren’t bothering me at all.” 
 
    “Keep it up and I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Just pretend I’m not here.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “That’s kind of hard to do. You’re sitting next to me. I can smell you.” 
 
    “Smell me?” He seemed worried. “What the hell do I smell like?” 
 
    “Let me see.” I tapped on my lips. “Dryer sheets and cinnamon.” 
 
    “I’m not even going to ask where you came up with that.” 
 
    “We should play cards,” I suggested. 
 
    “Strip poker?” 
 
    “Rummy?” I countered. 
 
    “Strip poker is way more fun.” 
 
    “So, you brought me here to see me naked? Do you have cameras in the bathroom upstairs? Do you invite women here to watch them shower and shave? Does it turn you on when we bend over to wash our feet?” 
 
    He gave me this look like I was clinically insane. “Are you being serious? That was a little detailed.” 
 
    I giggled. “Sorry. That was the last guy I was involved with.” 
 
    “It’s too bad he was such a douche. If you would have dated me first your life would still be on track.” 
 
    “How do you figure? You live across the country. There’s no way we’d ever see one another.” 
 
    “We’d figure it out. I’m open to a long distance romance. Remember that for when you get things worked out and realize you had fun when you were with me.” 
 
    “You do make it easier.” I agreed. 
 
    “So, about that strip poker. Is it a definite no, or a possibly yes?” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “Go get a set of cards and I’ll give you my answer.” 
 
    It was wrong to be smiling so soon after having it out with my dad. I think it was my body’s way of coping. If I wasn’t carrying on with Wes I knew I’d be crying myself to sleep. Since I didn’t want to keep doing that, the end justified the means. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    It was surreal how she was sitting in my living room‎. Had I known I was going to have company I would have done a better job hiding my collection of nude magazines and porn. Thankfully, Cammie hadn't gotten up to snoop. As soon as she decided to head to bed, I'd put them under a mattress to avoid an awkward discovery. 
 
    The last thing I wanted was for this beautiful woman to think I was some kind of pervert. Of course I'd done a pretty top-notch job so far when she came down from her shower with rock hard nipples. What man wouldn't draw attention to them? They were perfect, and if I was being ridiculously inappropriate, I'd say I'd like to see them in the flesh. However, I'd already come to the utmost conclusion that Cammie was worth too much to take for granted. She needed a friend, and as much as I would have liked for her to end up in my bed, I knew not to push my luck. 
 
    After locating a deck of playing cards, we leaned forward to play on the coffee table. I dealt each of us seven and fanned my hand out to organize what I was holding. 
 
    "So, how do we play strip rummy?" I teased. 
 
    "We don’t." 
 
    "Come on. It's no fun if we don't wager something." 
 
    I could tell she was going over her options. "If I win, you have to take off an article of clothing." 
 
    "And if I win?" I questioned. 
 
    "I suppose it's only fair if I play by the same rules. I'll tell you right now, I don't plan on losing." 
 
    "I think I can sweeten the deal. If I win I'll give you a choice. You either have to remove something you're wearing, or kiss me with tongue. I don't want the kind you give to Grandma." 
 
    Her smile was one of the most attractive things I'd ever seen. Maybe it was her lips, drawing me in for another taste. 
 
    I didn’t think she’d take the bait. Cammie was determined to distance herself from any kind of new relationship. I’d even said I wouldn’t continue with the taunting, but I just couldn’t help myself when I was near her.  
 
    “Picture that centerfold you hang over your bed as a teen. You become a man. Things change in your life. Then, when you least expect it, that centerfold in the flesh walks in the room. What man with a brain and a dick wouldn’t pounce on the opportunity? 
 
    Cammie was my centerfold. She always had been. 
 
    Her answer was pleasing, to say the least. "Fine. Let's play." 
 
    Two hands later I was down to my boxers. ‎Cammie was right. For a game that was nothing but dumb luck of the hand, she was kicking my ass.  I suppose there was some kind of strategy I didn’t know about. Maybe it was possible she was counting the cards, narrowing down what I had in my hand, if that was at all possible. With her IQ I wouldn’t put it past her. 
 
    "I really don't want to sit here naked. This hand has to be better," I mentioned while dealing. 
 
    Cammie was confident as she looked at her cards, rearranging them in her hand. ‎"You're going down." 
 
    "When you get me naked, do I have to sit here next to you with my junk out? I don't want to scare you away by its size." 
 
    "Why? Is it extra small?" She asked. 
 
    "Quite the opposite." I was pleasantly amused by the way her face retorted to being shocked and curious. 
 
    Cammie cackled loudly. "So you're not only rich, but you have a giant cock? Am I hearing this right?" 
 
    "It's true. I'm the perfect guy," I taunted. 
 
    "Whatever. Finish your turn so I can take you down." 
 
    I placed my card in the pile as I spoke. "You don't have to win this hand if you want to see it. I'll gladly give you a peek." 
 
    "I bet you would. It's too bad I'm not interested. I’ll tell you a little secret anyway. I haven't been with a man who was hung. Medically speaking, it's proven the larger the penis the more easy it is for a woman to orgasm. What do you think? In your experiences would you say it’s true?" 
 
    "Do you want to find out firsthand?" 
 
    She placed her palm on her chest and spoke in a sarcastic tone. "I wouldn't be able to handle something so big. It might kill me. I might be frightened." 
 
    "I don't think it's scientifically possible to kill someone because you have a huge cock. If a baby can fit, so can a dick, medically speaking of course," I teased. 
 
    Finally, she wasn’t crying, or sniffling, or breaking down. Her smile was genuine. She was amused, happy even. Without makeup Cammie was just as beautiful. She giggled at my comment. "Are you always this amusing?" 
 
    "Nope. I'm a total dick. Why do you think I'm still single?" 
 
    “Maybe your giant package scares the girls away,” she suggested. 
 
    “Nah, they always come back for more. It would seem I’m too picky. I don’t like the idea of wasting my time on a woman who I know I can’t get serious with.” 
 
    “When was the last time you were in a serious relationship?” 
 
    “It’s been a while.” 
 
    Her next question was a little unnerving. I could tell she was asking for her own benefit given her current situation. “Did you love her?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Cam. At the time maybe I had strong feelings for her. We had fun together, and quite a lot in common. She was a nice person, definitely marriage material, just not for me.” 
 
    “Did you ever lie to her?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I suppose I might of. I don’t know. I didn’t have reason to. I’d never sway a woman because I was being selfish. Everyone lies though, so I guess it’s possible.” 
 
    She nodded and kept to herself while she took her turn, laying all her cards down at once. “I’m out.” 
 
    I tossed my hand on the table and ran my hands through my hair, before reaching down to lower my boxers. 
 
    Cammie’s hand came over and stopped me before they were below my hips. “Don’t. That’s silly. I told you I would win. You don’t need to take off your shorts. I believe you’re hung. It’s all good.” 
 
    I sat back down, feeling like the mood had changed from playful to serious again. “Was it something I said?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” She stuck her hands in her lap. “We don’t have to play anymore.” 
 
    “I was just warming up.” 
 
    She smiled. “I bet.” 
 
    “Damn, I was hoping to win one hand so I could see what option you’d go for.” 
 
    “Which one do you think?” She inquired. 
 
    “Either would be equally epic.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have come here with you tonight, Wes. When we’re alone you make it seem like my problems don’t exist.” 
 
    “It’s what I do,” I offered. 
 
    “Most guys would run away from a pregnant train-wreck.” 
 
    “I’m not most guys, and you’re definitely not most girls. Cammie, you’re THE girl. I know you think I’m jumping to a conclusion prematurely, but I’ve never been more certain about anything. I’m not a romantic. I never thought love at first sight was possible, but now I’m wondering if it is. Perhaps time has only made it more true.” 
 
    “Please don’t talk about love, Wes.” 
 
    “Sorry, you want someone who can be honest all the time. A part of me has loved you since I was a teenager. That’s the God’s honest truth. Getting to know you now is beneficial to those old feelings, but there’s nothing in my life I’ve ever been sure of.” 
 
    I expected her to get up and go to bed, where she’d lock the door and stick a chair in front of it so I wouldn’t be able to break in and ravage her. 
 
    Instead, Cammie reached for my hand and laced it with her own. We sat there for a few seconds looking at each other. I stared into her eyes silently pleading that we could stay like it forever. I wondered what she was thinking and if by some chance we were finally on the same page. 
 
    “If things were different I think we could be good together, Wes, but you and I both know it’s just a fantasy. I’m in a heap of shit. I can’t add to my problems.” 
 
    “What if I’m not a problem? What if I’m part of the solution?” 
 
    “Life isn’t that fair.” 
 
    “It could be. What do you have to lose? Give me a shot. Let me show you you’re worth it. I’m not asking as the horny teenager who beat off to your image. I’m asking as the man who thinks you’re flawless inside and out.” 
 
    Her lips parted with no words coming out. She was thinking about what I said, coming up with the perfect way to let me down easy, so it seemed. 
 
    With her eyes welling up with fresh tears, she stared at me. “I don’t understand how you could still want me. What if once you get what you want you decide it’s not that great? I can’t afford to get hurt anymore.” 
 
    “You’re crazy if you think I’d do that. Come on, Cam, it’s me, Buck, the guy you made fun of when we were kids. I’m not some loser trying to get into your pants because it’s on my bucket list. My life is set in stone. I know where I’ll be in ten years. There isn’t uncertainty it’s solidity. How will we know if it could be good if we don’t give it a try? You say it’s not the right time, but when will it ever be? Take a chance, Cammie. Take a chance on me. Give me a week. Give me one damn week to prove you and I could be great. If it’s not what we expected then you can walk away without regret, and I swear I’ll let you go. It’s seven days out of your life. In fact, it’s seven nights. I’ll be at school during the day, and you’ll be making calls and managing your issues. Seven nights. I won’t expect anything sexual.” 
 
    She laughed at that. 
 
    “It will kill me, but I’m serious. No sex. Let’s be friends and see where it goes.” 
 
    “We’re already friends, Wes.” 
 
    “Then it’s already a step in the right direction,” I noted. 
 
    Cammie nodded. “It’s a step.” 
 
    I unlaced our hands and held out both of my arms. “Come here. I think you need a hug.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. Cammie nestled her body up to mine and let me hold her. I took in the scent of her shampoo as I leaned my chin against her head. This felt right. It was exactly what she needed. Maybe it was exactly what I needed as well. 
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    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    He let me cry in his arms until I couldn’t hold my eyes open any longer. I needed my parents, but they were too shocked and betrayed to offer consolation for what I was going through. Maybe Wes was right. They needed time to let it all sink in. 
 
    He was offering a safe place while I waited; a place to figure out everything, including what was going on between us. 
 
    No sex, I’d heard it straight from the horse’s mouth.  
 
    “I think I better go to sleep.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining. If you’re comfortable we can stay here.” 
 
    I smiled and stood up, stretching my arms out. “As nice as it sounds,” I started to yawn. “I think I want to be in a bed.” 
 
    “Okay. I guess I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Maybe I should have gone upstairs and called it a night. The thing is, when I was in his arms life didn’t seem so bad. I knew if I went upstairs alone I’d toss and turn with worry. “Actually, is there room for me in your bed?” 
 
    He snickered. “I sleep naked. Will that be a problem?” 
 
    I put my hand over my mouth and started to giggle. “You aren’t serious.” 
 
    “You won’t know until you see for yourself,” he teased. 
 
    “I’ll cocoon myself in a blanket to stay safe. Whatever it takes to keep that massive penis away from me.” 
 
    He motioned for me to follow him. “Yeah, he’s got a mind of his own once you come in his territory. I can’t make any promises.” 
 
    Wes was obviously joking. He held his hand out and led me into his room, pulling down the covers for me to climb in. While I got comfortable I spotted him on the opposite side. He plugged his cell phone into the charger and set it on his nightstand. Then he climbed in beside me, wearing only a pair of boxer shorts. 
 
    It was funny how I’d been cuddled up to him on the couch but never noticed he was almost naked. It was also apparent that he wasn’t as perverted as I once suspected, or else I would have felt his excitement pressing against my skin. 
 
    He adjusted his pillow and turned on his side to face me. “Are you comfortable? Warm enough?” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “Do you want separate covers so I don’t accidentally touch you?” 
 
    “Should I be afraid that might happen?” 
 
    He smiled, and even in the dark area I could see how white his teeth were. “You know, this isn’t the first time we slept together. Remember all those times we camped out in the barn? It would be all us kids in a row in sleeping bags. We’d try to stay up as late as possible.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “I miss those days. When we moved away I never had close friends like Josh, Jake and Jax. We had the best times.” 
 
    “There were so many of us. At any given time you knew someone would be around to hang out with.” 
 
    “I always looked forward to seeing you. I think it’s funny how you’d do everything in your power to stay away from us.” 
 
    “You were boys. You got on my nerves. I liked to read and be alone. I was feeding my brain with useful knowledge, while you guys were killing yours. I wanted no part of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you were always the one who refused to have fun.” 
 
    I wasn’t offended. I knew he was right. Wes had seen how I shut everyone out because of my determination. “I thought nothing could stop me from becoming a doctor.” 
 
    “Nothing can. No matter what happens with your scholarship, you can still finish the few classes without it. You can stay on track, even if you have to go to school in the summer to make them up. Stanford won’t know any different.” 
 
    My mind went to the baby. How was I supposed to go to school in California without any help. “I don’t think they have daycare.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Well, they might. Other people have kids.” 
 
    “You’re just saying what sounds good, Wes.” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope. You’re going to be the best damn doctor out there. What are you thinking about doing? I wanted to be a gynecologist when I was younger, so I could see endless vaginas. Then my mom mentioned how those sexy vaginas can change, and I’d probably be dealing with old women, STDs and discharge. Then vaginas weren’t that interesting anymore. I decided it was best to stick to banking.” 
 
    “You’re crazy. Of course you’d want to be a gynecologist.” I giggled for a few seconds. “I’m thinking of general practice. I’d like to eventually have my own office to work out of wherever I decided to settle.” 
 
    “Dr. Healy. It has a nice ring to it.”  
 
    “CEO Wesley Parrish. It sounds so formal.” 
 
    “What can I say? I was born for the title.” 
 
    The room was quiet after that. I could hear the house creaking, and a drip coming from his master bathroom. “Thanks again for this, Wes.” 
 
    He reached over and touched my nose with his fingertip. “Don’t mention it. I happen to like you being here with me. Can I ask you something personal before you go to sleep?” 
 
    “I don’t fart in bed.” I truly assumed that’s what it was. 
 
    “It’s about your teacher. How long did it take for you to sleep with him? Was it fast?” 
 
    It was personal, but for some reason I didn’t mind sharing. I wasn’t embarrassed about the length because I knew it wasn’t rushed. “A month I think. I kept telling him no. Eventually it happened. It was planned since he had to sneak around to see me. It wasn’t spontaneous.” 
 
    “I’m glad you made him wait.” 
 
    “I’m not easy. He just knew how to manipulate me. If I hadn’t let my guard down I wouldn’t be here today.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here. I hate the circumstances, but I’m happy I get to spend time with you.” He reached over and took my hand, bringing it up to his lips. “I have one week to convince you I’m worth your time.” 
 
    I was already convinced the possibilities of wanting more from Wes were great. He knew me, and as much as I wanted to deny it for the sake of my situation, though I knew it was inevitable. “Six days.” 
 
    “Today counted? Damn, I wanted a fresh start.” 
 
    I nestled my body closer, my lips brushing over his lightly. The kiss was fast but meaningful. “Six days. You better make them memorable.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry your pretty little head. When my six days are up you might be the one begging to stay.” 
 
    I wasn’t convinced he could make it happen, but decided to appease him. If nothing else I appreciated I wouldn’t have to figure things out on my own. I’d have his support, since I knew my parents would only make matters ten times worse. 
 
    I awoke the next morning and took in my surroundings. Beside me was the most handsome specimen. I readjusted and turned to watch him sleeping. While in my relationship with James I lacked the little things most couples were able to do, like being able to spend the night together. He’d always left to go home to his wife. Being here with Wes, in his home, it was nice to say the least. I could appreciate the difference immediately. I didn’t have to hide. I wouldn’t be called a whore or the other woman. We weren’t sinning to be together, at least not like I was with James. No vows were being broken.  
 
    This was what real, normal people did. This was what it would be like if I let Wes in; if I gave him the chance he desperately wanted.  
 
    Then came the reminder of my pregnancy. I hustled from the bed, finding the toilet bowl before spewing inside. 
 
    I heard footsteps behind me then, out of the corner of my eyes, spotted him crouching down at my side. His hand came up on my back. “You okay?” 
 
    “Morning sickness,” I said in between spits.” 
 
    Wes stood up and got me a warm washcloth. “Can I do anything else?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry I woke you.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing.” 
 
    “Wes,” I sat down on my butt next to the toilet. “Don’t you see how this can’t happen between us? Look at me. Really look at me. I’m pregnant with another man’s child. My life is in California. This is the real me. You can’t keep putting me on some imaginary pedestal.” 
 
    “I’m not. I see you. All of you. I’m still here. It’s day two. Six days. That’s what you said. Don’t go back on your word.” He opened a medicine cabinet and pulled out a package. It was a box with new toothbrushes in it. He peeled one from the wrapper and handed it to me. “Here. I got them on sale. I know you’re thinking I provide them for all my conquests. You’re wrong. They were bought for me.” 
 
    He knew what I was thinking. It was another indication how disastrous it would be if I continued with this charade. “You’re never going to listen.” 
 
    “I don’t give up. Are you finished getting sick, or should I piss upstairs?” 
 
    I scooted out of the way, much like I would do if my brother were asking. “Do what you need to.” 
 
    Wes stared at me for a second before reaching down and pulling it out in front of me. I kept my eyes focused on his. He watched me, waiting for me to take a peek. I smiled, refusing the opportunity. When I heard the stream stop I looked down at my knees. He flushed and put the lid back closed. “You weren’t at all curious?” 
 
    “Some things are best left unknown.” 
 
    “I beg to differ. I think you’re afraid you might want it.” 
 
    He began brushing his teeth as if he were completely comfortable being around me. In all honesty, it felt natural, like we’d done this a million times. 
 
    I stood up next to him and wet my toothbrush, applying the paste and then sticking it in my mouth. Side by side we brushed our teeth, taking turns spitting and rinsing it down the drain. As I went to sit mine in the holder his lips came over and stole a chaste kiss. “Are you hungry?” He asked immediately. “I’m making you pancakes.” 
 
    Okay, he’d gone and done it. He’d pulled out the pancakes to win me over. “You think since you know my favorite things it will earn you brownie points?” I followed him back in the bedroom. He shuffled through his dresser grabbing a shirt and pulling it over his head. It was disappointing since I liked the way he looked without it. Then I watched him bend over to pull on a pair of sweatpants.  
 
    “I’ll have you know, I’m just getting started. By tonight you’ll be eating out of the palm of my hand.” 
 
    “I’m not a puppy.” 
 
    “I never said you were.” 
 
    With that, Wes left the room to prepare breakfast. I sighed and sat down on the bed we’d shared, appreciating what it felt like to have these little moments. The queasiness in my stomach had already gone away. I smiled, thinking about everything we’d talked about and what he said.  
 
    I wasn’t sure about a lot of things, but I did know six days with Wes was going to go by way too fast. 
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    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    One of my most favorite things while visiting the ranch as a kid was waking up to pancakes. When I got my house I was on a mission‎ to perfect the way they made them. I had a ton of failed attempts before finally getting it right. Confident I could impress Cammie, I got to work on the breakfast. It took her a while to come out of the bedroom. I didn't worry about the reason being my quick kiss, especially after what happened the night before. She'd opened up to me.  She'd slept soundly next to me. I could hardly believe it.  
 
    My kitchen was galley style, so there wasn't a ton of room to maneuver around with two people. Cammie smiled when she came in, looking around then hopping up to sit on the countertop near where I was working. "It smells good already." 
 
    "That's the coffee‎. I didn't know if you drank it." 
 
    "I'm in college. I think it's a requirement." 
 
    I stumbled on my amusement. "How do you take it?" 
 
    "Extra cream and sugar." 
 
    "Me too." I happily exclaimed. 
 
    "Do you think I could use your computer today? I have an assignment due Monday."  
 
    "I don't care," I replied while handing her a cup. "Did you need me to get your things from the ranch?" 
 
    "No!" She was adamant. "I don't want them knowing where I am." 
 
    "I can sneak around." 
 
    "I figured we'd hang out here. Did you have other plans?" 
 
    "Even if I did, they’ve changed." 
 
    "Don't rearrange your day because of me. I'll be fine here." 
 
    I'm sure she would. She'd also go through my things, and make me worry. Besides, I wasn't wasting the short amount of time we had to spend together. "You're stuck with me." 
 
    "You'll be bored by noon." 
 
    I waved the spatula around. "I highly doubt it's possible." 
 
    "Can I ask another favor?" 
 
    "Sure. What's up?" I had no idea what I was signing up for. 
 
    "Since I don't any of my things here, do you think we could go to a store? I just want to buy some underwear and maybe a hairbrush." 
 
    "Yeah, I was wondering what was going on with the mop on your head. I've got a hat if you want one. It might be too bad to be seen in public with you." I teased. 
 
    She picked up a dishtowel and tossed it in my direction. "You're cruel." 
 
    "I'm just glad I'm not a women." 
 
    After piling up a whole plate of pancakes, I led Cammie into the living room. "I have a dining room, but it's full of all my random shit. I usually eat while watching TV." 
 
    Cammie took the seat beside me on the couch. "Fine by me. I'm starving." 
 
    I ran back in the kitchen to fetch silverware, butter and syrup. When I came back I caught her shoving a dry pancake in her mouth. "I own utensils, Cam." 
 
    "Sorry, I couldn't wait. They smelled too good." 
 
    "How do they taste?" I asked while preparing mine with the fixings.  
 
    "They're awesome. Thanks for making them." 
 
    We ate in silence for a few minutes while I flipped to find something interesting on the television. After our plates were empty, I stood to gather hers and take it back to the kitchen.  
 
    “You don’t have to do that. I can wash the dishes since you cooked,” she suggested. 
 
    “You’re my guest. Besides, I have a dishwasher. Normally I don’t even put the dishes away. I just keep them inside of it. I wash them and reuse. I suppose some would call me lazy. I just skip the step of putting them somewhere else.” 
 
    “Are we leaving right after?” 
 
    “We can. Are you sure you don’t want to stop by the ranch?”  
 
    “I’m positive. I need to stay as far away as possible.” 
 
    “They’ll be at church. You could probably sneak in without anyone knowing.” 
 
    “No. My dad would expect me to do that. He’s probably waiting in my room cleaning his shotgun to freak me out. I’m not stepping foot on that property until I know he’s calmed down.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll do whatever you want.” I knew when they discovered she was with me the shit would hit the fan. 
 
    “Do you regret keeping it a secret?” 
 
    “Hell no. I’m having a good time. I hope he stays mad for the next several days so I can have you all to myself.”  I winked to add an extra bit of charm. 
 
    “I respect your honesty.” 
 
    “I’m glad. It’s all I have to offer.” 
 
    “I wish that’s all it was. It would make this a lot easier to avoid.” 
 
    “What are you trying to avoid, Cam? Are you admitting something could be happening between us?” 
 
    “I’m not admitting to anything.” 
 
    “Just say the word and I’ll rock your world, baby.” 
 
    She giggled and shook her head. “I bet you would.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to when you give me free reign. As soon as it happens you might never want to walk away.” 
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    Chapter 24 
 
    I put my own clothes back on to go out in public. After sticking my messy hair in a twisted bun, it didn't look like I'd just climbed out of bed. We went to a large shopping mall first. Wes followed me into a popular store and waited while I picked out two cheap outfits. I didn't want to take advantage of his generosity so I shopped on the clearance rack. ‎When it was time to shop for underwear, Wes took it upon himself to embarrass me. He came around with a bra and underwear set attached to his body. The associate was standing by me as he approached. "Do you think my boyfriend would be in to this? He's so particular about how my balls look in thongs." 
 
    I about fell on the flooring. Hunched over and losing my breath, he continued. "Maybe I should just stick to the boyfriend style so my boys don't have to get split apart. Does anyone else complain about it? I tried to wear them backwards, but I couldn't decide which side to let my dick sit." 
 
    Snot flew out of my nose as I continued to laugh uncontrollably. 
 
    The associate had to walk away. She was too flabbergasted to give him her opinion. 
 
    "Was it something I said?" He asked as if he'd done nothing wrong. 
 
    I handed him the pile of items I wanted to get, which didn't include thongs. He held them up again. "Are you sure you don't want these? I think they'd look hot on you."  
 
    "I'm good with comfort. There's no one I need to show my underwear anyway." 
 
    Wes stuck out his bottom lip like I'd taken away his favorite toy. 
 
    "Stop pouting." I suggested. 
 
    "What about pajamas?" He questioned. 
 
    "I'll just wear one of your shirts." 
 
    "Or you could go naked. I'm thinking about cranking the heat up tonight so you have to strip down." He gave me this cocky smile when he said it. I was enjoying his company, but didn't want to tell him. 
 
    "You wouldn't dare." 
 
    "I guess you'll have to wait and see." 
 
    Instead of going back to his house right away, Wes took us onto Duke's campus‎. I remembered checking it out when I was in high‎ school as a potential place I'd want to continue my education. "So what are we doing here?" 
 
    "Just figured you'd like some fresh air and maybe a coffee." 
 
    "‎We passed a few shops on the way here." 
 
    Wes shocked me when he took my hand in public. I started to pull away, having been so used to hiding with James. Then I realized this was different. I leaned my head against his shoulder as we walked by a group of people our age. "It's nice isn't it?" he asked. 
 
    "What?" I played dumb. 
 
    "Not sneaking around. A real relationship doesn't require secrets, Cam. Speaking of which, how would you like to go out to dinner tonight? It's nothing fancy. You can wear one of the outfits we just got you." 
 
    "You're asking me out on a date?" I was speechless. 
 
    "You don't have to label it, but you did agree to a week. I think it involves meals." 
 
    He was right. "Dinner sounds nice." I wasn’t going to turn down a meal. 
 
    He squeezed my hand and smiled. "Thank you. I promise you’ll have a good time.” 
 
    “I already am.” It was true.  
 
    While heading back to his truck a group of females came up to Wes. “Hey, Wes. Where have been lately?” One of them asked. 
 
    He played with my hand while still holding it. “I was visiting with some old friends.” 
 
    They each gave me a once over. Suddenly I wished I was wearing makeup. I could only imagine how awful I looked. My hair was matted up in a knot. My clothes were dirty, and I wasn’t exactly feeling up to being judged after crying for several days in a row. “I’ve never seen you around. Are you new here?” Another girl asked. 
 
    “She’s just visiting,” Wes answered for me.  
 
    He was short with his answer and I wasn’t sure how to take it. Then he reiterated. “We’re kind of on a date, so if you’ll excuse us, I’d like to get back to my girl.” 
 
    We got a few feet away before I addressed his comment. “Your girl?” 
 
    “I’m hoping.” 
 
    “I told you not to.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I won’t stop trying.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, but changed my mind at the last second. Did I want Wes to stop trying? After two days I knew I liked being around him. His kind ways were addictive. He enjoyed taking care of me, making sure I knew he was different from James. Wes was sincere. I believed he cared about me. It was nice to feel wanted. “I don’t want you to.” 
 
    He was shocked. “Seriously?” He let go of my hand and came to stand in front of me. We were close enough where we could see his truck in the parking lot. “So, does that mean I can kiss you again? I’ve been wanting to do it since breakfast.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right here? Where everyone can see us? You want to kiss a pregnant stranger?” 
 
    “I want to kiss the woman of my dreams in front of anyone who cares to watch. You’ve never been a stranger and I don’t give a shit about the baggage you come with. I’d still want you if you had six kids with five different fathers. I might wear four rubbers at a time, but I’d still want you.” 
 
    I crinkled my nose up when he said it. “Eww. You have the weirdest analogies.” 
 
    “What can I say, I go with it and hope it makes sense.” 
 
    I shook my head and placed both my hands at his sides. “Shut up and kiss me before I change my mind.” 
 
    Just like how it had been at the swimming hole, I felt his lips press against mine. He was gentle. Wes took his time. Once his tongue tangled with mine I could feel my knees becoming weak. I was losing my ability to stop this from progressing. The longer I spent with Wes, the more I felt the same pull he’d been talking about. This man knew how to talk to me, to hold me, to kiss me. He probably even knew how to love me. How was I supposed to deny something this intense? 
 
    I couldn’t. I had to give this a chance, even if the timing was shit. Even if I was carrying another man’s child. If I ever wanted to find happiness I had to stop hiding behind my problems. I had to let go of my past and live toward a future, no matter what direction it would lead me. 
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    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    After our very public kiss, Cammie decided to stop questioning what was happening between us. 
 
    She held my hand while we drove back to my place to get ready for dinner. After calling to arrange the perfect meal, I retreated to my room to shower and change. Cammie was lying on my bed looking at my laptop while I gathered some clothes. “I won’t be long. You can jump in after me.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” she said while distracted. 
 
    “Feel free to join me. There’s plenty of room for two.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. “Do you think you could wash my balls?” 
 
    “Sure,” she mumbled with her head stuck on the screen of the computer. 
 
    “Cam. Have you heard a word I’ve been saying?” 
 
    “You’re getting a shower, right?” 
 
    “You just agreed to join me and wash my balls.” 
 
    Her mouth flew open, all of the sudden her laughter filled the room. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “Nope. I asked and you agreed. I’m actually looking forward to it. Will you be keeping your panties on, or going all natural? I just need to know so I can control the lower region of my body.” 
 
    “I’m not washing your…I’m not even going to say it.” 
 
    I leaned on the trim of the door as I spoke. “So, don’t get two towels?” 
 
    “No! Just because we kissed doesn’t mean I’m going to jump in the sack.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to spread your legs. I wanted to conserve water by showering together. It’s a conscientious idea.” 
 
    “I’m not doing it. I’ve never…” She shook her head and crunched her face. “I’m not even going to talk about it.” 
 
    “Wait.” I stumbled on what I was gathering. “Are you telling me you’ve never showered with a man before?” 
 
    She shrugged and closed the laptop. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, determined to keep pushing to be a first for her. “You don’t know what you’re missing. First of all, there wouldn’t be sex. Secondly, you’ve already slept with me in my bed. We’ve made out several times. This is the next step. It’s gentle petting and maybe a few more kisses. You can keep your eyes closed the whole time. Come on, Cam, let me be your first.” 
 
    She cracked up. “That’s what this is about. You want to be able to say you took my shower virginity.” 
 
    I threw up my hands. “So what if I do? Is it so wrong?” 
 
    “No. It’s not happening, at least not today.” 
 
    Settled on the possibility of it occurring in the near future, I decided not to push. “Your loss. I’ll see you on the flipside.” 
 
    My old house had the worst set of pipes. You’d have to turn on the faucet and wait a good five minutes for the water to be hot enough to climb in. While waiting, I pulled out a towel and began to undress. 
 
    All in all it had been a good day so far. Cammie hadn’t had breakdowns. We’d made out, and she was coming to dinner with me. We were like a couple starting out, exploring everything for the first time and enjoying every minute of it.  
 
    In the back of my mind I thought about her pregnancy and how in time it would cause stress on what was happening between us. I had to learn to accept that she would get moody. She’d probably hate me on some days. I’d be the one she took out her frustrations on. I’d also be the support she’d need to get through it. Without the biological father on her side, she’d need friends and family, or else she’d become overwhelmed quickly. 
 
    I didn’t know much about kids. They were cute, made messes, and cost a ton of money. Other than that, I was clueless. Nevertheless, I was determined to win the girl. If that meant learning how to change diapers I’d have to do it. 
 
    While I stared into the mirror waiting, I knew my time was running out. She’d be calling school in the morning, and depending how that went, she might be going home sooner than later. With that in mind, I knew I had only a small window to convince her she had a reason to stay. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t trying to sway her into dropping out of school for me. Contrary to it seeming that way, I knew she could do everything while living here in North Carolina. Dropping out of school during her last semester would suck, but it was one semester. Her parents could afford it, and now with a baby on the way, they were going to want her to be close, even if they wouldn’t admit it yet.  
 
    I needed to be the peacekeeper. It was important to find a way for everyone to be happy, including me. 
 
    I peeked my head out the door. “Are you sure you don’t want to join me? I’ll face the wall. I’ll keep my eyes closed the whole time. Just let me have the title of being your first. Shit, I don’t care if you stay in your clothes.” 
 
    “I’ve been reckless and ended up with a life growing inside of me.” 
 
    “If you take a shower with me you won’t get pregnant. I promise.” 
 
    She threw a pillow at the door, forcing it back to being closed. 
 
    A few seconds later I was stepping into a piping hot shower alone.  
 
      
 
    After my second failed attempt to lure Cammie into the shower with me, I decided to scratch the idea and proceed without her. I washed my body and then my hair. With my eyes closed to avoid getting soap in them I had an epiphany.  
 
    Sopping wet, I stepped out of my two person shower and sauntered into the bedroom stark naked. With her eyes focused on the computer, I reached my arms around the front of her and lifted. She squealed, sensing I was in the nude and slippery. "Get off me. This is crazy. I'm serious. I'm going to kick your ass. Put me down." Her orders weren't going to be met. I didn't let go of my hold until we were both standing under the running water, way too close for her to get an eyeful. When she spun and looked at me, damming me to hell, I simply smiled. "Now I'm officially your first." 
 
    Still clothed, I could tell she wasn't amused. Her hair was soaked and dripping in her eyes. I brought both hands up and wiped it out of the way. "I officially hate you," she spat. 
 
    "No you don’t." I lowered my lips and brushed over them. It didn't take her long to reciprocate. Seconds later I felt her hands coming up around my back. As the embrace intensified, then came the urge to remove her wet clothes, without permission. I tugged on the hem of her shirt. "I think we need to get you out of these," I suggested in between kisses. 
 
    When Cammie lifted up her arms it was like a green light at a Nascar race. I flung that shirt over the shower wall and onto the bathroom floor. With only a bra separating me from her perfect set of tits, I searched her back for the latch. Cammie turned so I could see what I was doing. Once I had it unhooked, she dropped it to the floor beneath us.  
 
    I didn't have the patience to wait until she turned around again to remove her pants. I needed everything gone immediately. 
 
    I fingered each side of her pants, shoving them down with ease, and taking her panties with them. While doing so, I'd ended up on my knees, staring straight at her supple ass. It was so close I could have kissed it, though I worried if I rushed things she'd freak out and withdraw. 
 
    I ran my hands over each cheek, savoring how soft her skin felt against my palms. I leaned forward and kissed the lowest part of her back, holding onto her waist to keep her from moving. I slowly let my lips explore one cheek, dragging my tongue as I inched my way around.  
 
    Cammie placed both palms on the shower wall. I took my hands and ran them all the way up one thigh, just missing making contact with her pussy. Since I was taller than her, on my knees I came up to her back. It blocked my ability to see anything beneath her ass. As I massaged each thigh, I ran the bar of soap over her skin, all the way down each leg. She spread them apart for me, saying nothing while I repeated the process on the other side. 
 
    I wanted to touch her pussy. I longed to feel the sweet spot she kept so protected. I needed permission, but I was too scared to ask for it. I had to know she wanted it.  
 
    I cupped her ass with both hands until I was lathering her back. I stood to reach her shoulders then finally the length of her arms. Kissing the back of her neck was easy. The hard part was standing far enough away that she couldn't feel my stiff dick poking her in the ass. I had Cammie Healy naked in my shower. This was every boy’s wet dream. I didn't think it was possible. 
 
    Then she turned around to face me. We were only inches apart. I broke that distance by kissing her hard on the lips, immediately mingling my tongue with hers. We stood with the water trickling down our naked bodies, fully engulfed in each other.  
 
    Her arms reached around my neck, my hands gripping both of her ass cheeks. Cammie brought her knee up and rubbed me between the legs. As soon as she made contact with my cock she froze. I snickered and went in for another kiss. "I wasn't lying." Another kiss. "You know you want to look.” More kissing. 
 
    "We need to slow down." 
 
    "What? Did you say get back down?" I dropped to my knees, this time coming face to face with her sweet, succulent, beautiful pussy. She dug her fingers into my hair as I smoothed my thumbs around it, avoiding direct contact. I took the bar of soap and started washing her inner thighs, working my way to the center of her pie. The instant I coasted over her pussy she started shaking. Even while I lathered her up, I could smell her excitement. She was already turned on and I hadn't yet begun. This was fantastic. 
 
    “Oh my god. This can’t be happening with you,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Shut up and hand me the removable shower head. I’m about to make you shatter without even touching you.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Oh, but I am. Do it. Stop overthinking what’s happening. We’re two adults who’ve known each other practically our whole lives. We’re simply enjoying each other. It’s natural. Just go with it. Don’t think about what comes next. Let your body take control, Cam.” 
 
    She reached up and fetched the shower head, lowering it to me. 
 
    I held it in my hand and took a good long look at her needy pussy. A tiny patch of hair was beginning to grow, it was barely noticeable unless you were this close. I had to back away to be able to maneuver the shower head. I adjusted the setting, making sure it was on the pulsating massage. Cammie was paying close attention. She backed up against the shower wall with her hands behind her back in preparation. “Holy shit.” 
 
    I licked my lips as I narrowed in on the prize, a little clit just waiting for attention. Since my water pressure wasn’t the best, I gathered it wouldn’t be painful to do it pretty close to her skin. I lifted the head and pointed it right in the spot while using my other hand to rub and caress her inner thigh. In a matter of seconds her body began to convulse, her arms extending out for extra support.  
 
    I kept at it, focusing on the little bud, and becoming stiffer than ever before as I watched. Finally her knees buckled, sending her down to be even with me. I sat the shower head down and grabbed the back of her head, shoving my lips against her. My kiss was hungry. I’d just watched her pussy contract. I knew she was slippery wet, and I wanted to feel it firsthand.  
 
    I backed away after a few seconds, giving her a little time to recuperate. “I need to know right now if we have to stop, Cam. I don’t know how much longer I can be this close to you and not take what should’ve always been mine.” 
 
    Her eyes were glossed over, and she spoke in a low tone. “Don’t stop, Wes. Show me the difference. I need to know the difference between sex and making love.” 
 
    She’d given me the go-ahead, and for a brief moment I couldn’t move. All of a sudden I realized exactly where we were and what was about to happen.  
 
    I leaned forward and kissed her again, this time slow and paced. I wanted her to know I was going to take my time, even if I prematurely ejaculated in the shower before we got the chance to have intercourse. 
 
    To be honest, I didn’t know the difference between sex and making love. I’d had passionate sex, albeit nothing compared to being with Cammie. I was sailing into uncharted waters, desperate to be the best thing she’d ever experienced, even if it left me craving more. 
 
    “I’ll make love to you, Cam, not because you’re asking, but because I need to know too. I’ve never felt this way about anyone in my life. It’s not happening in this shower. We’re going to dry off and slip into bed. I need to see every part of you, an inch at a time. There isn’t a place on your body I’m not going to touch. I need to know you’re okay with that.” 
 
    She took my chin and lifted it so we were staring in each other’s eyes. “I want this.” 
 
    I didn’t know how I was going to stand to get out of the shower in my predicament, but dammit it was going to happen. Nothing would keep me from having this, not even a broken cock. 
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    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    I’d given into temptation and allowed Wes to have his way with me. He’d wanted it for a very long time, and I needed it. I wanted to know what it felt like to be with someone who genuinely cared about me; maybe even loved me, if it was possible. He hadn’t been around me in years, but the way he knew me was almost scary. 
 
    His sense of humor kept me relaxed and preoccupied. The way he touched me didn’t feel sinful. It was passionate and welcoming, like he was meant to do it. 
 
    I never expected this to happen. The last thing I wanted was a relationship, especially from someone so close to my family, but Wes was one of the good guys. He lived a comfortable life. He wanted me to be a part of it. I didn’t care about his money or the things he could get with power. I wanted to know what it felt like to be loved unconditionally. I needed to know I wasn’t a worthless piece of shit for my past actions. It was necessary to hear someone say I could have a child and still be the same person I was before. I needed to know that having this baby wasn’t a mistake. He or she would be loved. I’d give my child the best life, no matter how hard I had to work to make it happen.  
 
    I’d been naïve for far too long. I’d made terrible choices leading to repercussions I’d live with for the rest of my life. I had a choice to dwell in my shameful actions, or move forward with a life I could accept.  
 
    I had the opportunity to make things right. 
 
    Wes reached behind me to turn off the faucet. He left the shower head hanging down as he extended his hand for me to take. We'd been in the shower for quite some time but never once had I looked at anything but his face.  
 
    How was that possible? 
 
    I knew he was hard. He wasn't keeping it a secret. When he stood he pulled me with him. His hand let go of mine so he could bring both of his up to cup my cheeks. "I can't believe you're here with me." 
 
    "I am," I assured him. 
 
    ‎"Are you ready to get out?" 
 
    "Yes," I whispered as he kissed me. 
 
    Wes opened the curtain and led me, allowing me enough space to be able to check out his ass. I took in the rear parts of his body, the firmness as he took each step. 
 
    If he was this sexy in the back I couldn't wait to see what the front had in store.  
 
    Before I could comment he turned and wrapped a towel around me, bringing his body close to preclude me from getting a peek. “Don’t you want me naked?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you’re not getting dressed. I just don’t want you cold as I’m ravaging every inch of you. Let’s get you dried off so I can get started. We have a dinner to go to later, and it’s probably going to take me the rest of the day.” 
 
    With his statement I gulped hard, fully understanding his intent.  
 
    He led me into his bedroom, pulling off the towel and exposing all of me. Then finally, he stepped back, crossing his arms to take me in. I tried my best to stay focused on his face, but curiosity was calling me to look at what I had in store. 
 
    Holy shit almighty hugeness. 
 
    I think my mouth hit the floor. I heard him chuckle and found him shaking his head. “I told you I don’t lie.” 
 
    “How the hell do you not walk with a hunch?” 
 
    “Stop it. You’re making me blush,” he teased. “It’s because you’ve gotten me worked up. He needs to calm down a bit.” 
 
    “A bit?” I placed my hand over my mouth. “Should I be scared?” 
 
    He broke the distance between us, still cackling at my comment. “You know you want to put that medical theory to the test. Stop being afraid. I’d never hurt you. No one has ever complained.” 
 
    “Should I worry about how many people you’ve been with? Do you use protection?” 
 
    “Should I?” He reciprocated with the same question. 
 
    “I’ve been with three people,” I easily answered. “Two of them used protection every single time. The sex was always missionary, and I’d never done oral until I met James. Obviously, we didn’t use protection, which has resulted in my pregnancy.” 
 
    “How far along are you exactly?” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe eleven. It’s somewhere around that number, and yes, I’ve always used protection, even when I was drunk off my ass. I don’t want to die from having sex, or make babies with women I’d rather not spend the next eighteen years having to be friendly with.” 
 
    “They say I’m about five to six weeks along. It’s still very early.” 
 
    “You need to start eating better and taking care of yourself.” 
 
    “I know. I haven’t had much time to think about everything this pregnancy is going to do to me.” 
 
    Wes chuckled and pointed down. He backed up so I could take a look. He’d calmed down a bit from us having an normal conversation. “See, he’s not that scary.” 
 
    “Still scary,” I corrected. 
 
    “Are you done with the third degree or would you like a blood sample and a look at my financials?” 
 
    I placed my arms around the back of his neck. “That’s not necessary. I know where you came from.” 
 
    “Same with you. I just wish I knew where you were headed.” 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    He gently kissed my cheek. “Hopefully I can help with that. Now, lets stop all this chatter and get back to what was happening earlier. I have a lot of work to do and I hate distractions.” 
 
    He shoved me down on the bed, catching me off guard. I watched his face curl as he smiled. “You really have awesome tits.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think.” 
 
    He climbed overtop of me, holding his body up so we weren’t touching. Wes dove in to steal a kiss, then lowered himself to be even with my chest. The anticipation of him touching me was killing me. I watched his eyes focusing, then felt a hand brushing over the tip of my left nipple. I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes as it hardened. He did the same to the opposite side, pulling away once he knew he’d done the job.  
 
    When I opened my eyes again I saw his lips narrowing in on one of them. He drug them over it, then sucked it hard into his mouth. Wes kept his lips surrounding my breast. While sucking it, he moved his tongue around like he did when we were kissing. He massaged the bottom and finally pulled away, examining the way it looked when he finished. He blew cool air over it, sending sensations of heat throughout my body. 
 
    My heart was racing. My teeth chattering from my hair being wet. I felt cold but hot at the same time. Parts of me felt sweaty. I was trembling and losing my ability to keep my eyes open.  
 
    He took my other breast into his mouth, tonguing it in the same manner. He pulled away and licked it over and over, blowing on it, then sucking it back into his mouth. The way he squeezed both breasts at the base only made the tips ultra sensitive. 
 
    My pussy was begging for attention as he continued at my chest. He shoved them together and licked them at the same time, running his saliva soaked lips over the slick tips. Wes took one and pushed it upward toward my face. My natural size D breasts had never been a favorite part my body. I’d always felt like they made me look heavier than I was. “Share it with me, Cam. Kiss me. Lick it.” 
 
    Never in a million years would I have expected I could lick my own nipple, but as Wes pointed it in that direction and drug his tongue over it while kissing me at the same time, I couldn’t help but try. The second my own tongue made contact with the rock hard tip of my nipple I lost it. I didn’t know it was possible to orgasm without being touched between my legs, but it was happening. My body bucked beneath his, a rumble coming from his lips and vibrating onto mine while I was losing it. 
 
    “That’s it, Cam.” 
 
    “Oh my god. What the hell are you doing to me?” 
 
    “Shh, no questions. I’m taking my time. I’m giving you what you asked for.” 
 
    “I might not make it through the whole process if this proceeds the way it is. I’m falling apart at the seams.” 
 
    I could tell he was pleased with himself. He lowered his lips back down and began placing light pecks over the skin of my ribs. I was still recovering from the sudden orgasm he’d given me, and now he was at it again. While he traveled around my skin, laying claim to each inch, his hands followed, making sure he left no parts untouched. 
 
    The lower he cruised, the harder it was to focus. I knew exactly where he was headed with that skilled mouth, and I knew if he could get me off without touching me down there, then when he actually did it I was going to buck him violently off the bed accidentally. I literally feared I wouldn’t be able to control the convulsions that were about to happen.  
 
    Gradually, as slow as a pace could be, he made his way between my legs. I heard little sounds escaping him as if he were biting into a juicy peach. I ran my hands through his damp hair, feeling his head move as he narrowed in on his next treasure. “My mouth is watering, Cam. You’ve got me so goddamn worked up I can’t control myself. I need to taste you. I want to lick away the remnants of what I’ve done to you, so I can make you soaked all over again.” 
 
    I was gasping for air, desperately trying to open my eyes and watch him closing in on my sensitive sex. While his eyes were fixed on mine, I watched him take his chin and rub it over my pussy. His skin glistened as he backed away and looked down at it. Gazing back at me only as he stuck out his tongue and drug it over my wet lips. I bucked once, letting go of his hair and grabbing the sheets beneath me.  
 
    He was licking me clean, using his tongue like a mop. Then, without warning I felt him lap over my clit. I tried to squirm but he tightened his hold. He sucked the mound into his mouth and applied pressure.  
 
      
 
    “Holy crap. Go slow. Please please please, oh, right there. Oh…my…gosh. Don’t stop!” 
 
    Wes kept going, bringing his thumb up and rubbing it hard. The more pressure he put on it, the harder it was to keep my ass from spasming. With his tongue fully extended he dove in between the lips, moving to a gradual pace while the thumbing continued to beckon another release.  
 
    Wes continued until I couldn’t contain it any longer. I felt a gush of fluid coming out of me and panicked. I sat up and placed my hand over my mouth. “Oh my god. You made me pee myself.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head, wiping his mouth off with the towel. “You didn’t pee, Cam. You exploded. You squirted. I’ve never made a girl do that.” 
 
    “I’m so embarrassed,” I confessed while covering my face with a pillow. 
 
    He came up and moved it away, pressing his lips against mine. Remnants of me were all I could smell. As his tongue slipped over mine I could taste myself. When he pulled away he brushed the hair from my face. “Don’t be embarrassed. I’m elated. You’re amazing. I just want to keep pleasing you. I need more.” 
 
    I reached between his legs and finally took his huge cock into my grip. “Maybe I should take a turn.” 
 
    “You told me to make love to you. I don’t want you doing something you don’t want to.” 
 
    I lowered myself while answering. “I want to. Let me please you.” 
 
    “Sit on my face, Cam. Climb up here and let me eat you. I want to come with your pussy in my mouth.” 
 
    His words gave me chills. My hard nipples brushed across his skin while I adjusted to be on top of him. I was so horny the idea of putting him in my mouth was alluring.  
 
    Once in position, I felt him getting back to work. I sat up straight, arching my back as he got started, licking from my pussy and then all the way up my ass. For once I was glad he couldn’t see my shocked face. When he said he wanted to have every inch of me I never expected he meant THAT part.  
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    He mumbled while still going at it. “I’m so fucking horny. Holy shit, Cam. I love this.” I felt a finger poking on my asshole as he continued licking my pussy. I leaned forward, my face inches away from his rock hard dick. I took it in my hand and started jerking it. I licked the tip, feeling it bucking in my grip. He was close and I wanted nothing more than to be the reason he combusted. I took him in my mouth as far as possible, letting the saliva run down his long engorged shaft. I could hear him mumbling beneath me, the vibration from the sounds tickling me to my core. My pussy was convulsing, almost numb from everything he’d done to me. I worked harder on his cock, bobbing my head up and down faster.  
 
    Then I felt it. A sudden rush of pressure before my mouth was filled with his salty explosion. I closed my eyes and let it run down my throat before pulling away. With little energy left, I rolled over to give him a second to recuperate. 
 
    We lay side by side, both of us unable to move for a few minutes. When the high started to come down, I felt the mattress moving. Wes was at my face again. He leaned forward and kissed me. He tasted himself and didn’t stop. It was like it only fueled him to continue.  
 
    Before I knew it he was picking me up and making me straddle him. As soon as my breasts were in his face he went after them, sucking each into his mouth and dragging his teeth over my nipples. I liked it so much I started rocking back and forth. He cupped my ass and started pulling me into a groove. 
 
    His next kiss was long. Our tongues mingled, our lips swelling from the pressure. He inched away to speak. “I’m already getting hard again.” 
 
    I bit down on my lip before answering. “I’ve never wanted someone this bad before.” 
 
    “Me either. How am I doing so far?” He asked as if he didn’t know. 
 
    “I don’t want it to ever stop. It feels so good. So right.” 
 
    “It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” 
 
    “What are you waiting for, Wes? Take what you want,” I said against his sweet lips. 
 
    He stopped me from rocking and patted me on the ass. “Go in that nightstand and grab me a rubber first.” 
 
    “I can’t get pregnant,” I said. 
 
    “I know. We need to do this right, Cam. I won’t take you for granted. I’d do anything to protect you, even if it’s from me.” 
 
    I did as he requested, feeling like it would take away from the spontaneity, but Wes had other ideas. He spread his legs and laid down flat, pointed at his stiff cock for me to take care of. “You do it.” 
 
    I ripped open the package with my teeth, taking out the slippery condom and rolling it down his shaft. I jerked him a few times to spread the lubrication even though I knew we wouldn’t need it. Before climbing on top of him I took the towel and wiped between my legs. I didn’t want it to be messy. I needed it to feel like we’d made it to heaven. 
 
    I straddled Wes, lowering my body so he would slip right inside. What I didn’t anticipate was his girth. The pressure was serious. It got a few inches inside of me and felt like it was stuck. Little cries escaped me as I felt my channel stretching to accept his size. He held me tight, keeping a firm grip on my ass until he knew I was okay. “Go slow, Cam. Take your time.” 
 
    “It hurts. I’m not a sissy, but it’s big.” 
 
    His smile was full of confidence. “Keep going. Move that ass around and let it go in naturally. Stop fighting it. Close your eyes and accept me.” 
 
    When I did as he suggested I could feel it becoming easier. Once he was totally inside of me, I began moving around again. We got to a pace. He laced both of his hands with mine as we moved in sync. I arched my back, finding the way I was positioned made it feel even better. His girth kept rubbing against my clit, moving my lips as it rocked in and out of me. After a few minutes I couldn’t contain a slow speed. I had to move faster. I wanted to come again and I knew I was close. 
 
    Wes sat up and pressed his mouth against mine. He teased my bottom lip with his tongue, while I dug my hands into his shoulders, riding him rapidly. That familiar sensation had returned. It was building up, filling me with an intense pressure. I was about to lose it. 
 
    Wes held my hands tighter. I felt his ass lifting off the bed. Our paces were no longer matched but opposite. Our skin slapped together as we collided.  
 
    Then he let go of my hands and pulled me down on his chest. I was already starting to lose it. His lips were close to my ear as he called out and finally collapsed, orgasming at the same time.  
 
    Afterwards he held me. He rubbed my back while still completely inside of me. I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to.  
 
    Then something I never suspected happened.  
 
    I started to cry. 
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    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    As soon as I saw her face crinkling up I knew she was breaking down. Panic struck me as I considered she’d regretted everything we’d just done. “No. No. No. Please, Cam. Don’t do this.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I’m not crying because I’m sad. I’m crying because I’m happy and I’m confused and everything in between. I didn’t know this was possible for me. I never expected to have feelings for someone so soon. I’m not jumping the gun, but what we just did was nothing like anything I’ve ever experienced. You’ve showed me the difference already without a lot of effort. It comes natural for you.” 
 
    “So what’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s too perfect. I’m damaged. I’m carrying another man’s child. I live across the country. I have a life there. How is this arrangement supposed to work? I don’t want to lose this.” 
 
    “If you decided to return to school in California, I guess I’ll fly out once a month to see you. I have the money. It won’t be a problem. We can make it work. Lots of people do.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. It will work for a little while, but you’ll get tired of it. You’ll resent me for having the baby. You’ll assume I can’t move on.” 
 
    “You’re way off base, Cam. I’d never do any of those things. If you ask me, I think you should stay here. Transfer schools. You’re in your last year of your bachelor’s degree. It would be easy to switch to go to graduate school. You’re going to need your family more than ever. Stay here with us, for us, for you. Please. After what just happened between us you can’t deny how good we could be together.” 
 
    “It was just sex. It was beautiful, but it’s not love.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I didn’t care if it made her mad. “I’ve been infatuated with you pretty much my whole life. It’s no secret. What’s to say this didn’t change everything for me? Who are you to say I can’t love you? I may not have existed in your life, but you’ve always been in mine. Cammie, you can say whatever you want, but I know you wouldn’t have slept with me if there was nothing between us. You’re scared. You’re scared of what I bring to the table. You think I’ll hurt you like he did, that I’ll abandon you like he did. I’m not him. I never will be. Look me in the eyes and tell me you believe me.” I reached over and took her hand, pulling it up to my lips. “Please.” 
 
    She let out a deep sigh. “I know you’re not him. That’s why I’m crying. Just when I thought my life was over you come around and show me what I could have, what I could feel. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’m not going anywhere tonight, Wes. I’m crying because I know eventually I’ll break your heart. It’s inevitable.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that. Dry those tears. Be happy.” 
 
    “And when I’m nine months pregnant, fat, and bitchy? You’ll still want this?” 
 
    “It’s temporary.” I squeezed her hand. “I think we should scratch the last five minutes and go back to what we were doing before. You see, I know I can make you love me in only seven days. We’re off to a good start, so I’m not going to let you ruin it. Dry those eyes and put your arms around me. We have an hour before we have to get ready for dinner, and you and I both need a little rest before we have round two.” 
 
    Cammie settled against my chest. I heard her sniffling, but they were further apart. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m glad we talked about it. And as far as the sex goes, it was the best I’ve ever had, not because of what we did, but because of who it was with. You made my dreams come true, Cam. I’ve never been more nervous about anything. Hell, I’m still inside of you and I can barely believe it.”
“You were nervous?” She asked while she sat up and looked right at me. “I was scared to death. I went from plain Jane to Voyeur with James. I had no idea what to expect with you. What you did to me, how you made me feel, words can’t even begin to express how amazing it was.” 
 
    I hugged her tightly. “Five more days to be like this. I’ve never wanted to stay in bed that long, until now.” 
 
    I heard her laughing against my skin. “Yeah, I know what you mean. We could always skip dinner.” 
 
    “No. It’s important to me.” What Cammie didn’t know was that she was about to share a meal with my mentor. It was time I bring the right girl home. She needed to know I was all in. I wanted her to see I wanted her to be a part of my life. 
 
    “I won’t hate you if you change your mind about this. I don’t expect anyone to take on my baggage.” 
 
    “Your baggage.” I laughed at her. “I don’t look at you as damaged or with baggage. You’re the same person I’ve always thought you were. You’re smart and talented. You’re kind and innocent. How you see yourself isn’t how you are. You’re my idol.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Seriously. I idolize you. I think you’re wonderful. I’m not trying to get into your pants either.” 
 
    “You can’t get into my pants since I’m not wearing any.” 
 
    “We’re still attached. Mission accomplished.” 
 
    “I could get used to this, Wes. I really could.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed the top of her head. “I want you to, that way you’ll want to stay here, instead of going back to the life you’re trying to forget.” 
 
      
 
    After our talk Cammie and I fell asleep. Sometime during our nap we separated. She was wrapped up in the covers leaving me with just a thin sheet. She woke up before me and leaned on her elbow to watch me sleeping. I could feel her eyes on me, before I discovered her watching.  
 
    “How long have you been awake?” I asked. 
 
    “A little while.” 
 
    I readjusted and started rubbing one of her legs. “You need to shave.” 
 
    “Well I wanted to before someone high-jacked my shower time.” 
 
    “You liked every second of it.” 
 
    She smiled and looked away like she was embarrassed. “I can’t believe we did all that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I keep pinching myself, but you’re still here, in my bed, totally naked. I finally saw your tits, and everything else for that matter. I’ve got to tell you, it’s even better than I imagined, and trust me, I’ve used my imagination on your body more times than I’d like to admit.” 
 
    “You’re creeping me out right now,” she said in a joking way. 
 
    “We should get cleaned up for dinner.” 
 
    “Do I have time to shower first? I’d like to shave and wash my hair.” 
 
    “You have time to do whatever you need. I’ll jump in once you’re finished.” 
 
    “We could conserve water. I mean, what do we have to hide now?” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me twice.” I stood up in my birthday suit and held out my hand for her to take. She unwrapped the blanket and slid off the bed to stand beside me.  
 
    I couldn’t refrain from grinning. “I could get used to this.” 
 
    “I can tell.” 
 
    “Lead the way. I’ll wash your hair if you wash mine.” 
 
    “I think that can be arranged, but only if you promise tonight will be just as amazing as this afternoon.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got a good feeling about it. As long as you’re a good girl. I’m taking you somewhere special. It’s important to me. I don’t want you to feel pressured.” 
 
    “You’re scaring me again.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It’s a surprise. I promise it will be fun.” 
 
    “I like fun.” 
 
    “And I like you, Cammie Healy. I like you a lot.” 
 
    She snickered, took my hand and led me into the bathroom. When she turned her arms wrapped around my neck. Her lips were warm and welcoming.  
 
    I’d made her cry and it was still bothering me. Cammie needed more convincing to stay in North Carolina, but I didn’t want to be the guy to make her choose me or her career. I knew it wasn’t fair, and I probably wouldn’t be the one she picked anyway.  
 
    I had to be patient and careful. I also had to protect my heart, because Cammie couldn’t just break it, she had the potential of shattering it so bad no one would ever be able to repair it. 
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    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hadn’t seen my parents in almost twenty-four hours and I didn’t miss them yet, not after how things went down. 
 
    Wes had saved me, and now I’d gone and let him into my heart. Faster than I could drive across country, I was developing feelings for the boy I’d known practically my whole life.  
 
    Is that why it seemed so easy? Did I let him in because I knew I could trust him? Did I do it because I was desperate to be saved? 
 
    I had to know for sure before I took things further. The man cared about me more than I deserved. I didn’t want to hurt him. I didn’t want to involve him in all my problems. 
 
    Unlike the one before it, we showered quickly. Wes washed my hair before getting out to dress. I took my time shaving my legs and rinsing off the sticky remnants of our sexcapade from earlier. 
 
    By the time I got out he was dressed. I made my way into the bedroom to find him walking out. “I’m going to make some calls. Whenever you’re done we’ll head out. No rush.” 
 
    “Hairdryer?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s under the sink. My mom left it the last time she visited, in case you were going to ask. I didn’t buy it for a girlfriend.” 
 
    “I’m not that jealous,” I noted. 
 
    “There’s also some hairspray in the medicine cabinet.” 
 
    “Great. I won’t be long. I’m not high maintenance.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be,” he said with a wink. “You’re already perfect.” 
 
    Feeling high on life, I began dressing and getting myself ready for the surprise dinner. I didn’t have dress clothes, but he’d told me I wouldn’t need them. I couldn’t imagine where we were going, or why it seemed to be so important to him. 
 
    After drying my hair and pulling half of it up, I headed into the living room to let him know I was ready. 
 
    I could hear him talking in the kitchen. Before I stepped inside he said my name to whoever he was talking to. 
 
    “I lied because she asked me to. She doesn’t want to talk to your parents. No. It’s not cool. No. You can’t tell them. She’s fine. I’ve been with her all day. Yes, I’ll tell her. Okay. Bye.” 
 
    I marched in the room with my arms folded across my chest. “Was that Josh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently he’s been trying to reach me all day. I had my phone on vibrate from earlier. Your parents are freaking out. They’re threatening to contact the police to file a missing person’s report. He wants you to call home to tell them you’re fine. They’re afraid you’ve gone somewhere to hurt yourself because of your situation.” 
 
    “They’re just fishing for answers. They must think Josh knows where I am. You shouldn’t have told him.” 
 
    “Cam, he won’t tell. He knows you’re safe.” 
 
    “Let’s just go to dinner. I’m not ready to call home, and I certainly don’t want them to know I’m with you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because, you don’t need to be involved. I don’t want them hating you. They already have issues with me.” 
 
    I stood there for a second waiting for him to respond. He took a deep breath and tucked his phone back in his pocket. “You ready to go?” 
 
    “You still want to be around me?” 
 
    “Nothing could change that.” 
 
    I reached my hand out and took his, letting him lead us out of the home. 
 
    During the beginning of the ride we discussed school, friends and our past. When we started to drive in the direction of my town I worried he was taking me home. “What are you doing, Wes?” 
 
    “I’m taking you to dinner, why?” 
 
    “No you’re not. You’re taking me home aren’t you?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You would think that wouldn’t you? I’m not taking you to the ranch. There’s someone I want you to meet. It’s important to me.” 
 
    “Okay. Now you have me wondering.” 
 
    Five minutes later we pulled down a very long driveway lined in thick fruit trees. About a mile down the lane, we came to an opening where a huge mansion sat with a circle entrance. “Oh my god. Is that your grandfather’s house?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “This is where we’re having dinner?” I asked. 
 
    “Right again.” 
 
    “You brought me here to meet your grandfather?” I don’t know why I was shocked. Wes was doing everything he could to impress me. Meeting his grandfather wasn’t about the money. I could tell this was something else entirely. “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “I promised him when the right girl came into my life I’d let him meet her. There’s never going to be another you, Cammie. Don’t get the wrong idea though. I have no plans of eloping in the next week.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh, but a part of me wondered if he was serious. Was he already thinking that far ahead, and if so, what did it say for my future? Could I eventually love him? Could he be the man I was supposed to be with all along? 
 
    Once the truck was turned off, he climbed out of the vehicle. I did the same, waiting for him to come around to my side to help me hop out. When my feet hit the ground, he kept his hands on my waist. “He’s going to love you.” 
 
    “This is insane, Wes. I’ve been here for two days.” 
 
    “Woman, when are you going to get it?” 
 
    “Get what?” 
 
    “This is my one shot. I’m not going to get another one.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “If I’m crazy why are you still hanging out with me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I suppose I’m attracted to strange folk.” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. In the meantime, I’m going to keep moving forward.” He pulled me along. “Come on. I’m sure dinner is ready.” 
 
    I’d met his grandfather when I was kid. He’d be in one of the bank branches when my mom would take her deposits in. He’d aged since then, and was using a walker to get around. His white hair was still thick on top of his head, and his pudgy body reminded me of what Santa Claus should look like. The moment we walked into the foyer and saw him standing there to greet us, my stomach knotted up. I was nervous. This wasn’t a friendly visit, I could sense it from the way Wes was carrying on earlier. He turned and looked at me while speaking to his grandfather. “Grandpa, this is Cammie Healy. She’s the one I was telling you about.” 
 
    He’d talked about me before? I could hardly contain the way it made me feel. While trying to keep a smile on my face, my mind traveled to earlier in the day and the things we’d done together. We still had much to explore, but I was finally understanding the difference between sex and making love. Wes’ feelings for me radiated through to his actions. I’d never felt so cared for, and even though I knew our lives could be headed in different directions, I wanted to make the best out of whatever time we’d have. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet such a beautiful woman. I hear you’re also a smart one. Quite the package if you ask me.” 
 
    I shook his soft, aged hands. “Thank you. It’s great to meet you as well.” 
 
    A little later we were sitting at the dinner table. His housekeeper, Aggie brought us each plates with fresh grilled steaks, potatoes and steamed vegetables. She put a fresh loaf of bread on the table and refilled our drinks before taking a seat next to Wes’ grandfather. 
 
    Since I had a huge red meat addiction, I tore into my food after grace was said. Wes kept the conversation going when his grandfather asked about school.  
 
    “Are you still planning on graduating early?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s the plan. I’m hoping to have enough credits this year instead of having to do another semester, but we’ll see how it goes.” 
 
    “I could use you full-time at the office. The branches can run themselves, but the back end staff could use a new CEO to keep them in line.” 
 
    “Soon enough, Grandpa. You can count on me.” 
 
    “I’m glad. Your sister is taking after her mother. Aside from paying for her school, I barely hear from her.” 
 
    “New York is where she wants to be. Don’t take it personal. She’s one of those artistic, agoraphobic people. If she could rent a space with enough room to create years worth of art without leaving, I think she’d be happy.” 
 
    The old man laughed to himself in between bites. “Like I said. She’s just like her mother.” 
 
    While they chatted I thought about my own mother. I’d always thought we were similar. My mom was a sweet soul. She always wanted the people around her to be happy. I’d become selfish in the past few months, first with James and now Wes. I wondered how my sister Callie was going to feel when she discovered Wes had only ever wanted me. Would she understand? Could she forgive me? 
 
    I hadn’t even heard them speaking to me until Wes had said my name twice. “Cammie. Earth to Cam.” 
 
    “Sorry. I guess I was in deep thought.” 
 
    “Grandpa wants to know what your MCAT score was.” 
 
    This was something I was proud to answer. “Thirty-nine.” 
 
    Wes was in the middle of sipping on his tea when I responded. He was so shocked it came out his nose and caused him to cough. He took his napkin and wiped his face before commenting. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Isn’t the highest possible a forty-five?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Your score is phenomenal. Did you have many schools offer you scholarships?” 
 
    “Some. I only applied to Stanford.” 
 
    “So, you’ve never been interested in Duke or another local university?” 
 
    “No.” Were they judging me for wanting to be as far away from my family’s influence? 
 
    “I’m impressed by your independence, miss. If you change your mind about Duke, I’m sure I could make some calls.” I saw him wink at Wes before attending to the rest of the food on his plate. At the time I thought nothing of it. His grandfather was probably trying to see if I’d stick around for Wes.  
 
    We spent a few more hours visiting with his grandfather. The man liked to tell stories from when he started out and how poor he’d been.  
 
    On the ride home we passed by the exit you would take to go to the ranch. I decided it was important to let them know I was okay so they didn’t contact the authorities. “Can we get off at this exit and stop at the farm store? I’m going to call my parents from the payphone, so they won’t know we’re together.” 
 
    “Ashamed of me?” He asked while reaching over and rubbing my thigh. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Wes did as I suggested, even digging in his cup holder for enough change to make the call. He followed me over to an old pay phone, probably the only working one in the whole county.  
 
    I put the money in and dialed the home number, hoping the machine would pick up so I didn’t have to hear their voices. 
 
    “Hello?” It was Callie. 
 
    “It’s me. I’m calling to tell everyone I’m okay.” 
 
    “Where the hell are you? Mom and Dad are worried sick. They’ve been calling everyone looking for you. Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    “You need to come home, Cam. Dad calmed down. They just want you safe. They thought you had Wes take you somewhere. He hasn’t been answering my messages.” 
 
    I didn’t even know she’d been messaging him.  
 
    “I’m not with Wes.” I said loud enough for him to hear. He pulled me into his arms and put his hands in my back pockets while I remained on the phone. 
 
    “I knew they were wrong. Josh was acting funny when he got off the phone. He said Wes has had a crush on you since we were all kids. Did you know about it?” 
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. “That’s weird.” 
 
    “I told him you weren’t stupid enough to get involved with another guy so soon, not to mention the kid you’re carrying. Josh only thinks about sex, though. He’s oblivious to everything else.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Listen, tell them I’m fine and not to call the authorities. I’ll come home soon. I just want to have some time to myself.” 
 
    “They went into town for a bit. I’ll call them as soon as we hang up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Callie. I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. Bye.” I hung up quickly, looking around to make sure my parents weren’t there at the gas station. It would have been just my luck. 
 
    “You ready to head back to my house?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I laced his hand with mine. “I’m okay. Dinner was great. Your grandpa is a nice man. He loves you a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel the same about him. Come on, let’s get you home and out of those jeans. It was difficult sitting across the table from you while thinking about having your pussy in my mouth. My dick got hard thinking about it.” 
 
    “Sounds like a personal problem.” 
 
    “It was, but you’re about to make it all go away.” He lifted me into his truck and closed the door. When he climbed in his side he looked over at me with a grin on his face. “Five more days.” 
 
    “I’m fully aware.” 
 
    “I have school in the morning. I might play hooky.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. I’ll be fine with a laptop. I have a lot to take care of.” 
 
    “I’ll be home by lunch. Maybe, if it’s not too much to ask, you could be naked and waiting for me on the kitchen counter. I’m usually starving when I arrive home.” 
 
    I giggled and stared out the window. “You’re too much.” 
 
    “I’ll make you love me, Cam. Just wait. It’s going to happen.” 
 
    As we drove home I moved over and rested my head on his shoulder. Wes kept his hand on my inner thigh. Every once in a while he’d lean to the side and kiss the top of my head. His sweet gestures continued to make me smile. There was nothing about this man that I didn’t like. If this continued he might be right.  
 
    Falling in love with him would end my future. I think I knew it too. Neither one of us could be certain what was in store, and that is what scared me more than becoming a mother with no job or degree.  
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    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    My grandfather had made a call to some of his fellow board members who asked for more information about Cammie's test results. When we were sitting at dinner and she told me the score she got on the MCAT I almost spit my drink clear across the table. She hadn't just scored high. She was in the ninetieth percentile. It was no wonder Stanford had accepted her into their program. 
 
    On the drive home she nestled her body close to mine, choosing the middle seat instead of the passenger side. I had my hand on her thigh until I started to feel the urge to take more. Slipping my hand down the front of her jeans was an easy task. Cammie leaned back in her seat as I shoved my fingers inside of her pants. Her smooth pussy coursed across my palm as two fingers slipped between her folds. 
 
    [image: ]It didn't take long for her pussy to become slippery. The more I pet, the slicker it was, only making me want to keep going. 
 
    In the meantime, Cammie began rubbing the crotch of my jeans. My growing cock was starting to throb with only one solution in order to calm it. 
 
    I took her hand and shoved it down into my boxers. She moaned as she gripped me, moving her arm up and down to a matched pace with mine. I kept my eyes on the road, determined I could multi task until we made it back to my place. "Damn, you're so wet. I don't know if we're going to make it home." 
 
    Her breathing was heavy when she tried to answer, her words strained. "I'm going to come, Wes. Please don't stop. Right there." 
 
    I applied more pressure, circling two fingers over her slick swollen clit. I knew she was about to lose it, but I didn't want it to end there, so I removed my fingers, leaving her craving more. "Why'd you stop?" Her hand was still jerking me off. 
 
    "Loosen my pants, Cam. Get my dick out." she turned her body, let go of her hold and did as I suggested.  
 
    When my cock sprung free she immediately got back to work. 
 
    "Hang on," I quickly ordered. "Take off your pants‎ and straddle me." 
 
    “We’re driving down the road.” 
 
    “Didn’t you mention you like being exposed? I need to be inside you, and it can’t wait until we’re back at my place. Ride me home, Cam. Lose the pants and giddy up.” 
 
    Before I could laugh I saw her glance at me, as if she were about to ask how serious I was. She shimmied her jeans and panties off, immediately climbing on top of me while I stayed focused on the road. 
 
    “Is this how you want it?” She rocked her body over mine, taunting me. 
 
    “You know what to do.” 
 
    “You’re right. I know exactly how you like it.” Her dirty talking was setting me crazy. I lifted my ass to hint she better get on with it or I was going to make a mess. 
 
    “I want you bad, but we don’t have protection.”
Damn. I’d never been careless until she came around and fucked my head all up. “Glove compartment. Check it.” 
 
    She leaned over, shuffling through the contents until she pulled out a three pack. “You’re lucky. They haven’t expired. I’m wondering why you have rubbers everywhere.” 
 
    I chuckled. “My sister put them in my stocking last year for Christmas. It was a huge box of them. I put a few in all the places I might happen to get lucky in. It’s why I’m always prepared. I never know when Cammie Healy is going to take her pants off for me.” 
 
    “Funny. Now,” she rolled it on, cupping my balls once my shaft was covered. “You’re ready to go.” 
 
    I reached between her legs, shoving a finger inside of her and then spreading her juices around to prepare her. “So are you. Get back over here. I need to kiss you.” 
 
    “Promise you’ll keep your eyes on the road.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you safe, Cam. If it’s too intense I’ll pull over until we finish. Scout’s honor.” 
 
    She leaned forward as she climbed back on, positioning me to enter her with ease. Her lips collided against mine. I did my best to keep my eyes open, though it seemed impossible when I felt her tight walls accepting me.  
 
    Cammie shifted so I was able to look over her shoulder. She wrapped her arms around my neck and starting moving to a steady groove. “You feel so good.” I said against her lips. 
 
    “Don’t close your eyes,” she reminded me. 
 
    “Don’t stop moving,” I pleaded with her. “I’ll keep us safe.” 
 
    I made it two miles before having to pull over. I needed to touch her in places driving wouldn’t allow. As soon as I threw the truck into park I took her body and laid her down on the bench seat. Separating damn near set me crazy, so I quickly rectified the situation by slipping right back inside. Cammie wrapped her legs around my back, and in the small amount of space we had to work with, we got into a good rhythm. She felt like heaven, her tight walls making the friction overwhelming. As cars passed, we stayed focused on each other. Her kisses were tantalizing, and when she touched me I contemplated taking her outside and bending her over my tailgate. Cammie did things to me; she made me want more. I felt whole, like whatever was missing in my life was finally there. Taking over the bank always seemed unappealing until she walked back into my world. All of a sudden I could see myself settled down, secure and her by my side. It made sense. It felt right.  
 
    Everything about this felt like it was supposed to be. I couldn’t explain it. I damn near couldn’t understand how it was possible. Could I have loved her my whole life? It sure as hell seemed like it to me. 
 
    As her body tightened and I felt myself coming unglued, Cammie squeezed her legs and arched her back. She cried out something that wasn’t in the English dictionary. Her lips touched mine, never pulling away as my body froze in place. I was carried into a momentary lapse of bliss. I wanted to savor every single mind-blowing tingle, the earth shattering high it brought me to be inside of her. 
 
    Afterwards, I discarded the condom and we put our clothes back in order. Cammie remained in the seat beside me, her arm tucked underneath mine, her head rested against my shoulder. “I could get used to this, Cam.” 
 
    “Same.” Her confirmation was all I needed to hear. So far so good. Five more days to convince her she belonged with me. I didn’t know how I was going to make it happen, but I was hell-bent in seeing it through. 
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    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Love is just a word. I tried to convince myself of this as I fought to understand how addicted I was becoming to Wes. Was he just someone who’d come into my life at the right time, offering security, and making me misconstrue feelings that weren’t really there? Was that possible? 
 
    It seemed more likely than actually falling in love with him this quickly. Though, I already couldn’t deny it was more intense than anything I ever felt with James, and I’d assumed that was real for a time too. 
 
    I was utterly confused, desperate to figure it out, and also battling demons I didn’t know the first thing about getting rid of. 
 
    All I knew was that every second with Wes was enlightening. I craved his attention, and when he left the room I felt lost.  
 
    We spent the remainder of the night in bed. While naked, we lay next to each other talking about everything we could possibly think of. I learned more about him, and him me. There wasn’t a topic off limits. He was open, and understanding. He was forgiving, and hopeful. 
 
    The next morning Wes decided to stay home from his classes. He spent a few hours doing assignments and turning them in so he wouldn’t fall behind, while I tried to contact the college to see where I stood. 
 
    My stomach was in knots while I was put on hold and finally directed to the admissions clerk.  
 
    “Admissions, this is Sharon. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Hi. My name is Cammie Healy. I’m a student enrolled there at the college. Due to recent events I wanted to know the status of my scholarship.” 
 
    “Do you have your ID number?” She asked. 
 
    I gave her the number and waited patiently to hear if there was big red flag under my name.  
 
    “I’ve pulled up your account, but I’m not real sure what you’re asking. You’re already enrolled in your last batch of courses, and everything has been paid for.” 
 
    “So, there are no funds owed?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay. My next question would be, if I drop two classes, will they make me pay for them?” 
 
    “Since there isn’t funds owed, I would say you’d only have to pay when you go to retake them. Are you planning on staying for another semester? Would you need the paperwork to fill out?” 
 
    “No. I’m not returning. Due to personal reasons I may not be coming back this semester. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to owe money.” 
 
    “Your scholarship is paid in full. If I’m reading this right, it’s your final semester. Any classes after this semester would be up to you.” 
 
    “Thank you for clearing that up. Have a good day.” 
 
    “Ma’am, are you withdrawing?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. If I do, I’ll make sure to call and let someone know.” 
 
    After the call I went into the living room to find Wes. He was typing something on his laptop but looked up when he saw me. “You okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know why I thought I’d have to pay some crazy amount. That woman threatened me and never followed through. The admissions woman said my scholarship was paid in full. I guess its Stanford I have to worry about.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s the scholarship she’s talking about?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m afraid it might be.” 
 
    “Wow, a scholarship to graduate school is a big deal. That’s probably why your parents are freaking out. We’re talking hundreds of thousands.” 
 
    “I know. I’m scared to call.” 
 
    “Just do it. Make the call so you can stop wondering.” 
 
    I made the second call with Wes sitting by my side. In a matter of minutes I was directed to an associate who told me I was expected to register by the end of this semester, which is what I was worried about. When I asked about deferring, the person couldn’t assist me, but gave me the information to my student advisor.  
 
    When I hung up I had answers at least. “She never called them. It was all a pack of lies. Stanford expects me to show up next fall. How am I supposed to be there when my due date is around that time?” It was finally sinking in. There was no way I could go to college across the country with a newborn baby.  
 
    I fell into Wes’ arms as I cried. He didn’t even ask me to explain. Once I calmed down he finally said something that peaked my interest. “Is your scholarship through the school or were you offered it through a program or corporation?” 
 
    “It’s an academic scholarship. They gave me a certain amount of money. I actually got several that I combined in order to pay for everything. Why? It’s not like I can take the money and run. It’s for school.” 
 
    “Cam, you could always go to school around here. Wouldn’t that solve everything? You’d be around your family. You’d have help with the baby. And you’d have me.” 
 
    He was right. I’d have help and support. “It’s too late. I can’t reapply somewhere else. I’d never be able to transfer in time.” 
 
    “What if I told you I could help with that?” 
 
    “How?” I needed to know all my options. Everything was changing. I didn’t like change. I also didn’t like thinking my choices were limited. 
 
    “Grandpa is on the board at Duke. I think I mentioned it before. I asked him to make some calls. That’s why he asked what your MCAT score was. There’s also something else you might be interested in. They have on campus childcare for graduate students. I got an email about it earlier.” 
 
    Tears were streaming down my face. I’d only been home for days and this beautiful man had not only come into my life but was helping me figure out the rest. I thought my options were limited, but now I wasn’t so sure that was true. “You did this for me?” 
 
    “Of course. Actually, I asked my grandpa about it before you came to stay with me. I asked him after our time at the swimming hole. I didn’t know what would happen between us, but I knew I wanted to help.” 
 
    “Does he think he can get me in, this late in the game?”  
 
    “We’ll know in the next couple days. He said if he can’t make it happen for the fall he’s sure it can happen the first of the year. You’d only be one semester behind and it would give you time with baby.” 
 
    “Oh my god. This could solve everything. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but this could mend things with my parents. What about housing? My parents are an hour away.” 
 
    “You could always move in here.” He put his hands up. “Not necessarily with me. You’d have your own space upstairs, and plenty of room for the nursery. I was thinking about renting it out. I’d rather it go to someone I know, possibly someone who might want to keep me company every once in a while. Maybe in time you’ll want to move downstairs.” 
 
    “It’s very sudden,” I admitted. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, but does it feel rushed? For me, it’s like we’ve been together for years. I know you, Cammie. Maybe it’s different for me. I’ve always held onto hope. I know this is new for you.” 
 
    “True. It’s new for me, but that doesn’t mean it feels rushed. I don’t know what it means. When I’m with you I feel like I belong. I can’t make promises, but if your grandfather can get me into Duke this would be a good option for me and the baby. I wouldn’t ask you to help out. I’d already be imposing enough. For all I know the baby will keep us up all night. He or she could have colic.” 
 
    He took both of my hands and smiled. “Stop assuming I’ll get tired of you. Stop overanalyzing this thing between us. Just go with it. Do what comes natural and see where it takes us. If anything, I know we’ll be close friends.” 
 
    “But it’s not what you want, is it?” We needed to be upfront with each other.  
 
    “No. It’s not. I want more. I’m not going to lie about it. I want you. I want you to love me.” 
 
    “It’s not just me anymore, Wes.” 
 
    “I want it to be my baby. I wish it was.” 
 
    “That’s not the answer I’m looking for. I’d never ask you to take on the responsibility.” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask. Make me a deal. If you get in to Duke, and we’re still together in two months, I want you to let me help you. I’ll prove I’m not going anywhere. I’ll make you see what I’m feeling is the real deal.” 
 
    “Okay, but if it doesn’t work out I need you to promise we’ll remain friends. Josh would never forgive us. It means a lot to me. I wouldn’t have gotten through the past few days without you. I want you to stick around. We have a strong connection. I refuse to deny it, but I’m just scared we’re falling too fast. Is that possible?” 
 
    “Yeah, anything is possible if you believe.” 
 
    “You sound like a lame slogan.” 
 
    “Lame, or wise?” he snickered and rubbed his lips against mine. “I happen to know you’re still going to be right here with me in a couple months, and a couple months after that. In fact, I’m banking on us being together for a very long time.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” I asked. 
 
    He put his hand up to my heart. “Because your heart led you right to mine.” 
 
    I was rendered speechless, yet again.  
 
    After a few moments and a very needed hug, I was able to say something in return. “Where have you been my whole life?” I meant it to lighten the mood, but of course he had an answer for everything.  
 
    “I’ve been here the whole time. You had to come back home to find me.” 
 
    Maybe he was right. Coming home wasn’t just about being lost. It was where I belonged. I just needed to figure out where my baby would fit in, and how my new life was going to change because of it. 
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    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    We spent the fourth day in bed, only getting up to answer the door for the pizza delivery guy, twice. On the fifth day I had to get up and go to one class in the morning. Then I had an evening class Cammie was going to attend with me just to get a feel for the environment. 
 
    On my way back to the house, around noon, I decided to pick up lunch and surprise her with something I knew she liked. There was a barbeque place in between the campus and my property. After getting her favorites, I quickly headed to my house, because I couldn’t wait to see her.  
 
    I found her nestled up on the couch wrapped in a throw blanket. She’d been wearing one of my T-shirts since the night before and never changed. Her hair was up in a messy bun, and half the polish on her nails had been chewed off. Cammie was in vegetable state, and she’d never been more beautiful to me.  
 
    When I made eye contact with her, I watched her face light up. “Hey. I missed you.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her before handing the bag to her. “I got you a surprise.” 
 
    “Oh, I know what it is. It smells amazing. You’re awesome!” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that a lot.” 
 
    I took the spot next to her and waited for her to pull the food out for us to eat. She tossed a fry in her mouth and then fed me another. “How was school?” 
 
    “Fine. My mind was on other things though.” 
 
    “Oh really? Are you going to share?” 
 
    “I’d rather show you,” I hinted. “After you finish your meal, of course. I know how you get when you don’t eat.” 
 
    She shoved me. “Shut up. I’m starving lately.” 
 
    “You’re eating for two,” I reminded her. 
 
    “If I keep it up I’m going to be as big as a house. I might not even fit through the back door.” 
 
    “Hopefully I can still fit through the back door,” I teased. “Get it? Back door?” 
 
    A pickle came at me, slapping me on the cheek. “Sicko. I’m serious. I can’t stop eating.” 
 
    “Even if you’re as big as a house, I’ll still want to hit it. Who knows, it might be better.” 
 
    “I thought you said it couldn’t get any better?” 
 
    “I did, but you never know until you try, right?” 
 
    “Speaking of trying, have you heard from your grandpa? I got an email from my sister again today. She’s private messaged me and now emailed me. I don’t know where to tell her I’ve been. I’m not going home until I have good news.” 
 
    “Just tell her you’re with a friend. Tell her you’re fine and you’ll be home in a couple days to get your things.” 
 
    “Who leaves their wallet and phone behind for days? I know they’re freaking out.” 
 
    “I can take you home whenever you want, Cam. I’m not holding you hostage.” 
 
    She reached over to kiss me. “Maybe I’d like it if you did.” 
 
    “It can be arranged. How long would you like to stay?” 
 
    “How long do you want me?” 
 
    I sat down my sandwich and wiped my face with a napkin before answering. “Don’t ask questions you might not be ready to hear the answer.” 
 
    “Maybe I am ready. Maybe I want all your cards out on the table. You asked me for a week. We only have a couple days left.” 
 
    
I grabbed her chin and looked into her eyes. “You already know where I stand, Cam. I’m waiting patiently for you to know it too. It’s going to happen.” 
 
    “You seem sure. What if I change my mind. My hormones are out of control.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid. Maybe I should be, but I’m not.” 
 
    “I think I need more convincing. Maybe you could give me a few more reasons to want to stick around.” 
 
    I stood and held out my hand. “No problem. First we’re going to take a bath, and then I’m going to shave you. After that we’re going to have dessert, or at least I am. When I’m done with you, there won’t be any confusion.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you waiting for?” She taunted. 
 
    I picked her up and put her over my shoulder, carrying her to the bathroom. Once inside, I put her down in order to run the bath water. Unlike a newer home, the claw foot tub wasn’t that roomy. It was a good thing Cammie was petite. She fit right between my legs without being uncomfortable.  
 
    With the temperature nice and hot, I began to undress, kicking off my pants, and then removing my shirt. Cammie lifted up her arms and let me pull my T-shirt over her head. She stood completely naked in front of me, and for a few seconds I took her in, admiring all the parts I was about to touch.  
 
    “Give me your hand,” I requested. 
 
    She did as she was told, her palm coursing over mine as I helped her into the filling water. I followed behind, sitting down so she could wedge herself between my legs. Her back rested against my chest, her head falling to the side. I peered down and looked at her breasts, still above the water. My hands came up and soaked them, making them slippery as I massaged and teased the nipples. 
 
    The bar of soap was in a stand located next to the tub. I reached for it, bringing it over her mounds and creating an immediate lather.  I washed the front of her, dipping the bar down between her legs and making sure every part was taken care of. “Stand up for me.” 
 
    “It’s cold,” she whined. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m about to make it real hot.” 
 
    Cammie stood and exposed her whole body to me again. No longer did she seem shy or worried. I’d already convinced her she was the most beautiful woman in my eyes. 
 
    Next to where I kept the soap was a razor. I’d only used it a couple times. After making sure it was washed properly, I lathered up Cammie’s pussy with one hand while holding the blade with the other. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” She seemed worried. 
 
    “I need you smooth. Let me do this.” 
 
    “Hurry up. I’m cold. If you cut me I’ll kick you.” 
 
    “I can agree to that. Just make sure it’s not in my jewels. I need them later on.” 
 
    To be honest, I was nervous. Cammie would kick me for sure if I nicked her. I took my time taking the razor and running it down her skin. After the third swipe I was confident I could finish without an injury to either of us. 
 
    It only took a few minutes for her to get into it. First she ran her hands through her hair, but then she began tickling her nipples, pinching them as she watched me work. Every once in a while I’d kiss over her hips, my dick becoming hard from the beginning. 
 
    When I finished, I lowered her back into the tub and made sure she was rinsed off and clean. We kissed a couple times. She cleaned me, rubbing the bar of soap across my taint and applying pressure to get a rise out of me. The moment her hand came in contact with my hard shaft she knew I needed to take care of my predicament. 
 
    I climbed out of the water first, grabbing a towel and wrapping her in it. She followed me out to the kitchen where my next step was to take place. I lifted her onto the counter and pulled off her towel. She sat there with her legs spread waiting for what was in store.  
 
    I didn’t have much in the refrigerator. A half gallon of vanilla ice cream. A few squirts of chocolate syrup, and a frozen chocolate bar. When I opened the ice cream container I took a spoon and filled it, placing the first bite in her awaiting mouth. She swallowed it, remaining quiet for what would happen next. 
 
    I didn’t waste time. I spooned out another dabble and dropped it over her pussy. She sucked in air when the cold hit her, the creamy goodness running down between her folds. It was enough to make me crazy. I ducked down and lapped it back up, savoring the flavor of the ice cream. I added more, sucking every melted remnant from her silky smooth skin. With each lick I could tell she was enjoying herself. She picked up the chocolate syrup and squirted it over each nipple, sitting the bottle down and rubbing both sides in. Her chocolate covered breasts were irresistible. I had to lick and suck until it was cleaned off. I could feel the sticky chocolate getting caught in my facial hair as I worked on the first tit. I bit at her nipple, looking up to watch her expression as I did it. 
 
    Right when my head dipped down to clean off the second breast I heard someone knocking on the window to the kitchen door. Cammie shoved me away and covered both breasts with her hands. With a face full of chocolate, I grabbed my towel and hurried to see who it could have been. It wasn’t like I got a lot of visitors. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    Standing there, looking through the glass at me was Mr. Healy, Callie, her mother, and their cop sister, Cassie. 
 
    “Oh shit!” I backed away from the door, refusing to let them in. With one swift kick her father had busted the latch, and he was coming at me like a bat out of hell. I heard commotion and then felt his hands around my throat. “What have you done? I trusted you.” 
 
    Cammie was at my side, holding a towel up and begging him to let me go. I could feel the oxygen leaving my lungs as he held onto me threatening to end me. 
 
    “Daddy, please. Let him go.” 
 
    At the same time I watched her younger sister push her. “How could you? You slut! You couldn’t have your teacher so you steal my man?” 
 
    Cammie wasn’t having it. Something inside of her snapped. She shoved her sister back, her towel falling to the floor. Her mom rushed over and covered her, standing in between the two girls. “Stop it! All of you. Please stop this.” 
 
    Everyone in the room froze in place. I felt Mr. Healy’s hold loosening. Finally my feet were back on the ground, and I was coughing and trying to breathe normally. 
 
    “What the hell is going on? We’ve been worried sick and you’ve been here screwing around with him this whole time?” I’d never seen her mother so angry before, not even when she caught Josh smoking pot in his room when we were teens. 
 
    Cammie was crying. Callie was crying. Their mother looked like she was going to be sick, and their father was still contemplating ending my life. “It’s not what you think,” Cammie cried. “Wes was helping me.” 
 
    “Helping you what? This ain’t helping you,” her father offered. 
 
    “I needed to get away. He let me stay here with him. He’s been kind to me. What you saw…” 
 
    “What we saw was how easy you are,” Callie snapped. “You disgust me. I thought I looked up to you. I felt sorry for you, and you’ve been here screwing Wes. You know how I felt about him.” 
 
    “Callie, please. We didn’t plan this.” 
 
    “I did,” I spoke up. “I planned it all.” I knew it was possible I might be murdered, but I couldn’t let them treat her like trash. “I’ve been in love with your daughter since we were teens. She was hurting and none of you understood. I took her from your house and offered a safe place to rest her heart. What happened after that is all on me. Don’t call her names. She doesn’t deserve it. If you have something to say, say it to me. Leave her alone.” 
 
    “Wes, it’s fine. I chose to run. You don’t need to fight my battles.” 
 
    “Cammie, you’re coming home. Get dressed,” her mother ordered. 
 
    I kept my hands up as I spoke directly to her dad. “Mr. Healy, I’d never hurt her. I swear it.” 
 
    He pointed at my face. “You’re not welcome in my home anymore, Wes. Don’t come anywhere near my daughters or Josh for that matter.” 
 
    “You can’t do this,” Cammie cried. “Please, daddy. He cares about me. You can’t shut him out. It’s my life.” 
 
    “You have enough to worry about, young lady.” 
 
    “I’m not a child. You can’t dictate my life. I’m staying with Wes.” 
 
    Her mother took her by the arm and led her into the living room, I suppose to find something to cover her body other than a towel. With mine tied around my waist, I crossed my arms and stood my ground. “You can’t keep us apart.” 
 
    I turned to Callie. “I’m sorry, Cal. I should have told you why I wasn’t interested. I didn’t want to lead you on or hurt your feelings. It’s always been about her though. I can’t make it go away. Trust me, I tried for a long time. The second she walked into the room I was a goner. I never meant to cause trouble, and neither did Cammie. It just happened.” 
 
    “Screw you,” she yelled while gritting her teeth. “I hate you both.” 
 
    Callie ran out of the house, her police officer sister catching her and leading her the rest of the way. I knew why she hadn’t come inside. She knew if I pressed charges she’d get in trouble for being involved while on duty. The further I looked I was able to spot the police cruiser outside. 
 
    Cammie and her mother rushed back through the room. She was dressed in my T-shirt and a pair of the jeans I’d bought her. Her mom continued shoving her daughter out the door hoping she wouldn’t stop to say goodbye to me. The moment they hit the threshold I watched the girl of my dreams dash back toward me, ending up in my arms. “I’m sorry, Wes. Don’t let them take me home. I want to stay with you,” she whispered. “Please don’t let them take me.” 
 
    I kissed her once. “They’re not leaving without you. Go home. I know you’ll do what’s right. I’m not going anywhere, Cam. You know where I stand, and where to find me.” 
 
    She held my hand when she began to walk away, only letting go at the last minute. Her father was the last person to leave. He pointed in my direction again. “I’m not kidding, Wes. Don’t let me see you anywhere near my property. Heed my warning. You’re no longer welcome. That ain’t going to change. This thing between you and Cammie is over!” 
 
    “I’ll still love her, no matter what you say to me. You can’t stop me. She’s an adult. You’re going to push her to make desperate decisions again. Put yourself in her shoes, sir. She ran to me because she knew I’d love her and keep her safe. I’d never hurt her. You can forbid me from your home, but you won’t keep us apart. You’d need a rifle to do that. With all due respect, I’m not giving up on your daughter. I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    He shook his head and walked out the door, slamming it behind him. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was going to do, but letting her go was never going to be an option, not now, not ever. 
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    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    I stared out the window of my father’s truck from the backseat, tears streaming down my face, while both of my parents continued to yell at me. I blocked them out, finally closing my eyes and thinking about the way it felt when I was in Wes’ arms.  
 
    I didn’t care what they threatened, I was a grown woman. I could make my own decisions. If they thought I was a whore, so be it. I was done trying to please everyone around me. I’d spent my whole life sitting on some pedestal I never deserved. I’d only ever wanted to be normal, like everyone else. Just because I had a high IQ didn’t mean I deserved special treatment. What I wanted was to know the meaning of true love, and through desperation I was finally seeing the light. 
 
    When Wes’ home was no longer in view I began to weep. None of this was going to be okay. My parents knew I was pregnant, and now they caught me with another man; someone they thought they could trust. 
 
    I was in a terrible predicament. The doors were closing on me, and there didn’t seem to be a key around to get me out. 
 
    The ride back to the ranch was long and excruciating, neither of my parents giving me a second to get a word in edgewise.  
 
    Once home, I jumped from the back seat of the truck and dashed in the house, skipping steps to reach my room before either of them could follow behind. With a loud slam, I secured the lock and backed away, expecting my dad to do the same thing to my door as he’d done to Wes’.  
 
    I turned back to look around my room. My cell phone was still charging next to my bed, plugged in where I’d left it. My purse was on the floor, some of my luggage sitting on my dresser wide open. 
 
    I rushed over and zipped it up, pulling it down and sitting it with my other items. As soon as my parents went to bed I was out of there. They couldn’t hold me hostage. I wasn’t a child.  
 
    I think what frustrated me the most was that they assumed they were in charge of my life still.  
 
    I was going to college on a scholarship I’d worked my ass off to receive. It had all been my decision, not theirs.  
 
    A light knock caught me off guard. I heard my mother’s voice speaking softly. “Cammie, it’s me. Please open the door so we can talk about this.” 
 
    I hesitated, only doing it because I knew she wouldn’t stop asking until I caved. 
 
    I didn’t bother wiping away my fresh tears as I cracked the door to allow her entrance.  
 
    She shut it behind her before saying anything. “I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t say anything. Here’s the facts, mom. I’m pregnant by my teacher who took advantage of me for months. He lied to me and pretended to love me. I came home when I found out I was carrying a child he doesn’t want. When everyone found out the truth I was treated like a criminal. Wes was there for me. He cares about me.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen each other in years. Have you considered he’s just using you?” 
 
    “What? No. Not Wes. He wouldn’t.”
“You can’t love someone this fast.” 
 
    “Mom, you might not believe me, but he does. That man loves me like no one ever has. You can find it hard to understand. Trust me, I’ve been confused for days, but I’m starting to realize it’s possible. I didn’t ask to come home and get involved with another man. I didn’t want anything to do with romance. What Wes and I have is undeniable. He makes me want to be happy again.” 
 
    “I’m glad he’s been there for you, but you can’t assume it’s going to last. Cammie, you have much bigger issues than a new relationship with Wesley Parrish. We need to talk about the baby.” 
 
    “I’m keeping it,” I frankly announced. 
 
    “How are you going to raise a child?” 
 
    “Well, I assumed my family would help me at first, and then I’d figure out what to do. I’ve always been good about managing my own life. I’m sure I can handle whatever is thrown at me.” 
 
    “Honey, life isn’t that easy. Children are a lifetime commitment. You won’t be able to afford and raise a child on your own, especially without your degree.” 
 
    “Mom,” I was getting frustrated. “I said I’ll figure it out. I’ve already got some things in the works that might pan out. If they do, then my life just got a lot easier.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She inquired. 
 
    “I’m not saying anything until I know for sure.” 
 
    “Does this involve Stanford?” 
 
    “Sort of. Look,” I was insistent. “I came home with you and Dad. I listened to Callie chew me out at Wes’ house. She’s going to show up with Cassie soon and I don’t feel like hashing it out anymore. If you insist on me being here then let me stay in my room and be alone, please.” 
 
    “The last time we left you alone you disappeared for days.” 
 
    “We told Josh where I was and that I was fine. He knew the whole time.” 
 
    This was news to my mother. Her eyes widened and I could tell she was pissed he’d kept it from her. “This is the first I’m hearing it. Your brother never told us anything.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “We had Cassie look into it. She pulled up the address and saw the two of you through a window.” 
 
    “You had her spy on me?” 
 
    “Honey, we needed to know you were okay.” 
 
    “Clearly I’m fine.” 
 
    “You left without anything. We thought you might have gone somewhere to hurt yourself.” 
 
    “What? You thought I was going to commit suicide? This is bullshit!” I didn’t normally curse in front of people I respected. “None of you know me if you think I’m capable of that.” 
 
    “You haven’t been home in a long time. We thought the worst, and I apologize for that.” 
 
    
“Mom, you should have let me stay with Wes. I was fine and working things out. I have my life under control. I don’t need this.” 
 
    “Cammie,” she was resolved as she spoke. “I’ve watched your father fall apart over this. Do you know what it’s like to see the strongest man you’ve ever known bawl because there isn’t anything he can do to help someone he loves more than his own life?” 
 
    I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. She wanted me to be sympathetic to what they’d gone through. I could attest to them being worried, upset, and even heartbroken, but what kept me from understanding was how they refused to be sympathetic to my needs. I felt alone, like I had no one on my side to tell me things would be okay.  
 
    “I can’t imagine how hard it was to hear of my complications, but what I can’t respect is the way I’ve been treated since I’ve arrived. I’m not a little girl you can punish to her room. I’m an adult, who has gotten herself into a situation I’m having a hard time working out. I came home because I needed my family. I felt like this was where I belonged. I assumed you’d support me and guide me in the right direction, but I’ve only been a disappointment since I walked through the door.” 
 
    All of a sudden my mother and I were interrupted by loud yelling resonating from downstairs. I could hear that my sister’s had finally returned. My dad was raising his voice, and another male was giving it right back to him. 
 
    Wes. 
 
    He hadn’t waited at home hoping I’d return to him. He’d jumped in his truck and come after me. 
 
    I rushed out of the room and down the stairs, not caring what they would say or do. “Stop it! You can’t keep treating him like the bad guy. I asked him to take me away. I asked him to keep it a secret. He wanted to tell you. He wanted to bring me home several times. It was my decision to stay hidden. It was my decision to go to his house. He didn’t ask me. I suggested it. You’re punishing Wes for something I did. This has to stop.” 
 
    “Cammie, we saw you. Stop trying to make it like he wasn’t a part of this. We saw you in the kitchen.” My sister was still assuming we’d done this to screw her over. She was ridiculous.  
 
    
“Cal, I never meant for this to hurt you.” 
 
    “Save your excuses. I can’t look at you the same. I thought you were going to help me date him. Instead you moved right in to have him for yourself.” 
 
    “I’m standing right here, Callie. How many times did I tell you I wasn’t interested? You assumed. I didn’t get with your sister behind your back.” Wes was trying to help. In the meantime I spotted the way my father was watching him. It worried me. 
 
    “You lied to me. Both of you.” 
 
    Josh came down the stairs. I could tell he’d smoked a bowl. His eyes were heavy and seemed calm when all hell was breaking loose. “Let me clear the air for a second,” he stammered. “My boy Wesley has been hot for Cammie since we were kids. He told me they were together the other day. I knew she was safe. When I heard you talking to Cassie about looking into Wes I told her they were together and Cam was fine. How do you think she tracked them down so fast?” 
 
    I searched the room, finding Cassie standing near the kitchen entrance. She was giving Josh a look of disapproval, not that it would help her cause. My siblings were lying to protect one another. Wasn’t that normal? 
 
    Josh and Cassie started arguing. Callie was pointing to Wes accusing him of being a user.  
 
    Wes was doing his best to calm her down, while my father was laying it into me again about being responsible for all of this. 
 
    Out of nowhere I heard my mother’s voice. It was loud. She’d finally snapped. “ENOUGH!” 
 
    The room quieted. 
 
    My small-framed mom walked in the center of the living room with both hands on her hips. “I’ve had enough. This stops here. I won’t have this family falling apart at the seams. Do you all hear me?” She pointed to Wes. “You’re included in this too. All of you, take a seat. This gets resolved tonight.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for my dad and Callie to move out of the way. I rushed over and fell into Wes’ arms. He kissed the top of my head and whispered in my ear. “I couldn’t stay away. You promised me a week. I still have a couple days.” 
 
    Through the commotion I was able to smile. Remnants of chocolate were still apparent on his face since he’d rushed out the door to come to my rescue. I used my thumb to wipe them off before he led me over to sit next to him on an oversized ottoman.  
 
    With my whole family present, my mom finally sat down next to my dad. She took his hand, I assumed to keep him from jumping up and killing Wes. 
 
    “We’re going to start from the beginning. Everything will be resolved before any of you leave this room. Is that clear?” 
 
    My dad always called my mother Blaze. She used to dye her hair a fiery red. Now I wondered if it was because she could put out a fire with the snap of her fingers.  
 
    Most of us either nodded or replied to her comment with a simple yes. 
 
    “Cammie, you’re going to tell us the reason you returned home.” 
 
    “You already know.” 
 
    She threw up her hands. “Do it again.” 
 
    Wes laced his fingers with mine and squeezed, reminding me I wasn’t alone. 
 
    “For several months I was involved with my professor. He told me he was in a loveless marriage. I refused his advances for a long time before anything happened between us. He told me he loved me and that we’d be together. He made me think he was leaving his wife. It all began to unravel when I heard things about him; how he’d been with other students in the past. I confronted him and of course he lied about it. He became more determined to prove his adoration for me. Then I found out I was pregnant. He ordered me to have an abortion and finally the real truth was revealed. Within twenty-four hours I was being called to his wife’s office and threatened for having an affair with her husband. I didn’t know what to do, so I packed my things and drove across the country to be with the only people in the world I thought would be able to help me.” I probably wouldn’t have gotten through the story without Wes sitting next to me. Even though I was sniffling, tears were falling from my eyes. I didn’t have heartache when it came to James, because I was learning the difference between love and infatuation. 
 
    My mother spoke again. I could tell she hated hearing about my predicament. “Conner, I want you to tell everyone how you felt when Cammie came home.” 
 
    My father sat with his arms crossed. He looked right at me as his spoke, as if he was piercing into my soul. “When she first arrived I was concerned she might be in trouble. I’m hurt. I feel like I’ve failed as a parent. How could the values we instilled in our daughter become so misconstrued? How could she assume any of her actions are justified?” His voice was becoming louder, so my mom stopped him. 
 
    “Okay. Now, Cam, explain what it was like to look at your father and tell him your news.” 
 
    “I hated myself. I felt like all my hard work was gone in an instant. I felt like a disappointment. You’ve always been so proud and I knew my news would crush the both of you. That’s why I didn’t say anything about the baby at first. It was too much all at once.”
“We can’t help you unless we know everything, Cammie.” My mother mentioned. 
 
    “I know, but you didn’t see dad’s reaction. I couldn’t stay in this house with him, especially when he gets angry.” 
 
    “We both needed time for it to sink in. It was a shock.” She explained. 
 
    “How do you think I felt? Do you think it was easy to drive across the country with all that time to think about the mess I’d made of my life? I’ve punished myself.” 
 
    “Actions have consequences.” My dad’s statements made me smirk. 
 
    “It also hurt me knowing that you and Dad were together when you were married to someone else. James made me believe he was in a loveless marriage. I thought you’d be able to relate to it. You of all people having been with mom for the same reasons.” 
 
    I rendered him speechless. How could he come back with an argument when I had a point? 
 
    “Let’s move on to someone else.” Of course Mom would want to change the subject when they were in question. “Callie, talk to your sister.” 
 
    “I don’t want to play this stupid game. I’ve got nothing to say.” 
 
    “I’ll talk first,” I offered. “I understand why you’re mad. You think I stole Wes from you, but you’re wrong. He wasn’t yours, Cal. He never was. I’m sorry I hurt you. I didn’t do it in spite. You’re my sister and I love you. What happened between Wes and I was personal. I didn’t want it to happen at first, but now I’m glad it did. He’s helped me. He’s held my hand through all of it. He’s even helping me fix what’s been messed up.” 
 
    Callie said nothing. Maybe it was for the best. She had a resting-bitch-face, so I knew better than to push for a response. Callie often blamed other people for what she couldn’t have. Hurting her wasn’t something I wanted to happen, but I refused to regret what I’d done with Wes. I could only hope she’d get over it. It wasn’t like she didn’t have guys hitting on her constantly. She did. She could have her choice of boyfriends. 
 
    “Joshua. It’s time to explain why you didn’t tell your father about Cammie and Wes.” Mom suggested. 
 
    He shrugged. “Wes is my boy. I told Cassie. I figured her and Logan would find a way to let you know she was in good hands.” 
 
    My father let out an air-filled laugh like Wes wasn’t capable of taking care of me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes but refused to get into a screaming match. 
 
    “All this bickering needs to end,” Mom added. “Cammie is home. She needs us to be supportive. I don’t give a shit what your take is on her situation. We’re a family and it’s time we all started acting like it. Wes, you’ve including yourself in this situation, so it’s only fair if you have a chance to speak.” 
 
    Wes adjusted but never let go of my hand. He seemed confident, as if he’d been waiting for this moment his whole life. “I’ve loved your daughter Cammie since I was thirteen or fourteen years old. You might think it’s not possible, but I can assure you it is. The moment I saw she’d returned home I knew I wanted to spend time with her. We spent a day riding horses and then hanging out at the swimming hole. We talked for hours. Later I came back for dinner, and just as I was leaving I heard someone calling my name. Your daughter was attempting to jump off the roof to sneak out of the house. To prevent injury, I helped her down and offered to take her somewhere she could calm down. She’s been with me ever since, and before you say anything about the two of us and what you saw earlier, I want you to know none of this could have been avoided. I want to be with your daughter. I can’t speak for her, but I hope she feels the same. These past few days have been the best of my life, and I’m not talking about the physical aspects. I needed to know her, really know her. In my eyes she’s perfect. She always has been.” 
 
    Callie got up and left the room. Cassie ran upstairs after her. I hated that she was upset with me. I didn’t realize how much she’d been interested in Wes. I thought it was another one of her weekly conquests. Callie wasn’t the best about serious relationships. She liked casual, so this was devastating news to me, and I suppose for her as well. 
 
    My dad looked at Josh and motioned his hands. “Go upstairs. Your mom and I need to talk to these two alone.” 
 
    Josh patted Wes on the shoulder before exiting the room. Even though my palm was sweating, I never let go of his hand. 
 
    My mom folded her hands together, looking at me as she spoke. “I can’t say I’m happy about the two of you becoming involved. You’ve caused complications with your sister and if this ends badly Josh will be affected as well.” 
 
    “I’d never come between Josh and Wes.” 
 
    “You can’t say that, Cam. Things happen. People change,” she explained. “You’re very young, and you’ve both got bright futures ahead of you.” 
 
    “All the more reason to be together. We’ve got our lives figured out,” Wes said.  
 
    “You call my daughter being pregnant by another man having things figured out?” My dad questioned. 
 
    “Sir, you’ve known me my whole life. Do you honestly think I’d sit here in front of you and fill your head with nonsense just to get into Cammie’s pants? I’m not some stranger. I’ve celebrated holidays with your family. I’ve gone on vacations.” 
 
    “All while fantasizing about my daughter,” Dad added. 
 
    “With all due respect, I was a teenager. Surely you can attest to adolescent hormones.” 
 
    “I need to know this isn’t some sick game to you, Wes. Cammie is in over her head.” 
 
    “Stop treating me like I’m a child. I have the ability to make my own decisions, and I know I screwed up, but Wes is different.” 
 
    “Cammie, we’re just trying to look out for you, for both of you. We don’t want to see anyone hurt.” 
 
    “I give you my word. It’s all I have to offer. If I hurt your daughter for any reason you have my permission to do whatever you think is necessary. I know Cammie doesn’t feel the same about me as I do her, but I’m hopeful her feelings will grow. I meant what I said. I love her. I’d do anything to protect her.” 
 
    My dad didn’t have anything left to say. He stood up and walked out of the room leaving only the three of us. 
 
    My mom rubbed her face like she did when she was stressed. “I know we can’t keep the two of you apart. I wish this would have happened slower. What’s done is done.” 
 
    I didn’t want to piss her off, but she had to know where I stood. “Mom, I’m going home with Wes. He’s helping me with some school issues, and hopefully I’ll have some good news in a couple more days. I know I’ve hurt you and Dad. It wasn’t my intention. I wish I could change things, but now I’m wondering if this is where I belong.” 
 
    “What about medical school? You got a scholarship that will pay for it. Please don’t throw it away, Cam.” 
 
    “I’m going to make you proud. You’ll see. I won’t stop trying to make this up to you and Dad.” When I said it I saw my dad lingering in the doorway of the kitchen. He’d heard everything I said and then finally disappeared. I hoped I’d gotten through to him, but I couldn’t be sure. He usually needed time to simmer before he could think rationally. 
 
    With no one breathing down my neck, Wes helped me gather my things and load them in his truck. He waited outside for me to go in and tell them I was leaving.  
 
    My parents said nothing. They both hugged me and let me walk out without an argument. It was better than being forced to stay. 
 
    I know it seemed like we were rushing. Maybe we were. Nothing felt right unless Wes was around. I knew that’s where I wanted to be; where I belonged. 
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    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    “Cam, babe, wake up. We have a doctor’s appointment this morning.” She been staying with me for four weeks and never once slept upstairs in her designated bedroom. In that time she’d been squeezed into the fall admissions to Duke. To be perfectly fair, I don’t know how much leeway my grandfather had on the final decision. Once they saw her test scores they wanted to snatch her up. As far as her scholarship went, Duke was a bit more expensive, even though she lived in the state. She’d owe a few thousand bucks when it was all said and done. For now she was working with the people to have the funds transferred from one school to the other. I suppose it was a ton of paperwork and a few headaches for the people managing it, but well worth the effort. 
 
    After she was accepted we met with the children’s program where she was placed on the waiting list for childcare. Being in the graduate program allowed her to qualify. We were hopeful by the time the baby was born we’d hear something.  
 
    I sat down on the mattress next to her and played with her hair. “Earth to Cam. Wake up.” 
 
    She adjusted and whined. “I don’t want to get up. I’m still tired.” 
 
    I pulled off her covers, exposing her naked body. Right away I felt the urge to climb on top of her and give her a reason to wake. “Aren’t you excited about meeting the new doctor?” 
 
    She finally came to her senses. “Yes. I think I’m not the only one though. You’ve been pacing around for hours, Wes.” 
 
    “It’s the first one.” 
 
    “One would think you’re the father.” 
 
    “I am.” When I said it I saw her glare at me like I’d shocked her. “What?” 
 
    “I just…I’d never expect…” 
 
    I placed my fingers over her lips. “You don’t have to ask. I love you. I want to be the only father this baby will ever know. I don’t care if we won’t share blood. Even if you decide to leave me somewhere down the road, I’ll still be there. I’ve been thinking about this since we first got together, Cam. It’s the right thing to do. I want this child to have my name.”
She folded her hands while replying. “What you’re asking is a forever commitment.” 
 
    “Are you afraid I’ll change my mind?” 
 
    She studied me for a moment. “No.” 
 
    “No one has to know that isn’t my baby growing inside of you. I’m going to be here the whole time, by your side.” 
 
    “What if James changes his mind and comes after visitation? I don’t want to upset you, but it could happen. I wouldn’t be happy about it, but how could I fight him?” 
 
    “Maybe you won’t have to. What if you had him sign off his parental rights? You said he doesn’t want the child. Maybe it’s as easy as his signature.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to contact him and asking him to relinquish rights to his own child?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am, because he doesn’t deserve to know this child, our child.” I kissed her on the side of the head and stood up. “Think about it. I’ll be a good dad.” 
 
    Cammie got ready for her appointment and met me in the kitchen. She was dolled up, her hair and makeup done to perfection. She wasn’t showing yet, though she swore she was getting fat. I hadn’t noticed, although she did eat a ton of food. She might not look pregnant, but soon I would be the one with the giant belly, since I ate as much as she did. 
 
    It wasn’t until we climbed in her car when she addressed what we’d discussed earlier. “Can you call your lawyer and have him draw up the papers?” 
 
    I’d only made it out of the driveway before having to pull over. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. I want this baby to have a real family. I need to know he or she will be loved from the start.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to go out to California. I can’t do it through the mail.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” If she thought she was going to do it alone she was mistaken. “We’ll get everything situated and make the trip. I’m out of school in a week, so I’ll be able to go before I start at the bank full-time.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re graduating.” 
 
    “Thank you for this, Cam. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    I started to put the car back into drive, but she stopped me, putting her hand overtop of mine. “Wes, there’s something I want you to know. I’ve been meaning to tell you, but I kept waiting to make sure.” 
 
    “What is it? Are you okay?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yeah. I’m more than okay.” 
 
    “Then what?” I had to know.  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Words I’d waited my whole life to hear her say. 
 
    “Say it again.” 
 
    “I love you. I’m sorry I waited to say it. I think I felt it after a couple days, but I was too afraid it might not be real.” 
 
    “And now you know it is? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m in love with you. I know it’s real. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.” 
 
    “You already know you’re the only girl or woman I’ve ever loved.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. We’re crazy.” 
 
    We both laughed. I leaned halfway and watched as she matched my movements meeting me for a kiss. “I’ll be crazy as long as you’re by my side.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on going anywhere. I’m right where I belong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to expect when we went into the doctor’s office. After she filled out papers, we were taken back to a room where she had to undress and wait. 
 
    A female doctor came in and introduced herself. When Cammie turned to me, she told the doctor I was the father. I’d never felt so relieved. She’d made it real. We were having a baby. I was going to be a father.  
 
    She did an internal exam I felt very uncomfortable witnessing. I didn’t know what she was feeling for, but apparently it had something to do with her cervix. 
 
    A few minutes later a device was put on her belly. A peanut showed on the screen followed by this rapid thumping. “That’s the heartbeat,” she explained. “It’s very strong.” 
 
    I held Cammie’s hand as I watched in awe. It was the most amazing feeling I’d experienced to date.  
 
    “In another two months we’ll be able to tell the sex.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes filled with tears. She was happy, and it was contagious. I felt my own burning as I turned back toward the doctor only to see her handing me a set of pictures. “Here you go. These are for you, Dad.” 
 
    After our earlier conversation, the things she’d said, the plans we’d made, and then this, I lost it. I couldn’t contain my joy any longer.  
 
    Cammie and I cried together for a few moments when the doctor left the room. “Thank you for giving me that week,” I managed to say.
  
 
    “Thank you for giving me your heart,” she replied. 
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    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    It had been two months since we discussed making this trip, and I was still every bit as nervous as I was back then. 
 
    “I think this might have been a terrible idea, Wes.” 
 
    He took my hand and brought it up to his lips. “Would you rather me wait outside?” 
 
    “No. I want you there. I need you to know I’m not harboring feelings for James. What we had was a joke. He used me. He made me feel special so he could get into my pants and make me do things I would have never dabbled in.” 
 
    “Don’t say never, babe. We’re pretty adventurous in the sack.” 
 
    I smiled, knowing he was always going to be around, making sure everything turned out the best it could. “I’m glad you’re with me. I don’t know if I could have gone through this alone.” 
 
    “You have the paperwork, and a pen? Do you know what you’re going to say?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much. I’ve been rehearsing it in my head for days. Regardless how this goes, I’m optimistic we’ll get what we came for.” 
 
    “Good. It’s time we get on with our lives, together finally.” 
 
    I snickered. In Wes’ mind I was always meant to be his. Some might think it was creepy, but I found it beautiful. It made me feel like true love does exist. Maybe his teenage crush amounted to a lifetime of love. We were still exploring the depth, learning little quirks, and falling deeper by the second. “I love you, Wes. No matter what happens inside today I want you to know that. We’ll get through this.” 
 
    “Cam, I’m not worried. I’m going to be a father to that baby no matter what the outcome. It’s you and me. Let’s get this done so we can go home.” 
 
    He was right. I was stalling.  
 
    I looked down at my little skirt and fluffed it. “This plan is making me nervous.” 
 
    “You said you wanted to shock the shit out of him. Did you wear the nude colored panties?” 
 
    “Yeah. I even bent over in the mirror to make sure it appeared like I wasn’t wearing any.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe he made you do that.” 
 
    “Live and learn, right?” 
 
    “Yep. Okay, so like we talked about, I’ll be in the back of the room. If you need anything just raise your hand. If you need me to give him a southern beat down, say the word, babe.” 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed Wes passionately, holding my hand up to his cheek. “My hero.” 
 
    “Don’t say stuff like that. I might have to find a shady place and mount you like a wild animal.” 
 
    “I know a few spots,” I teased while pulling away. 
 
    We held hands as we walked across campus. I felt confident, like nothing could hurt me. This was the last step into reclaiming my life and getting back on track. It wasn’t how I expected my life to go, but I was grateful and in love. I was with a man I’d known my whole life; someone who was put on this earth to love me. How awesome is that? 
 
    When we arrived at the classroom, I checked my phone for the time. It was still early, though I wanted to make sure I got the front seat I used to occupy. We entered the room and Wes reluctantly took a spot in the very back, kissing me quickly before I continued. “I love you, Cam. Always have, always will.” 
 
    I smiled and kept moving, determined to get this over with. 
 
    By the time I made it to the spot and got situated, I felt like I was covered in sweat. The room wasn’t hot. I was freaking out from being nervous. My heart was beating so fast I swore I could feel it in my head. The room was spinning and I was beginning to get dizzy as people started filling in the seats around me. 
 
    Silently waiting, my hands folded across my lap, the sound of my peers conversing throughout the room behind me. I’d been sitting in the first row of this classroom for a while, ever since I’d sparked a more physical interest in my professor.  
 
    I was such an idiot! His sickening charm blinded me. He’d screwed me over in more ways than one. I wanted his head on a stick. I wanted to cut off his balls and make a necklace for his crazy ass wife to wear around her neck. She could have him and his knapsack of lies. I’d been played for a fool, but instead of dwelling in a despicable past, I’d chosen to move forward; to keep pressing on, because there would be happiness at the end of my journey, just as soon as I took care of this last detail. 
 
    The sound of the side entrance alerted me of his presence. Right away I felt my stomach knotting up, my throat feeling tight, and my fingers shaking beyond control.  
 
    I could feel the air blowing between my legs since I was in a skirt. He’d expect my exposed pussy positioned for his viewing pleasure. James used to arrange for this to happen, and like his little toy I’d always abided to his wishes. 
 
    Not anymore. I spread my legs just a bit more to make it appear like I was back for another round of professor/student extracurricular activities. In reality I was there to get his attention and then to end this forever. I needed closure. My child needed a good upbringing. He or she deserved a father who would love them unconditionally without regrets and ill feelings. 
 
    He came in while reading something in his hand. I concentrated on what I wanted to say, blocking out the rest of the people around me.  
 
    He looked up to greet the class, scanning the room once until his gaze locked on me. His eyes widened and I actually saw him stumbling for words. He peered out into the classroom again. “Forgive me for this late notice, but class has been cancelled today. Please read chapter eighty-one in your textbooks. There will be a test tomorrow.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. He was a coward. He must have assumed right away I was up to no good. 
 
    He waited until the room cleared out to walk toward me. I was surprised when he crouched down in front of me and reached for my hands. I pulled away while he spoke. “Cammie. I’ve been so worried.” 
 
    “What? You’re kidding, right? Worried? You’re sick in the head.” 
 
    “No. I mean that truly. You don’t understand. I was under my wife’s influence. She made me say those things to you. She knew about the baby. I don’t know how she found out. I suppose she hacked into my email, or cloned my phone. The messages you received weren’t from me, not even the texts.” 
 
    I was shaking profusely. This wasn’t how I saw things going. “I asked you directly if you ever cared and you told me no.” 
 
    “She was holding my phone. When you called she put it on speaker and made me say those things to you. She didn’t want me seeing you.” 
 
    “You told me to have an abortion the moment you found out I was pregnant.” 
 
    He looked down at his feet. “You’re right. I did. I said a lot of things that day I didn’t mean because I was panicking. I lied to you. There were other women, but none of them amounted to what we have.” 
 
    “Had,” I reminded him. “I feel nothing but disgust for you. You destroyed me, James.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I let her control me. Come back and we’ll fix this. I’ve moved out. We’re getting a divorce.” 
 
    Right away I began to panic. I knew Wes was in the back of the room trying to listen. His heart was probably breaking just imaging that I might forgive this man.  
 
    I thought about both of them. James had been exciting. He’d taught me things about myself and opened my mind to a lot I would have never known existed. I’d done things I wasn’t proud of, and because of him I was struggling to move forward. 
 
    Then there was Wes, my knight in shining armor. Our chemistry was something I couldn’t control. Almost immediately I fell in love with him. I worried it was because I was on the rebound. I pushed him away for that reason, only to discover there was no denying the bond we shared. We’d been inseparable. He was the man I knew I could spend my life with.  
 
    “There is no us, James. I’m not here to make amends with you. I’m here to finalize some documents so I can move on with my life. I’m with someone.” 
 
    “Already?” He seemed shocked. 
 
    “He’s from home. I’ve known him my whole life. He’s good to me and I love him. I didn’t know what love was until he came back into my life. He’s showed me the difference. What you and I had was a mockery of lust. The only thing you’ve taught me is to steer clear of married men with hidden agendas.” I shoved the papers from the lawyer toward him. “I want you to sign these so I can move forward. I don’t want to see you again, James. I want you out of my life for good.” 
 
    He glanced at the paperwork. “Parental rights? What is this?” 
 
    
“I want you to sign over your parental rights. This child is mine. You’ll never see it. You won’t come looking. Relinquish your rights so I can raise my baby in a loving home without the bullshit you bring to the table. You said it yourself. You have your kids. They’re grown. You never wanted this baby. Please, James, if you ever cared about me at all, sign the papers.” 
 
    He shoved them back toward me. “No. I won’t do it.” 
 
    I heard shuffling behind me and knew Wes was about to lose his shit. I held up my hand, pointing one finger for him to give me a few more seconds. When James saw a stranger in the back he knew he was with me. “You brought your boyfriend here?” 
 
    “I did. I asked him to come. I wanted him to see how much I hate you.” 
 
    He stood and chuckled to himself. “I won’t sign. You can’t make me. I have a right to know that child.” 
 
    I jumped up. “Oh, now you have a conscience? You make me sick, James.” I started walking toward Wes, who was very ready to get out of there. I knew he was the one to suffer through this. He wanted my baby to have his name and now it probably couldn’t happen. I wanted to cry but knew I’d wait until we were far away from James.  
 
    Wes wrapped his arm around me once we were outside. “It’s still going to be okay.” 
 
    I stopped walking and looked right at him. “No. It’s not, but I know how I can fix this.” I took his hand and led him across campus again, this time to the office of the assistant dean. 
 
    I knocked twice before barging in without permission. She stood up when she saw it was me. “Miss Healy. I wasn’t made aware you’ve come back.” 
 
    “I’m just tying up loose ends.” 
 
    She crossed her arms like she was interested in hearing what that meant. “If you’ve come for James…” 
 
    I cut her off. “I don’t want anything to do with that lying bastard. That’s the reason I’m here. I brought papers for him to sign and he refused. I want him to relinquish parental rights.” 
 
    She cocked her brow and spoke in an annoyed tone. “Why would you come to me with this information?” 
 
    “Because I know you have some kind of sick control over him.” 
 
    
“I’m afraid to break it to you, but James and I are no longer living together. He moved out because of you. He couldn’t get over the fact that I made him choose, so I forced him to leave.” 
 
    This was horrible news. James had been telling the truth. For a millisecond I felt bad for him. Then I remembered he was the pig in this situation. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I kicked him out. I should have done it years ago. Now he’s pretending he’s done nothing wrong. Like typical James he’ll find some loophole to come out shining. Even my father can’t fire him now. I’m going to have to spend the rest of my life seeing his despicable face. I’m sorry I can’t help you convince him.” 
 
    It only took me a second to figure out what I needed to do. “I think I have an idea. I’ll be a character witness on your behalf. You’re going to need more proof of the affairs, right? I’ll give a written and verbal account of the entire affair from start to finish, including dates and times. If the dean finds out the places he took me, and the resources he used to meet with me, James could be forced to resign.” 
 
    “Why? Why would you want to help me? I threatened to take away your scholarship.” 
 
    “That man tried to ruin my life. He manipulated me to sleep with him. I don’t want him near my child. If I threaten to take your side he’ll give us both what we want, because he knows he’ll lose everything if he doesn’t.” 
 
    “You might be right. How do you want to play this, Miss Healy?” 
 
    “Call him and tell him you have the dirt to nail him to the wall. Tell him I’ve given you a documented account of our affair and you’re giving it to your father this evening. Better yet, tell him I’m having dinner with his children to tell them about the affair and the baby.” 
 
    She picked up the phone and dialed a number. The look on her face was scary. She knew she had the upper hand. Between the photos she’d had taken, the phone conversations and now my eye witness accounts, he was done for. He couldn’t talk his way out of it. 
 
    When she hung up from the conversation she looked behind me to address Wes. “Who are you, young man?” 
 
    “My name is Wesley Parrish. I’m here with Cammie.” 
 
    She shuffled through some papers while she spoke. “It’s unfortunate you had to be involved with my husband, Cammie. Had I have known ahead of time, I could have stopped you. By the time I suspected it, you were already sleeping together.” 
 
    I cringed just hearing her say it out loud. “I knew this would happen eventually. He’s slept around on me before, but never gotten a girl pregnant. Why he took you to a hospital so close to the campus is beyond me. People talk. I have a good relationship with the nurses there. People your age tend to find trouble. It’s my job to fix things. I never expected a call that my husband was there with a girl who’d gotten knocked up. What else I didn’t expect was for him to be talking about the child as if it were his own.” 
 
    “They told you? That’s against the law.” 
 
    “I got a message that my husband had brought in a female. They didn’t have to tell me when I was listening for myself. I’m surprised James never said anything. He knew I was there. He saw me and spoke to me. He told me he’d convince you to abort the child, while I threatened to tell our children what their father had done.” 
 
    It all made sense. From the very moment we found out she’d been manipulating him. James was telling the truth about that.  
 
    I felt sick. I didn’t want to be in the presence of this woman. She had every right to hate me, but I felt the same. Things could have been handled differently. 
 
    “Are we done here?” Wes asked. 
 
    I stood and faced him. “Yeah. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “How do I get in touch with you?” 
 
    “You don’t. My work is done here. James will sign the papers if he knows what’s good for him. I’m sorry it had to be like this, and the part I played in the destruction of your marriage. In my defense, he told me it was just for show. I never would have been with him otherwise.” 
 
    When we left the office I power walked back to the car Wes had rented for us. I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there. 
 
    It wasn’t until we arrived at the hotel near the airport when I was finally able to breath normally again. 
 
    “Do you think this will work? I’ve got to tell you, Cam. I’m worried. We might have to deal with this asshole for the next eighteen years.” 
 
    “I know. Just say a little prayer. This baby is ours. I know what his wife said, but I also know James could have told me the truth. If he truly loved me he could have snuck a message to me, or done everything in his power to protect me. He didn’t. He doesn’t want another child, and I don’t want him.” 
 
    “Say it again, just so I can feel better.” 
 
    “I don’t want him, because I’m in love with you. This is going to work out.” 
 
    “No matter what, you’re stuck with me, Cam. You’re both stuck with me, whether the baby has my name or not.” 
 
    I smiled and wrapped my arms around Wes. This was real love. This was what it felt like. It was unconditional. Through good and bad he’d stick by side. Whether his name was on the birth certificate, or I had to leave it blank and pray James never came around to lay claim, we’d make it work together. 
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    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d been resting for a while, after being in labor for eighteen hours straight. I didn’t know how she was able to manage having given birth to a eight pound stunning little girl. I’d been holding her since the family left.  
 
    A light knock on the door sent me to my feet. I walked over and opened it, holding my finger up to my lips. “Shh.” When I noticed who it was I was in shock.  
 
    Callie hadn’t spoken to either of us since she discovered we were together. We’d thought she’d come around, but she never had. The fact that she was standing in front of me was a breakthrough. She looked down at the baby and smiled. “Can I hold her?” 
 
    I gently passed her over. “Here she is, Madison Olivia Parrish.” We’d gotten the paperwork from James two months after going to California. It was official, from this day forward she was all mine. 
 
    “She’s adorable.” I watched Callie fall in love with her, just like everyone had the moment they set eyes on her. “She’s perfect.” 
 
    “Cam is going to be happy you came. She asked about you earlier. She wanted you in the room with us.” 
 
    “I know. Mom and Cassie told me. I’m sorry. It didn’t feel right.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, Cal. You need to be a part of your nieces life.” 
 
    When the door opened again I spotted her parents. They’d left only a little while before. 
 
    Mr. Healy spoke in a whisper. “We got halfway down the road and I had to turn around. Grandpa missed this little one already.” 
 
    They’d come around shortly after Cammie informed them she was going to be attending Duke. She’d started taking classes, but not a full schedule until the following semester when the baby was a bit older.  
 
    Her parents had forgiven me, but they’d never treated me the same. I was hoping Maddy would change that. So far they’d been grateful. He’d even thanked me for taking such good care of his daughter.  
 
    Callie finally gave her father the baby. Her mom stood by his side as they both admired the little bundle again. 
 
    I followed Callie over to the bed where her sister slept. “She’s exhausted.” I told her. 
 
    “I bet. Mom said it was rough.” 
 
    “Every time she pushed, the baby would come out and then go back in. It sucked.” 
 
    “Was she in a lot of pain?” 
 
    “The most I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Cammie started to stir. Her eyes fluttered open, first to spot me and then her sister. She reached her hand over to touch Callie. “You came.” 
 
    “Sorry I was late. She’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m ready to be an aunt now, Cam. I know you’re right where you’re supposed to be. I’m sorry for being a brat about the two of you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Cammie managed. 
 
    Her mom came over and sat the baby on her chest. Cammie leaned forward to kiss her. “Is it time to feed her again?” She asked me. 
 
    I checked the clock. “No. She ate forty minutes ago.” 
 
    Cammie smiled, as if she was glad she didn’t need to exert extra energy.  
 
    The family stuck around for a while. They kept telling me I needed to rest, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of my girls.  
 
    Later that evening, when everyone had finally gone for the night, I sat in a chair next to Cammie’s bed. She was breastfeeding little Maddy, while I fought to keep my eyes open. “Wes, please get some sleep. I could come home as early as tomorrow and I’m going to need your help. You don’t want my mom coming to stay, do you?” 
 
    I thought about the possibility of having help. It would have been nice, but I didn’t want to share. They were my responsibility. 
 
    My girls. My reason for living. My future. My everything.  
 
    “Okay. I’m just going to take a nap. Wake me if you need me.” 
 
    “I think we’ve got it covered, babe.” 
 
    I stood and leaned to kiss both of them. “Don’t go anywhere while I’m sleeping.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. We’re exactly where we both need to be.” 
 
    “I have everything I’ve ever wanted, Cam, except for one little minor detail.” 
 
    “What?” She asked. 
 
    “You’re going to have to marry me. I think Doctor Parrish has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    She smiled and ran her fingers across our daughter’s head of dark hair. “I want a huge wedding.” 
 
    “Oh, I think that can be arranged.” 
 
    “Now you just have to ask my father.” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “Fine, no rush. It’s going to happen though, Cam. You’re never getting rid of me.” 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    Lightning crashes against the horizon, followed by the growl of a loud rumbling thunder, while the winds whip across the country fields bringing a light mist onto the covered porch. I’ve been sitting on the old wooden swing for more than an hour, drowning in despair, searching for a hint of happiness within reach.  
 
    It’s difficult to grasp how animosity has gotten me to the this point, sullen and heartbroken. I’m lost and lonely, betrayed and untrusting. They didn’t do this on purpose, but the damage still ends with the same resolve. I’m unable to look at them, to hold their precious baby in my arms and not see a future that should have been mine. 
 
    I’ve been biting my tongue, fixated on keeping the peace for the family’s sake. It’s disheartening knowing that a mere hint of irritation will cause tension where it doesn’t belong. It's easier to remain silent than to let my true emotions show a presence. I don't want to hurt them, especially my sister Cammie. She's suffered enough. I can't burden her with my unresolved feelings or have some desperate last ditch attempt at raging a war that will never have resolution. In order to keep the peace within my family I've had to distance myself from certain people, and I'm getting to the point where I'm tired of running from the constant reminders.
In hindsight I know this is how it should've ended, yet it agitates me to know it was done behind my back, while I desperately threw myself in front of a bus to capture the attention of a man who wanted nothing to do with me.
They fell so fast. Maybe that's what has me hung up. One minute my sister arrived in town and the next she's in bed with the guy I’d been trying to start a relationship with. I can only imagine how desperate I appeared while fawning over him like a lovesick puppy. It’s quite an embarrassment to have to face them and know that.
The pregnancy was a shock to us all, especially when it was discovered the child had been fathered by her married professor who'd basically been the reason she dropped out of school. You'd think the baggage she carried would deter any man from wanting to have a future with her, but not Wes. He jumped right in, as if nothing else mattered than to care for poor misunderstood Cammie.
If I sound jealous it's because I am. There are  four of us Healy children. I have two sisters, Cassie and Cammie, then a brother Josh. Out of them all I was closest to Cammie. Not long ago we shared everything. Now I wouldn't trust her to hold a glass of sweet tea for me. Our bond was broken the moment I discovered she'd stolen someone right from under me.
My brother says I'm being ridiculous. I've even made it appear like it's water under the bridge. I spend time with my sister and the baby, putting on a happy face and pretending we've gotten through the worst of it. It's not until I'm alone when I'm enraged with pent up frustrations. I hate it when they smile at each other. I can't stand how they're planning a wedding. She's overjoyed with the prospect of being a real family, while I'm left watching my one way ticket out of this town walk down the aisle with my sister.
Today was an exact representation of why I need to get the hell out of dodge. We'd gotten up bright and early to meet some cousins at the airport. Christian and her sister Addison have flown in to  go dress shopping. Since they live in Kentucky, and our ranch is located in North Carolina, we have to plan ahead when preparing for large gatherings. The wedding is still months away, but everyone is already making a huge deal about it. My mom, Amy Healy, is overjoyed at the idea of Cammie and our brother Josh's childhood best friend, Wes, tying the knot. She and my father, Conner, were more pleased to know the baby would have two married parents that loved each other. Wes wants to raise the child as his own. She’ll call him Daddy, and never have to know the vile monster that planted his seed in her mother.
So back to the shopping escapade. We’d made it into the closest town and shared a nice lunch while catching up. Determined to be excited for my sister, I put on that same bright smile I always manage to accept my responsibility of being her maid of honor. After we’d been shopping for a few hours our cousin Addison wanted to snoop into Cammie’s business, asking her private details of how they fell in love.  
 
    I felt sick as I listened to her going on and on regarding the way Wes welcomed her into his life, as if he knew all along she was the one. What made it worse was how every once in a while Cammie would look at me, like she knew she was treading on thin ice. Here’s my issue, and the reason I know it’s time to move on… 
 
    We need space. All of us. I want to love and respect my sister and her family, not put a wedge between us I’m unable to ever get past. The longer I remain around my close knit family, the harder it is going to get for me. I’m not compartmentalized to handle this sort of blow. God says to forgive, but I have to be able to accept what I can’t change first.  
 
    Cammie got a scholarship to one of the most reputable colleges in the country, only to come home pregnant. Then she got accepted into the medical program at Duke, where she will have daycare for her daughter and be close to where she and Wes reside.  
 
    Cammie always wins. 
 
    For me, well I’m predictable. After high school, which I hated, I went into a cosmetology program so that I could work in the salon with my mother and aunt. I never have to leave the property to work, therefore life has become so monotonous I feel trapped. 
 
    It’s not just about my sister. I need a break from it all. I don’t know if I want to stand on my feet and cut hair for the rest of my life. What if something bigger is out there waiting for me and I’m too lazy to grab it? 
 
      
 
    I sniffle as another rumble of thunder shakes the front porch. While the family continues to laugh and carry on inside of the house, I’m fixated on a decision that has to be made. 
 
    The creak of the newly replaced screen door causes alarm because I know it means someone will find me in my depressed stupor. My brother comes waltzing toward me like he's up to no good. "Cal, what're you doing out here by yourself? The party is inside in case you're blind." He's got a beer in his hand and chugs the remainder down his throat as if he's dying of thirst. "Unless you came out here to pout." 
 
    "Screw you!" My tone must explain it enough. Josh gives me a look of disapproval. 
 
    "Put some big girl pants on and come inside." 
 
    I don't hesitate with my confession. "Josh, I need to get out of here." 
 
    "Well don't look at me to take you anywhere. I'm seven beers in." 
 
    I smile and appreciate he's being conscientious and not wanting to hop in his truck while under the influence. "I don't mean now. I'm saying I need to leave for a while, move away." 
 
    "You're crazy." He's shaking his head while peering out at the dark sky. "Your whole life is here, Cal. Your job is here. I'm here." 
 
    "Yeah, and Cammie and Wes and the baby. It's too much. I can't continue pretending to be happy." 
 
    "I thought we were over this bullshit. Besides, they don’t live here. You don’t have to see them every day." 
 
    "I am over it. I mean, I'm over wanting Wes. Maybe it's jealousy. Maybe I just can't help from wanting what they seem to have so easily. Maybe it’s my turn to find out if this is where I belong." 
 
    "It's not that simple," he defends. "Wes has always had something for Cam." 
 
    I roll my eyes. "It would have been nice to know that." 
 
    He cackles to himself. "You knew. Don’t be naïve or forget who you're talking to. You wanted Wes because of the challenge he presented. You were willing to sell yourself short to one up Cammie. You’ve always been in competition with her. That poor guy didn’t ask for this. He certainly didn’t want to come over and have to hide his feelings when Cammie showed back up. The funny thing is, before she came home, Wes wasn’t even on her radar. It happened, Cal. They love each other. They have a family now. You need to face the facts. You're being selfish like you always are. You lost, because you were never part of the equation. Now stop being such a bitch and get over it. Be happy for them. I think it’s cool as shit Wes will be my brother. Be happy for me at least." 
 
    Josh talks to me like this all the time. I suppose he knows me better than anyone. In the back of my mind I'm in denial. I don't want to admit he has a point. “You know, you can be such a dick.” 
 
    “I tell it like it is. Chicks don’t seem to mind.” 
 
    “How would you know? You don’t keep any around for long.” I needed that kick to his ego. My brother is a womanizer. He screws around like the apocalypse is near and he has a quota to fill. I try to stay focused on the topic we’re currently discussing. 
 
    "Starting over fresh would give me time to figure things out. I could go to Kentucky for a while, after the wedding of course. I'll talk to the family when everyone comes for the big day. It's not for forever, Josh. Mom will understand. She's watched me struggle lately. Maybe it's not all Cam and Wes. Maybe it's something else entirely that I'm unable to grasp. All I know is that I hate being stuck here. Even work is here on the ranch. I can't get away." 
 
    After I've explained, he stands leaning over the porch railing, seeming to be searching for the right things to say in response. 
 
    "Well, who the hell will I pick on without you around?" 
 
    "I'm sure you'll find someone. It's not for another couple months. You have time to replace me." 
 
    He turns and faces me, offering up a smile while continuing to shake his head. Lightening illuminates the sky behind him. "It won't be the same. There ain't going to be anyone left to cover for me." 
 
    I snicker. "You’re an adult, Josh. Maybe it's time we both did some growing up. You can't play video games and smoke pot in the barn all day. Dad and Uncle Ty need you out in the fields, especially since they bought those additional three hundred acres over the winter." 
 
    The ranch continues to prosper, granting all of us children sanctuary, but most importantly a place to always call home. I once thought everything I needed was here, but now I'm not so sure. I won’t know until I take a leap of faith and see what’s out there for me to explore. 
 
    “That might be true in your case, but I’m pretty much set here. If I screw up, Jake and Jax will manage. Let’s face it Callie, I’m the youngest. It’s my job to fuck up.” 
 
    I snicker. It’s not surprising this is my brother’s motto. Once a slacker, always a slacker. “Fine. I’m speaking solely on my behalf. Hell or high water, I’m out of here after the wedding, Josh.” 
 
    “Mom and Dad are going to flip, but whatever you’ve got to do. If you think the grass is greener somewhere else I ain’t going to stop you. Just promise I’ll be welcome wherever you end up. When the shit hits the fan I’ll need a place to crash.” 
 
    I mange a smile, though unsure of the future and what it might hold for me. 
 
    After my brother goes back inside, probably because he’s out of beer, I kick off my flip-flops and walk down the porch steps. The swing that hangs from the old maple out front is calling my name, even when I know another bout of torrential rain is about to wreak havoc from the sky.  
 
    For a few minutes I’m minding my own business, focused on the way the lightning crashes over the horizon. I don’t hear his voice until he’s too close to run away from. It’s Wes, and my stomach knots up the second I become sure of it. 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    Wes speaks to me as if nothing has happened between us, even though every single time I look in his direction I see the time I threw myself at him, going as far as taking off my clothes to persuade him to come to bed with me. It seems like just yesterday, but it’s been so long everyone assumes I’ve forgotten the mistakes I made when it comes to him. We played together as kids. We used to spend the night in the back yard in tents, seeing who could stay up the longest. This is the guy we all cried for when his mom moved them away. We have history regardless who he bangs. 
 
    “Everyone is in the dining room about to play some cards. Are you in?” 
 
    After the initial startle fades I’m left shaking my head. “No thanks. I’m enjoying the peace and quiet.” 
 
    Wes places his hands in his pockets and kicks around some grass at his feet. It’s easy to sense the tension. “Are things still weird between us, Cal? It’s been months, but you never talk to me.” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know when they haven’t been weird.” 
 
    “Come on. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “Some things are left in our minds to haunt us until the day we die,” I remind him. 
 
    “You told your sister you were over this,” he counters. 
 
    I sigh. If he only understood how difficult it is to look up into his eyes and not want him for myself. Every single time he’d come around when we were growing up I’d fantasized about being with him. When I finally got the nerve to make it happen my sister swooped in and stole his heart, or claimed what was hers, according to everyone else. “I am. I don’t hate either one of you, but it’s still uncomfortable. That’s why I’ll be leaving after the wedding.” What better way to announce it than directly to Wes, where I hope to have a reaction that will lead me to stay.  
 
    I don’t get one. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. You’re going to miss out on all Madison’s firsts.” Of course he’d bring the baby into it. He is a doting father, who’d do anything for his two girls, even make the peace with me to ensure it. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll see pictures or videos. Wes, I’m not doing this because of you.” I can’t let him know how much his presence bothers me. “I’m doing this because it’s time I find my place in this big world. I never go anywhere. Aside from family vacations I’ve never been out of the confines of this ranch.” 
 
    “So you’ll be traveling?” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe. I mean, I think it would be fun.” 
 
    “So you’d come back eventually?” 
 
    This time I offer an unsure grimace. “Possibly. It depends how much I like where I end up.” 
 
    “Your sister needs you. She loves you. You’re her best friend.” 
 
    My head is already moving from side to side after his first statement. “No. You are her best friend, Wes. You’re the person she turns to, and to be honest, I’m not the one she calls when she wants to vent about you. I’m the last person she’d do that with. Don’t you get it? No matter if I’m over this or not, it will continue to haunt me. I’ve lost my sister. She might be happy, and that’s great for her, but I’m miserable. I need new friends and a fresh start.” 
 
    “You’re deciding this now? Why not a few months ago? Why do you have to do this right before the wedding? Your sister will be devastated.” 
 
    “So don’t tell her.” 
 
    “I won’t be a part of a lie, especially right before I walk down the aisle.” 
 
    I point toward the house. “Then go in and be a little tattle box. I don’t give a shit anymore. My mind is made up. If Cammie doesn’t like it, I’ll leave sooner than later.” 
 
    I can tell he’s pissed. “What happened to you, Cal? You used to be the life of the party. You used to not let things get to you. I’ve watched you pick up dates like it was no big deal. Why now?” 
 
    “Maybe you ruined my life, Wes. I think I have to get as far away from you as possible. What I said at the hospital, well I was coaxed to do that by my parents. I didn’t want a truce. Every single time I hold Maddy, I wonder if she’s the real reason you’re with Cam.” 
 
    “She’s not,” he interrupts. “Don’t ever say that.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll never know. Run along.” I motion it with my hand. “Go tell your soul-mate how her evil sister plans on walking away. Go use my secret as another connection with my dad. You know you want to.” 
 
    “Your father and I have gotten past the bullshit, Cal. I’d never use your problems as a resource. Who do you take me for? You continue blaming me and Cam, but I never promised you a thing. I made it clear I wasn’t interested. This is all on you, and I won’t let you blame your sister for it. I told you before and I’ll say it again, it’s always been Cammie.” 
 
    I feel the bile rising in my throat. To be reminded of what I’ll never be only drives the dagger further into my heart. “I hate you, Wes,” I manage to whisper. 
 
    “Yeah, well I’m not too impressed by you either. If you plan on ruining my wedding you may as well leave now.” 
 
    Then I hear another voice. “Callie, Wes? What’s going on? You can’t leave.” Cammie is standing with her arms folding across her chest. I don’t need a light on to know she’s shocked by this argument she’s now walked into. “One of you better start explaining.” 
 
    Wes points at me. “She’s leaving, Cam. Right after the wedding. Apparently it’s all our fault.” 
 
    Drops of rain are starting to fall. For a few seconds we all look up at the sky as if we’d have a chance at pausing it until this feud is hashed out. 
 
    Cammie steps closer until she’s arm to arm with Wes. “Is that true?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    I watch as her jaw tightens. I expect her to plead, but receive a kick to the gut when she doesn’t. “Maybe it’s for the best. You’re obviously not happy here. You don’t associate with us. You say you’ve gotten past this, but it’s evident you haven’t. I can’t worry about you on top of everything else I have going on, Callie. I’m in school full-time, raising a baby, and about to get married. I need you at my side, but if it’s too much I get it.” 
 
    I try to reassure her. “I’ll be there for the wedding, Cammie. I’ll regret it if I’m not.” 
 
    She fakes a smile. “I know.” Then she gives Wes all her attention. “The baby is getting fussy. I think we should call it a night.” There is a sense of struggle as she says it. She’s about to cry, and I want nothing more than to hold my sister in my arms and tell her we’ll get through this, even though I have no clue if it’s possible. 
 
    Instead, I watch as they walk away, leaving me to mope alone. My misery is obvious to everyone. 
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    Callie 
 
    Neither Josh or Cammie tell the family what we discussed outside. I watched my sister and Wes leave before heading back into the house, where I join in a game of cards and pretend nothing is wrong. I don’t want my parents to stress, or to have enough time to talk me out of this. For now there is peace at my house. Since I live with the person I also work with, it’s difficult to keep some things at bay, but I’ve learned to conceal my feelings instead of expressing them. 
 
    While everyone stays focused on the upcoming nuptials, I make plans with one of my friends in college to get away that following Friday. There is a huge Frat party happening where she attends in Pennsylvania and I’ve been promising I’ll make the trip at some point. What better time than while I’m needing to get away? 
 
    The week drags, and it’s worse while in the salon when every single client wants to talk about the huge wedding of Bank heir Wesley Parrish and the famous rancher’s daughter, soon-to-be doctor, Cammie Healy. I think I’ve rolled my eyes so many times they might pop out of the sockets.  
 
    The long drive to Pennsylvania gave me a lot of time to think about where I was headed with life. I’d have a clean slate, and with it I knew there was endless possibilities on my horizon.  I made myself a promise for the pending weekend; one that would ensure my doubt about the future wouldn’t prevent me from having a blast. 
 
    I was going to have fun this weekend, with no regrets or limitations. This was my life and it was time I stopped dwelling on what I couldn’t change and embrace what the good Lord gave me to work with. 
 
    I’d never gone to college. School wasn’t something I ever enjoyed. I wanted to get through my senior year and never step foot in a learning establishment again. I wasn’t bullied or impaired, I just hated the atmosphere. People judged. Teachers found their jobs daunting instead of being a reward. I didn’t want to be in a certain group. I wanted to be friends with everyone. Popularity came easily, especially considering how many of my family members had attended before me, but being in the spotlight forced me to work extra hard. I had to always look my best and set an example. I was promiscuous, and did things to stay in the cool crowd. By the time graduation came I was tired. I wanted the fiasco to be done and over with, so I decided to become a hairdresser where the training was minimal and I could stay at home. 
 
    Now I’m considering that to be a mistake. I want to spread my arms and soar to another place, where I can be myself without my family standing in the way. 
 
    I passed the campus on the way to the house Alyssa shared with other students. Crowded with people who looked around my age, I envisioned one of them being me. I wondered if I could narrow down one thing I’d rather be doing with my life. 
 
    I spot her vehicle in a gravel driveway before pulling in behind it. I know I’ll probably have to move eventually for one of the other residents, but at least I’ve arrived in one piece. I no sooner climb out of my car and stretch to relieve the ache of the exhausting drive when I hear her voice approaching. “Callie Healy, don’t you look like a million bucks.” 
 
    I smile and accept her arms wrapping around me. “Lys, I missed you so much.” 
 
    “Me too. It’s been way too long. I’m glad you’re here. We’re going to tear some shit up this weekend.” Alyssa likes to party. I remember telling my mom I was staying at her house and her doing the same, all so we could sneak out and do whatever we could get into. We mostly drank beer and caused minor mischief. We once snuck to the beach and hooked up with a group of guys who lived there year round. We were both sixteen and told the guys we were eighteen. It was my first and only experience with cocaine, which ended with me waking up naked next to someone I didn’t know. 
 
    For months I swore I’d contracted a disease or gotten pregnant. Thank God neither happened. Back then I had Cammie to comfort me when I made mistakes. I suppose she’d still do the same for me, but she’d judge me and tell me I needed to grow up. In my honest opinion I feel like sometimes she tries to be my second mother instead of my sister. 
 
    “I like your hair,” I say as I run my hands through her blonde and black streaks. She was always adventurous and charismatic. “Maybe we could do mine while I’m here.” 
 
    “Girl, you work in a salon. You aren’t here to get your hair done. You’re here to party, hook up with some hotties and then repeat it the next day.” 
 
    “Geesh, you make me sound like a whore.” 
 
    “It’s just sex, Callie. I’m in college. It’s about exploration and learning. What better way to learn than experience?” 
 
    “You have the worst theories. What are they teaching you here?” 
 
    She pulls me inside the building where the sound of hip-hop music resonates. “To have fun.” 
 
    I take a few seconds to consider what this weekend could do for my state of mind. “You know what, screw it. Let’s have some fun. No regrets.” 
 
    “Woohoo,” she cheers. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    Lys leads me into the living room where three people sit around a coffee table. Cards are spread out and red solo cups are situated in front of each person. They’re filled with some blue concoction that I can only guess tastes fruity and sweet. I wave when they stop what they’re doing to take me in. “Hi. I’m Callie.” 
 
    Two females chipper up, while an extremely sexy guy manages a half-smile. They all say hi before Lys begins to introduce them. “The bitch to the right is Pepper. It’s really her last name, but that’s what she goes by. Her room is the first one you come to upstairs. Next to her is Avery. She has the room across from mine.” 
 
    Before she can finish the guy speaks. “And I’m her brother, Cob.” 
 
    I snicker. “Your name is Cob? Like corn?” 
 
    He gives me a flippant look. “Like Jacob, but shorter.” 
 
    “Don’t mind my brother. He’s here visiting since it’s alumni week.” 
 
    “Nice to meet all of you. I won’t be in the way while I’m here.” 
 
    They go back to playing the game after the introductions are finished, so Lys takes me around the house to give me the tour. 
 
    We spend the next hour in her room reminiscing about the good old days. When the sun begins to set we stroll out onto the second level deck and watch it disappear. We’re joined by Cob, who plays on his phone and  ignores the beautiful horizon.  
 
    Lys runs inside, leaving me there with the cocky stranger. “So, you went to school here?” I ask to break the silence. 
 
    “That’s what I said earlier.” He never looks up. “What about you? Where do you go to school?” 
 
    “I don’t. I’m a stylist.” 
 
    His brow cocks as he finally peers at me displaying a set of light hazel eyes. His dark sideburns accentuate the shape of his jawline and as I scan the attributes of his face I’m taken aback by the attraction I feel. He’s definitely a well kept man, taking pride in his appearance and how he grooms. His facial hair is trimmed in a fine line across his chin, and those lips appear to part just enough to make me lick mine in response.  
 
    I realize quickly that I must appear desperate. As quick as I’m able, I turn away. 
 
    “So you went to trade school for cosmetology?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answer. 
 
    “I’d imagine that must have been easy.” 
 
    I’m annoyed he may assume I’ve taken the easy route as far as careers go. “I’ll have you know I stand on my feet for more than ten hours a day. My hands kill me at night, and sometimes I have to talk so much my throat hurts. Why? What do you do for a living?” 
 
    He lets out an air-filled laugh that causes me to turn back to look at him. “I work for a large corporation that implements and constructs new roadways in all fifty states.” 
 
    “What does that mean? What is your job?” This guy doesn’t seem much older than me, but he speaks with an educated tone.  
 
    “Actually, I just took on a new role. I work for the division that obtains the property for new roads to be constructed on.” 
 
    I begin to think about what this type of job entails. “So you purchase property and force homeowners to move?” I remember this happening in my town a while back. The people who had to move were offered a large amount of money after they’d first refused. 
 
    “It’s not that simple. I’m sure you don’t want to be bored to death hearing about my job. It’s work. It pays the bills and lets me live within my means.” 
 
    “Do you force people to move if they refuse?” 
 
    He lifts his phone to his ear and sticks up one finger for me to hang on. In the meantime Lys comes out on the porch and takes me by the arm, pulling me back inside. “Hurry up. We need to change and roll out. We’re going to grab dinner before we get our drink on.” 
 
    I don’t say goodbye to the douchebag we leave behind. People like him annoy me. They don’t care who they hurt as long as they get their job done. I could never go to someone and take away their land for a stupid road the world can probably do without. There will be much more interesting, potential men to occupy my time while I’m visiting. If I want the whole college experience I’m going to have to act just like Lys and keep an open mind. 
 
    I put on my sexiest little skirt and top that doesn’t cover much of my mid-drift. I’ve already straightened my hair, but give it a slight touch up to ensure everything is in place, then I redo my makeup so I look my best. 
 
    I spin around so Lys can judge me. “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think I’m jealous of that cute little ass.” She slaps me there as she says it. “You’re totally going to have the guys chasing you around.” 
 
    “Shut up. I’m here to spend time with you.” 
 
    We begin to walk out of the apartment together. “Don’t you worry. There are plenty enough guys here to go around. They come in all flavors. I prefer the chocolate over the vanilla.” 
 
    I laugh at how she says it. “You’re terrible.” 
 
    “What? I’m just telling the truth. You prefer clean cut white boys who think their shit doesn’t stink. I like a fine black man who puts me on a pedestal and cares for my every need. To each his own.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as we walk down the sidewalk toward the town that I passed before pulling into the development. “So where are we going?” 
 
    “Just down to the pub. They have the best burgers.” 
 
    “And you expect me to drink afterwards? I’ll be puking my guts up.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. Pace yourself. Besides, the more you eat the longer it will take to get shit faced. I’ll make sure you get home in one piece.” 
 
    Two hours later I’m standing in the back yard of the frat house where the party is taking place. It’s crowded, with little walking room, especially when you get closer to the door. I’d been inside for a while, but since I didn’t know anyone it was a bit awkward, plus there were a bunch of girls running around with only body paint covering their genitals. All the hollering was giving me a headache. At least outside I can feel the crisp breeze against my face, and enjoy the entertainment from afar. I’ve been waiting for a chair to open up for forever, so when I spot one I hurry over to it and park my ass against the hard seat, not noticing who is sitting beside me. He’s giving me a once over before turning back to the female he’s chatting with. I still can’t get over how attractive he is.  
 
    He wants to be called Cob, and as silly as it sounds, it intrigues me to want to know more about him. Why do they call him Cob? Does he work out, or did God give him that natural build?  
 
    I sip at my beer while I watch him out of the corner of my eye. People that pass are giving him acknowledgment as if he’s pretty popular. I can only assume alumni often show up for these sort of gatherings.  
 
    It takes me a while to feel a buzz come on. I people watch, enjoying the free entertainment, though it reminds me of the antics us kids get into on the ranch. There is never a dull moment for sure.  
 
    While I pray Lys will find me, I’m settled to the fact that I’ve changed. I used to be the girl who would flash her tits for a free drink. I used to be the person who could walk up to someone and immediately be friends. This new façade is nothing but boring so I make the decision to get off my ass and do something about it. 
 
    I don’t know if Cob has a girlfriend. It could be the chick he’s been talking to for the past half hour, or maybe she’s just someone he knows from around. Regardless of their relationship, I take him by the arm and pull up to a standing position. He looks from me to the other female, then back to me again. “What the hell, woman?” 
 
    “Come dance with me,” I say while continuing to pull him along. I’m already moving to the beat of the loud music. His rhythm isn’t the best, but he does try to keep up, instead of walking away and leaving me to dwell with rejection.  
 
    We get through one song before we speak to each other. He breaks the ice. “Where are you from, Blondie?” 
 
    “North Carolina.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? My mom grew up there. It’s nice down there.” 
 
    “Where about?” I inquire. 
 
    “Near Raleigh I think. I’m not sure. I haven’t been there since my grandmother died when I was a kid. Small world though. Do you live in the city or a rural area?” 
 
    The next tune is slower. I don’t want to appear desperate, but I also don’t know where Lys went, and I certainly hate being alone surrounded by strangers, so I bring my hands up his chest to keep his attention. “I’m a country girl. My family runs a cattle ranch.” 
 
    “Wow. The farmer’s daughter. That’s kinda hot.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. If he only knew how many times I’ve heard that in my life. “Where did you grow up?” 
 
    “Pennsylvania mostly. My family owns a bunch of hotels and a couple bed and breakfast establishments. Whenever a new one came along we’d move to that location to ensure it ran smoothly.” 
 
    “Hotels, like Hilton?” Is this guy filthy rich? If so, I could be more interested in allowing him to entertain me while I’m here. 
 
    He smirks and shakes his head while lightly grasping the sides of my arms. For anyone watching us they’d be able to tell we were uncomfortable with this situation. We look like teenagers at our first dance.  
 
    “No. We’re nothing like that. They make a modest living.” 
 
    I turn away and blush. Being this close to him allows me to see the stubble growing on his face. His white teeth are straight, but not perfect, making me feel like he never had braces. Those eyes, my god they’re piercing into my soul as he talks. I want to hate him. He’s a cocky guy with a shitty job. He probably makes more enemies than friends, and I can only assume he’s okay with that. I also know bad guys have always been my thing, so it’s only natural for me to be curious. “So you take time off work to come here and party like you’re still in college? That seems kind of desperate if you ask me.” I’m flippant, because men like to be challenged, so I’ve noticed with past experiences. 
 
    He shrugs. “Occasionally. My dad was in an accident, so I came home for that.” 
 
    “Oh my God. Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. He broke his collar bone and bruised a couple ribs. My mom needed me around to help pick up the slack while he was down and out. It’s all good now. Dad’s back to normal.” 
 
    “Are you close with your family?” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment and then shakes his head. “Why are you asking me so many questions? Is this your way of hitting on me? That’s it!” His eyes light up. “You see something you like. You want me.” Of course someone like him would boast a huge ego. I’m sure women throw themselves at him, especially at parties like this one. 
 
    I push him until he’s not able to touch me. He can’t know I think he’s gorgeous and interesting. “Fat chance! I was only trying to bide my time until Lys finds me.” 
 
    “Lys? Yeah, good luck with that. When I came in she was going upstairs with some guy. The last time I was here she did the same thing. You’re better off calling it a night if you can’t hang with the big guns.” 
 
    I point at him, as if I mean business. “I don’t think I like you.” It’s a bold-faced lie. “You think your shit doesn’t stink.” I’m taking up for Lys, because he’s pretty much called her a whore without saying the words. It’s making me defensive and highly offended. 
 
    He reacts quickly to my change of attitude. “Yeah, well it’s the same view from here. I don’t have time for this shit. Take your high school attitude and go somewhere else. There’s a new beer calling my name, and a lot more fuckable potential then what’s in front of me.” 
 
    I huff away as quickly as possible, hoping I don’t have to see him for the entirety of my weekend. He’s a prick, and I was stupid to think I could ease my way in. Guys like him have their pick of women, and I haven’t been anyone’s first choice in a long time. 
 
    I fill two cups to the brim with beer and sit down on the lawn at the edge of the property. The music is loud enough to be heard from anywhere in the neighborhood, so I try to relax and allow the beat to calm my nerves.  
 
    I watch partygoers doing keg stands, and more girls running around without tops. Some are just dancing around as if they don’t care they’re exposed, while others are too drunk to care. I get a good laugh when a guy streaks through the crowds of people, slapping on the asses of every dude as he passes them. I even spot Cob’s sister from afar and wonder if I could reach out to her for someone to entertain me, but she disappears into the crowd just as fast. 
 
    When I’ve emptied the two cups, I venture into the house to see what else they have to offer. A couple people are doing body shots off the topless females. A random guy grabs me by the arm and pulls me up until I’m standing over one of them. People are chanting ‘shots’ as I peer around and wonder what I should do next.  
 
    It’s obvious I have two options. I can run away and forget this place ever existed, or I can come out of my shell and be the life of the party like I used to be. 
 
    I duck down and suck the concoction from the woman’s skin, dragging my tongue over it to get a rise out of the audience.  
 
    When everyone cheers I throw up my arms like I’m the queen of the world. I’m now welcomed into the affair as if I’ve always belonged. Suddenly I’m being lifted to do keg stands and guys are fawning over me like they used to. I feel like myself, before my heart got broken. It’s wonderful and exciting. 
 
    Then everything kind of gets blurred, and when I say blurred, I mean I can’t remember anything. 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    It’s dark when my eyes open. I sit up and peer around the quiet room hoping I’ll recognize something significant to tell me where I am. I know I’m on a mattress, and as my feet touch the floor I can tell the bed is at least on a frame. My left hand feels around for a lamp, only to come in contact with skin instead. Even in the dark my eyes are as wide as possible.  
 
    Next I drag my hand over my own body to discover there isn't an inch of clothing left. I'm flabbergasted, completely and utter freaking out. It's still dark outside, so I can only assume whoever is sleeping in the bed next to me hasn't been asleep long. 
 
    As quiet as possible I get down and crawl across the floor hoping to God I can find a doorway without knocking something over and alarming the stranger in the bed. 
 
    Before I get two feet away I hear the voice for the first time, worst of all I recognize it. 
 
    A light comes on as he speaks. "So this is how you repay me?" 
 
    I curl up and cover my body to prevent him from seeing me naked, though I fear I have nothing left to hide, including my dignity. "Holy shit. Cob? What? How?" 
 
    He's snarling. If I wasn't naked I'd stand up and hit him. 
 
    "How? You're really going to ask me that after what you did?" 
 
    My eyes ignite with worry. "What I did? What did you do to me?" 
 
    He boasts a proud smile before shaking his head and running one hand through his dark wavy hair. "I should have expected you'd act like this." 
 
    "Like what?" I still have no clue how we arrived at this predicament. 
 
    "Ungrateful to start with. Not even two hours ago you were begging me to take you home. Now you're all freaked out about it. Next you'll be telling people I forced myself on you." 
 
    "You obviously did, because there is no way in hell I'd ever want to sleep with you." 
 
    Cob doesn't stand. He flops back down on the bed and laughs until he's struggling to breathe. I'm angry yet extremely confused. I don't remember anything. "Did we sleep together?" I have to know. 
 
    I watch the man sit straight up and stare at me. "There was no way I'd sleep with you." 
 
    My brow raises. "Then how do you explain the lack of clothing?" 
 
    Cob stands and shocks me by revealing a pair of tighty whites. He snaps the elastic. "I'm not naked, and you, well you did that yourself. It's funny you say you'd never sleep with me, because two hours ago you were begging for just that. You took your clothes off and climbed into my bed. After the mess you made in the bathroom I figured it was safer to let you rest until your stomach settled." 
 
    Oh no. "Please tell me I didn't get sick." 
 
    "All over my sister's car, the front steps, my pants, and the bathroom. What the fuck did you eat?" 
 
    I'm queasy just thinking back to the burger and fries. 
 
    Cob points at me. "You want something to cover up with?" 
 
    "Isn't it obvious? Where are my clothes?" 
 
    "Probably in the street where you took them off,” he says while chucking a blanket in my direction. I quickly scoop it up off the floor in front of me and cast it over each shoulder to prevent him from seeing anything but my face. 
 
    I'm not sure I believe him about leaving my clothes on a public road. "Yeah right. I wouldn't." 
 
    His face contorts as a chuckle escapes him. "You did. As a matter of fact, I have about two hundred witnesses. You said you wanted to be free. You screamed it at the top of your lungs. You told somebody named Cammie to go to Hell and fuck herself, and then you spun around in a circle. It was pretty entertaining for me, but the chick I was trying to take home, not so much, especially when you came over and claimed me for yourself." He throws up his hands and rests them behind his head while leaning back down on his pillow. “There went my chances of getting laid.” 
 
    "What?" I'm horrified. "No. I would never get that intoxicated.” 
 
    “Woman, you obviously have issues and no stop point. Face it, I saved you from yourself. Who knows where you’d be if I didn’t pick you up and carry you here myself?” 
 
    I place both hands at the side of my face and rub my temples. “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Like I said, you should be grateful. I saved your ass. You’ll be forever in my debt,” he taunts. 
 
    My emotions hit me like a ton of bricks falling from the sky above. Fixated on not moving from my position, I sulk on the floor next to the bed, praying this is all some kind of bad dream I can wake up from. 
 
    Cob climbs out of the bed and makes his way toward me, only to pass by and leave the room. I can hear the toilet seat hitting the porcelain back as he lifts it, and his strand of urine when he begins relieving himself in the hallway bathroom. I finally recognize being back at the house Lys shares with her friends, so I’m able to stand up and pray I can find her in the room she showed me from earlier. After making sure the blanket is covering all my appendages, I whisk through the hall, hoping I won’t see Cob and have to stop to explain myself.  
 
    I’m not surprised when I find Lys’ room unoccupied. At least Cob hadn’t been lying about that part, though I’m still unsure of everything else he told me.  
 
    My stomach churns with disgust as I find my travel bag and locate clean clothes to put on after a hot shower. Before leaving the confines of the room, I peek out to make sure that man isn’t anywhere near. If I never see him again it will be too soon.  
 
    Once I’m safely in the bathroom without incident, I immediately hop into the hot shower, hoping the water will refresh my soul and solve so many unanswered questions from the previous night. I no sooner begin washing my hair when I hear the familiar sound of the door opening, which is alarming since I vividly recall fastening it into the locking position. I peer through the front of the shower curtain to spot Cob standing in front of the sink with a toothbrush in his hand. He’s occupied as if he hasn’t noticed he’s invaded my privacy. I’m quick to speak. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? How did you get in here?” 
 
    “I used my thumbnail to turn the simple mechanism. What’s wrong with you? I’ve seen everything you have, so there’s nothing else to hide. I need to get going, and I’m not going anywhere until my teeth are clean. You never know when an opportunity might arise.” 
 
    “Opportunity? Oh Jesus. I can’t even listen to this anymore. Make sure the door is locked when you’re done, and please do me a favor and forget we ever met. I’d like to pretend none of the past twenty four hours happened.” 
 
    When I duck back behind the curtain he responds with a calm tone. “That’s probably going to be difficult. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to allow myself to forget something so exquisite.” I hear him take his last spit and then the sound of the door opening then closing again.  
 
    When the spigot is shut off it’s silent. I fetch a towel off the holder and hurry to the door to ensure it’s locked, before dressing and exiting the bathroom. From there I wander downstairs to find I’m in the house alone. Cob is gone, but the memory of what he told me haunts my every muscle.  
 
    I locate and manage to charge my phone before I can get in touch with Lys. Just like Cob had mentioned, she’d hooked up with some random guy at the party and assumed I’d be fine about it. I try to keep my cool and think back to the times I left her alone because someone caught my attention.  
 
    By the time she arrives at the house it’s after noon. I’ve been in a negative state of mind since our previous cell phone call. As soon as she steps into the room and sees my face she knows I’ve got trouble on my mind. “What’s up, girl? Did you get any booty numbers last night?” 
 
    I sit up from my slouched position. “If I did it was no thanks to you. How could you leave me like that?” 
 
    “You’ve never had trouble fitting in before, besides, this guy, oh my Jesus, you would have pounced on that shit too.” 
 
    I have to let out a sigh-filled laugh. She will never change. She’ll be fifty years old picking up random men at retirement homes, because in her mind it’s absolutely normal. It’s not all Lys’ fault. Her mother raised her alone. They lived in a small single-wide trailer up until she graduated from high school. If it wasn’t for her grandfather’s life insurance Lys wouldn’t be in college. Since her initial enrollment her mother has spent every last penny of the money on God only knows what, leaving Lys to have to pay for her classes herself. She works a full time job now, and attends school on a part time basis. To be honest, I don’t see her ever returning to North Carolina. She wants to be as far away from the person who raised her as she can get. 
 
    “So, apparently I ripped off my clothes and danced around in the road last night.” 
 
    “No way. That was you? I heard someone talking about it this morning. Wow. Sorry I missed that.” 
 
    “Lys, I woke up naked in a bed with a stranger. Do you have any idea how crappy I feel?” 
 
    “Was he sexy?” 
 
    I shove her. “Shut up. You’re terrible. This is serious. I came here to get away, not contract an STD or get pregnant. I’m a freaking mess. Maybe I should head home tonight.” 
 
    “Please stay. I promise I won’t leave your side.” She waits a second before continuing. “Did you at least get his number?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t want it.” 
 
    Her face curls. “Why? Is he ugly?” 
 
    “No. He’s a prick. I’d rather not talk about it. It’s not like I can change what happened.” 
 
    “Was it good?” 
 
    “According to him, we didn’t have sex, not that I would remember.” 
 
    She reaches over and hugs me. “I’m sorry, Cal. You must think I’m a shitty friend.” 
 
    “No. You’re worse than that,” I tease. 
 
    Just like that all is forgiven. We’ve been through worse than this before, and I can’t help but love her anyway.  
 
    I think that’s what bothers me so much. I’m easy to forgive others, but when it comes to my family it seems impossible. Maybe it’s that I can’t forgive myself. I suppose only time will tell me if we can manage to get past this hurdle. 
 
    Lys and I spend the next two nights hanging out in front of her television. We watch an entire streaming series and eat two whole pizzas, and three bags of chips. That’s more than I probably eat in a week, so you can imagine how I left with an upset stomach. 
 
    I was sad to drive away from her place and know I had to head home. Wedding festivities awaited me, and knowing I was a huge part of them only made it ten times worse. All I could hope was that I’d find a way to make it through them so I could leave on good terms with my family. 
 
    Before pulling up at the ranch I promised myself I’d put what happened at the party behind me and forget all about meeting and waking up naked next to the very sexy Cob. Guys like that are why women like me stay single. He was trouble with a capital T and I’m glad I’d never have to see his face again. 
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    The weeks leading to the wedding went by quickly, especially when I threw myself into everything I could in order to keep my distance from my sister and Wes. I know it seems like it would be difficult since it’s their wedding, but actually, I found it easy. Despite the fact that time was helping me with my grudge, I am excited for my sister. Her beautiful daughter deserves to have two happy parents to love and cherish her. Wes is a loyal man. He’ll be good to both of them, and for that I’m grateful I have no idea how my parents would have handled it if Cammie came home with her married teacher in tow. They certainly wouldn’t be celebrating the way they are now. 
 
    When I wasn’t involved with wedding festivities, planning a bachelorette outing, or working in the salon, I often went to the local bar, or hung out at my cousin Bella’s house. I’d babysit for her so she could help her husband in their veterinary clinic, which was also located on the family property just off the main ranch. Sometimes I’d stay the night and hang out with her and Rusty. They didn’t seem to mind the intrusion, especially since her brothers were too busy with their own lives to bother to visit, even when they lived less than a mile away. 
 
    Jake and Jax, the world’s worst set of twins, had gone from being womanizers to faithful companions. Since their turn for the better, they stayed to themselves. Jax has twin girls with his wife Amber, who happens to be a famous model. I think in some ways the boys always had each other, so as long as they spend time together they don’t worry too much about all of us, though they do come around almost every Sunday for our large potluck dinners. It’s a tradition that’s been happening since before I was born. I honestly don’t know a life without it. Even when we visit the family in Kentucky they share the same tradition with their children. Sometimes I feel like I’m going to be the only person in the family without someone to share my life with. I know I’m young, in my early twenties, and obviously stupid, but I still deserve happiness, right? 
 
    Cammie’s bachelorette party was low key. She and Wes had decided to keep them simple since they were already practically wed. Leave it to Wes to be the perfect gentlemen when it came to making Cammie uncomfortable. He put his foot down when our uncle Ty, and his sons, Jake and Jax, pushed for strippers and Vegas. I think somewhere in the back of my wicked mind I was hoping Wes would screw up and make a mockery out of the whole wedding event. I’d be lying if I said the idea of it hasn’t crossed my mind a time or two. 
 
    Anyway, for Cammie’s outing we chose to do it at the local country club. It’s on a lake at a well-known golf club. Many of our friends from high school attended, and even a few came all the way from California where Cammie had gone to school. As always, we were constantly compared to one another. Sure, Cammie and I look alike, but we’re very different at the same time. Cammie is laid back. She prefers to be comfortable and doesn’t worry about makeup or doing her hair, while I naturally feel better about myself when I’m dolled up and ready to impress. I always felt like I had to work at being beautiful, while she sort of woke up that way. Maybe it’s her innocence. Even though she had an affair with a married man, Cammie is the poster child for being a good girl. She excels in school, stays focused on her dreams, and doesn’t let problems get in her way. 
 
    We used to have the latter of those ideas in common, up until my heart got trampled on. I know it’s my fault for putting myself out there to Wes. For the longest time when he came back to town I kept quiet regarding my feelings. I watched him with my brother and waited until I felt like my opportunity had arose. Unfortunately, it was right around the time Cammie came back to town, and the little hint of interest Wes was giving me dissipated. Maybe I shouldn’t have turned a blind eye. I was so awestruck over his presence that I didn’t see what was right in front of me. Shame on me for that. It was a whopper of realization, that’s for sure. 
 
    So back to the bachelorette party. I may have taken it upon myself to pay for extra entertainment without my mother’s knowledge. The police officer showed up promptly at eight in the evening. He came into the room with a citation pad in his hands, prepared to write us up for noise pollution. Aside from some mellow music none of us had caused enough sound to warrant a visit from the police, so all eyes were on me.  
 
    I simply shrug and smile. “I have no idea who ordered him.” 
 
    It was already too late. The damage was done. Worst part of all – he happened to be someone Cammie dated briefly in school, a person she couldn’t stand. As he grinded his mostly naked body all over her I thought she was going to rip his cock off. Her friends rallied, making the mood a little easier for Cam to manage, while I reap in the benefits of seeing a hot ass man get down. When the first song comes to an end I’m being led into another room by my angry sister. “What the hell is wrong with you? Wes and I know him. You did this on purpose.” 
 
    I’m still smiling, but not because I’m up to no good, it’s probably more because I had no idea when I ordered a stripper it would be someone we hung out with in high school. “I really didn’t know, Cam.” 
 
    She shoves me. “You’re determined to ruin my wedding aren’t you? I’ve had about enough of this shit with you, Cal. Get over it already. I’m marrying Wes. We’re a family, and there’s not a damn thing you can do to stop it.” 
 
    This enrages me. How dare she throw it in my face? I shove her back. “Back off of me. I don’t give a shit about your marriage to Wes.” 
 
    “Oh really? You could have fooled me.” 
 
    I don’t know why this comes out of my mouth, but as soon as I say it I know I’m a total mess. “Apparently you’re easily fooled. Isn’t that how you ended up screwing a married man and having his kid?” 
 
    The slap is fast and precise to my cheek. My sister’s eyes have never displayed such horror. She’s irate and ready to pounce. It’s a good thing my mother has overheard most of the conversation. She swoops in and puts her whole body between us. “Stop this now!” 
 
    I toss my hands above my head. “I’m out of here. Enjoy the entertainment. The second hour is free.” 
 
    When I leave I drive until I reach the Pennsylvania line. Since I’ve come unannounced, I know there is little chance Lys is going to be prepared for company. After parking my car I notice the house is dark. Only a single vehicle sits in the driveway and I recognize it immediately.  
 
    I’m tired of driving, and it’s entirely too late to turn around and head home. My phone died earlier in the day and I don’t even have a charger in the car to rectify the situation. My only option is to go inside and hope his sister is using his car while he’s out of town. 
 
    I knock on the door before squatting down to check under the rug for the spare key they keep. As I’m doing it I hear the lock being unfastened and spot a familiar face looking down at me. I stand with little pride and face someone I never wanted to see again. “Hi,” I manage. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” he remarks. 
 
    “Yeah, several weeks.” At this point my hands go into my pockets and I’m rocking from side to side in hopes he’ll feel pity for me and let me in without questions.  
 
    I’m wrong. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Is Lys here?” 
 
    “No. She went to a concert with my sister. They won’t be back until tomorrow night.” 
 
    My heavy sigh leads him to move aside. “You can come in and wait if you want.” 
 
    “Do I really need your permission? I’m not trying to be a bitch, but this is my friends place. She pays rent and said I was welcome whenever I want.” 
 
    “Actually,” he spins around to face me. “You do. You see, I own this house. I bought it as an investment years ago. When I’m in town I stay here. When I’m not I know it’s being taken care of. Your friend is my tenant, Callie.” My name projects with sarcasm. He’s purposely being a jerk and I have no patience. 
 
    I begin to turn around and head back out the door. If I have to drive all night it’ll be better than being around this guy. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going now?” 
 
    “I must have gotten my days mixed up. I’ll come back when Lys is home.” 
 
    He runs outside to meet up with me. “Hold up. I know you didn’t drive a ton of hours just to turn around and go home. I don’t really care either way, but you’re welcome to stay and wait. I won’t bother you if you don’t bother me. I’m expecting company, so I’ll be out of your way.” 
 
    I spin around with a contorted frown. “Who would want to hang out with you, especially at this hour?” It’s nearly two in the morning, so I hardly think this is a late dinner. 
 
    He brings his pointer finger over and lifts my chin so I’m looking at him. “Everyone but you.” He waits a second for me to take it in. “It’s late. You should at least take a nap before driving home.” 
 
    Just like the first time we met, he’s annoying me. Even as I watch his sexy ass walk away I know I can still hop in my car and go back to the ranch, or at least sleep at a rest stop.  
 
    Except I don’t.  
 
    I look up into the living room window and see him peeking out a curtain. He expects me to leave, but I have a better idea. I’m going to make sure whoever he has coming over knows I’ve been naked in his bed before. That will certainly pay him back for being such a cocky bastard. 
 
    It’s nearly five minutes before I walk back into the house. I’ve managed to find a bag of clothes that will at least suffice until I can wash the ones I’m wearing. With no luck finding a cell phone charger, I’m inclined to use the one in Lys’ bedroom. As soon as my feet hit the threshold I smell something wonderful coming from the kitchen. My nose leads me in that direction until I’m standing over an old butcher block island, Cob is on the other side chopping vegetables. He tosses me a quick glance before getting back to his task. “You hungry?” 
 
    “No,” I lie. “I just ate before I came.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. I’m sure I’ll have scraps left over.” His cackle afterwards hits me hard. 
 
    “You’re such an asshole.” 
 
    “It takes one to know one.” 
 
    Without an instant comeback I’m left to walk away and lock myself in my friends room, where I know I can find solace.  
 
    While my phone charges, I scroll through and listen to the slew of messages my family has left. Everyone blames me for ruining the night. I’m exhausted, but can’t find sleep. A female voice leads me to believe Cob’s company has arrived. I try not to listen, but the walls are thin. Just when I think it’s too quiet I hear a car door closing and then the engine starting. I peek out the curtain and see Cob waving his guest goodbye. I’m not an expert by any means, but she didn’t stay long enough for a quickie, even if he’s a minute man.  
 
    Determined to get under his skin I barge out of the room and wait for him to emerge from the front door. As soon as the door creaks open I start on him. “Not as good as you think, huh?” 
 
    He crosses his arms and simply shakes his head while staring me up and down. “You’re relentless.” 
 
    “I tell it like it is.” 
 
    For a second he takes me in. As I begin to feel uncomfortable he saunters toward the kitchen. “Go back to your room and pout. I don’t have the energy to deal with your shit this late.” 
 
    He seems different, almost like he’s pissed about something. Did this girl break up with him? Did she break his little black heart? 
 
    I reach over and dig his fork into the plate of food, bringing a bite up to my mouth and savoring the flavor as he watches astounded I’ve done something so rude. “I think I’ll hang out with you, being that your date left.” 
 
    He jerks the fork out of my hand and moves the plate from my reach. “I’ll go eat somewhere else.” 
 
    “Who eats dinner in the wee hours of the morning?” I call out as he exits the room. 
 
    “Someone who just came from the airport, nosey.” 
 
    I wait until I hear the sound of his door shutting before getting a plate and digging into the scrumptious ensemble of food he’s prepared. I’m impressed he can cook, but not surprised since his family is in the business of catering to people. He’s probably helped out his whole life. 
 
    The house is too quiet. For a while I sit and stare at my empty plate, while I go over the events of the previous day. I’m exhausted. It’s now nearly three and I’m wide awake because I regret hurting the people I love. 
 
    I hate the person I’m becoming, but in my defense I didn’t know that guy was going to be the stripper. 
 
    One of the messages from my sister still resonates in my mind.  
 
    Don’t bother showing up for my wedding. 
 
    As much as I’ve tried to search for ways to get out of it, her words rip me to shreds. She’s done with me, and I’m faced to reap what I’ve sowed. 
 
    They’re both right. I need to get over this animosity and find peace within myself. This isn’t how we were raised to act. When my first bout of sniffles begin, I hear a presence from behind my chair.  
 
    Cob is leaning against the doorway with his arms folded. “Look at that. You actually have feelings.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” I cover my face with my hands. “You couldn’t begin to understand my life.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. I’m too much of an asshole to understand struggle. Let me guess, I’ve been handed a silver spoon. I shit gold and when I walk through a crowd people kneel down before me.” He scuffles. “Yeah, that’s exactly my life.” 
 
    My air filled sigh warrants a coy grin. “I doubt you shit gold.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right. I over exaggerate when it comes to certain things.” 
 
    I point to his crotch to elude from talking about my problems. “Like the size of your tiny penis?” 
 
    His cackle echoes off the walls. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you think.” 
 
    This is amusing. “Every man says they’re huge.” 
 
    “I never said either. I’d describe it as being well endowed.” 
 
    “Statistics say you’re full of crap.” 
 
    He comes to stand in front of me and unzips his shorts, dropping them down until he’s in his briefs. I’ve seen him this way before, but it doesn’t stop the intrigue. “Still curious?” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    Just as he takes his fingers and digs them into the elastic he stops and removes them. “Come over here and do it yourself.” A half smile remains on his face as our eyes meet. He knows he’s attractive. It’s obvious I like what I see, and I’m afraid what will happen if I allow myself to admit it. “What’s the matter? All talk and no game?” 
 
    I push my plate away from the edge of the counter and stand from my seat. He’s only steps away, though I move slowly to assure myself this is the route I want to take. We’re still focused on each other, which only makes this more intense as I approach. “I never refuse a challenge.” Instead of looking I take my palm and roll it over the outside of the fabric where his package sits. The moment my hand comes in contact with his warmth, parts of me awaken. Maybe it’s because I’m tired. It’s possible I’m desperate, but in this moment I can’t stop myself from taking what I know I need. 
 
    I grab the fabric of the collar of his shirt and pull him down against my lips. He’s just brushed his teeth and tastes like mint. His tongue invades my space and soon taunts mine into joining in a harmonious game. Cob’s hands come around my waist and pull me closer. He spins me around and throws me up against the wall, only to lift my hands above my head and stare deeply into my eyes. He traces my mouth with his as he speaks. “We can hate each other when we’re done.” 
 
    “Deal,” I say before his lips devour mine. 
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    One night stand. That’s all this will be.  
 
    With each one of his intimidating kisses I keep telling myself this is justifiable. I need this to soothe me from all of my current stress.
His kisses are like little dabs of solace to my soul, reminding me I'm human and capable of feeling something other than never being enough. This man desires me. Maybe it's for the wrong reasons, but at this point I don't really care.
With my body pressed up against the wall, I bring my arms down over his head and gradually slither them across his strong shoulders.
Cob's mouth crashes into mine like he's starved for more, while I succumb to my own hidden agenda. The farther I allow this to go, the better my chances of getting over my current dilemma.
I know he's not the answer to my problems, but damnit he's a pretty great distraction. His tongue mingles with mine over and over again, beckoning parts of my body to react. His touch is precise. He knows exactly what he's doing and at what pace he needs to move. I drag my fingers down his broad shoulders until they're at the width of his back. Pulling him against me, I bite down on his lip and tug. Violence has never been something that gets me going in the bedroom, but in this case I want it rough and unrestricted. Cob needs to know there won't be rules and what better way than to show him I'm totally prepared for whatever he has in mind than to shove him away and lift my shirt over my head. He rakes me in while my bra drops to my feet. Now topless, I begin to shimmy my pants down over my hips.
Cob steps closer, taking my hand and stopping me, only to crouch down and do the job himself. I’m uncomfortable and he knows it. My weakness gives him pleasure. His brows lift as the fabric reveals what hasn’t been touched in far too long. I’m no prude. I have desires that I’ve always seemed to take care of, up until lately. The fact that this man wants me is enough to fuel me to carry on.  
 
    He stops and stares at my pussy, causing me to deeply inhale.  
 
    Have I not groomed to his standards? Has he changed his mind?  
 
    He gives me the answer I seek without having to ask. A low groan escapes him. “What would you say if I told you I stared at your naked body that night for a long damn time?” He drags his fingers over the sensitive skin. “I etched this in my mind in case this opportunity wouldn’t present itself again.” 
 
    I don’t need to hear this to sleep with him. Nothing could sway me to change my mind. “Do me a favor.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I say as I shove his face against my pussy. It’s probably not the most pleasing of ways to go about receiving oral sex from a willing participant, but at this point I couldn’t give two shits about his concerns. I’m being selfish and taking what I want without regard for my partner. This encounter isn’t because I enjoy being around this person. He’s still a stranger; someone I’ve already decided to loathe. Except, he’s useful. He’s going to provide me with consolation and bring me back from the brink of giving up. He’ll restore my self esteem and allow me to recuperate while in his arms. I’m using him and he knows it. Hell, he probably likes it.  
 
      
 
    His tongue acts as a powerful tool, skilled and precise, as he works a circular pattern around my clit. Just as I’m on the brink, he moves away and wipes his face with the back of his hand. When I strike a disappointed glance in his direction he explains. “If you want me to continue you’re going to have to make it worth my while.” 
 
    I snarl, lifting his chin so he’s still staring at me. “If you keep stalling I might lose interest.” 
 
    He drags his hand over my overly sensitive clit. “I highly doubt that.” 
 
    His hair is thick as my fingers trail through it. My eyes close as he continues to tease my tender bud. Being naked in front of him only causes my body to react according to his wishes. This asshole wants me to beg, and I’m damn near prepared to do it if it gives me the outcome I deserve. 
 
    My teeth drag over my bottom lip while Cob continues to entice me from below. His mouth nears my pussy and I witness a hint of a graze. My knees weaken and I’m consumed with ecstasy when I feel his tongue there. Like the technique before, he savors my clit, sucking it until I’m almost ready to scream. Shaking and sexually tortured, I succumb to my own weaknesses. Cob takes his time backing away, admiring the condition he’s left me in. He slithers up until he’s face to face with me and brings his lips close. “I’m not sorry for that.” 
 
    “I still hate you,” I remind him as I draw in for another kiss. 
 
    “You should. I’m a bastard with no regard for anyone but myself. I take what I want, and after I have it I walk away.” 
 
    I don’t know why his words only make me want him more. It’s like I’m up for the challenge of proving him wrong. I feel like I’m capable of changing his mind. I’ll have to give it my all and possibly do things I’d never admit to enjoying.  
 
    Challenge accepted. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He’s intrigued as he comes in to reciprocate my previous kiss. I'm unable to prevent his next move. Cob wraps both arms around the top of my legs and takes me over his shoulder as he stands. I don't fight as he carries me in the direction of his bedroom, continuing on until I'm being thrown down on his bed. He removes his briefs and comes at me like a bat out of Hell. Ambition is written across his face as his lips crash over mine. His intense kisses only lead to more groping. I'm getting further aroused by the second, left panting and irrefutably anxious. 
 
    I can feel his stiff erection begging for attention, so without being asked or persuaded, I reach down and sample the girth, coming to the realization that he’s every bit of enough to make me crumble. A hint of a groan invades my ear as he reacts to my touch. As we continue to make out, he taunts his rock hard cock, stroking it rapidly until I know he’s about to blow.  
 
    He flips us around and slides off the bed, leaving me wondering what’s happening. I watch the rear of his naked physique amble toward a tall dresser. He opens the top drawer and pulls out a box of condoms, selecting one before returning to the bed. 
 
    “You’re prepared,” I almost say in a weakened whisper. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    I’m not sure whether to be elated or grossed out. The idea of him being with a different woman every night has to be pushed aside in order for me to give my best performance. I don’t want to consider I’ll be positioned somewhere in the middle of all his conquests. 
 
    I take the rubber and rip it open with my teeth, coming to sit between his legs and dipping down to apply it to his awaiting dick. He stiffens as both of my hands glide down his long shaft, stopping at the base and rubbing the main tentacle of his sensitive vein. He bucks once, but readjusts, using his strength to bring me to straddle over him. I immediately sit straight up and run my hands through my hair. I’m sure it’s a disaster of a tangled mess, but some guys like it to look like the woman has been properly fucked, so I decide to go with it. I shake it around until the wild locks tickle my shoulders. My teeth drag against my bottom lip as I slither my wet pussy over his hard rod. His hands grasp my hips as I work, displaying my natural rhythm as move around until he’s positioned accordingly.  
 
    From the amount of foreplay he’s provided, he slips in with ease, filling my walls with his thickness. It’s been a while for me, so the mere thought of this happening sends waves of enjoyment through each of my limbs.  
 
    I begin to ride him hard, untamed like a bucking stallion. My breasts are bouncing around, as are his eyes to follow them. He sits straight up and brings one hand through the back of my hair. He’s pulling me into a heated kiss while I continue fucking him. My hips are aching, my thigh burning as the muscles are challenged, but I don’t fold. I want him to unravel. He needs to have all of me since it’s the only time it will ever happen.  
 
    When I think I have the upper hand in this game of sexual proudness, he ups the stakes, flipping me over and forcing me against the head of the bed. My face presses on the cold light painted wall as he comes up behind me, invading the space between us. He’s taking me from behind, slipping inside promptly to keep the momentum going. From this position it’s tighter. My channel suffocates his shaft as it’s slips in and out. I can feel myself unraveling and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. He’s dipping his lips down and places gentle kisses across the back of my shoulders, while one hand slips between my legs and teases my clit. My ass cheeks tighten as I’m swept away with bliss. When I expect he’ll follow, he turns me around and lifts my legs above my head. I watch him soar in and plunge his rock hard weapon deep. I’m torn between my orgasm and a new bout of sensations I can’t even explain. My moans are matched as his lips crash against mine. Sweat trickles down the sides of our faces, and as my hands come around to his back I can tell he’s getting a great workout. Cob holds onto my ankles, pushing them as far up as they’ll go. It hurts, but I enjoy the pain just as much as the pleasure he’s still providing me. Then I watch him lose it. The veins pop on the sides of his forehead as he tightens his hold and stills.  
 
    This isn’t what I expected, maybe better than I thought, but I won’t admit it. I can’t. It’s sex. Nothing more. 
 
    When Cob rolls over to catch his breath, finally freeing his hold over me, I remain still. I’ve slept with a man for pure gratification and gotten exactly that. My mother wouldn’t approve, not that I care.  
 
    Sleep finds me fast, and as I let myself fall I finally have something to smile about. Light snoring fills the room from the man beside me. He’s so bad for me, but I hate him a little less than before. 
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    I get little sleep, and it’s not because Cob won’t stop snoring. I actually find comfort in knowing there’s a handsomely naked man in the bed next to me. By the time the sun shines through the white plastic mini-blinds, I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes focused. Cob has rolled over and he’s facing in another direction. As much as I’d like to remain under the covers, I know it’s time for me to leave. I’d be embarrassed if Lys came home and found me shacked up with her landlord, so I do what I feel is the safest resort.  
 
    I bolt.  
 
    After gathering my clothes, and my fully charged cell phone, I sneak out of the house and drive away in my car. It’s better than having to say goodbye, or do the walk of shame so others will always know what I’ve done. 
 
    I drive to the nearest hotel and book a room, where I finally climb into a semi-comfortable bed and catch up on the sleep I didn’t give myself the night before. 
 
    The next morning I return home, determined to get through the wedding in one piece. Though it was short-lived, my time with Cob helped, at least with my self esteem issues. I’d like to say I can be around Wes and Cammie and feel happy, but I still wasn’t there yet. I’d be a fool to expect a one-night-stand with a complete douchebag enough to mend my broken heart. 
 
    The first person to find me is my mother. She opens my bedroom door without a single knock. I can already tell she means business when our eyes meet. “You have a lot of apologies to make, Cal.” 
 
    “Can we talk about this later, Mom? I’ve been driving for a while and I just want to relax before I get the third degree.” 
 
    She doesn’t budge from her position. “No it can’t wait. Your sister is about to get married and you’re still holding some kind of ill feelings about it. I know you were interested in Wes, but he’s just a guy. It’s not like the two of you were involved.” 
 
    “I thought we were on track to be.” I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. I won’t be sticking around after the big day anyway.” 
 
    “So we’ve heard. When were you planning on telling us? You think hearing it from Cammie was appropriate?” 
 
    “I didn’t want anyone trying to talk me out of it. I’ve made my mind up.” 
 
    “What about your clients at the salon? They count on you.” 
 
    “Bella is going to take them.” 
 
    “Does everyone know about these plans of yours except your father and I?” 
 
    I shrug. “Mom, I don’t know. It’s not like I broadcasted an all points bulletin. I’m leaving town for a while. It’s a decision I’m making for myself. It’s not even about Cam and Wes. I want a fresh start, and being here is just holding me back.” 
 
    My petite mother comes to sit on the mattress next to me. She takes my hand in hers and stares down at it. “I wish there was a way to fix this without you having to go out on your own. You saw how hard it was when your sister Cassie left.” 
 
    I think back to when my other sister was running around with a known criminal. He led her to Vegas where she dabbled in a lot of things she’s not proud to admit. Since then she’s turned her life around, but it wasn’t always easy, especially for my parents. I remember hearing my mother crying, praying to God that my sister wasn’t dead. “I’m not Cassie. I’ll never be like that. I’m not leaving to run away with a guy. I just need a new start, a fresh outlook. I want to look forward to my days, instead of dwelling on things I’m unable to change. I know Cammie and Wes are happy. I’m glad they have each other and little Maddy, but I’ve never felt more alone. Please understand why I’m doing this.” 
 
    She’s quiet for a moment. “I suppose I do.” She cups my hand and rubs it. “Do you know where you want to go?” 
 
    “Probably Kentucky, at least until I can figure something else out. I’ll be with family there, and I’m sure there are plenty of salons I can get a job at.” 
 
    “It would make me feel better if you are with the family.” 
 
    “I will be. I’ll call you every day. You won’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    “I always worry, honey. I’m your mom. It’s my job. You had me worried sick when you left the party. Where did you go?” 
 
    I’m in my twenties, so there’s no need to tell my mother what I do with my time, but I feel as if I owe her the decency to let her know where I went when things turned horrible. “I went to see Lys. I figured I could spend a couple days away and let the drama die down.” 
 
    “Your sister didn’t mean what she said. She wants you at the wedding. You’re her maid of honor.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know if that’s true anymore. We’ve changed. Maybe I have. We’re not close like we were.” 
 
    “You’ll always be blood. Never forget that. No matter where you are or what you decide to do, blood never changes.” 
 
    I lean my head against her small frame. “I know.” 
 
    When I hear her sniffling I know it’s time to scoot her out of my room. The last thing I need is to watch my mom cry because I’m breaking her heart. I abruptly stand and head in the direction of the door. “I think I better go visit Cam. Maybe you’re right. I should smooth things out before the wedding.” 
 
    Halfway to my sister’s house I’m reconsidering the idea. If she doesn’t want me to be a part of the wedding I’ll step aside. Yes, it will hurt me, but what can I do to rectify the situation? Boundaries have been crossed. My true feelings are out in the open, leaving my sister angry and hurt. Even after contemplating, I still make it to Wes and Cammie’s house. The back driveway is how everyone enters, and as I pull in behind my sister’s vehicle I notice the work they’ve done to improve curb appeal. The old Victorian is sporting a new coat of paint, and it appears that the gravel sidewalk has been replaced with a cobblestone walkway leading to the kitchen entrance. I walk up the three steps slowly, all while trying to come up with a good way to start the conversation. Wes opens the door. He seems surprised to see me. I watch his jaw clench before he turns to call my sister. “We have company.” 
 
    "I come in peace. There's no need to worry. I'm not here to cause more issues between us. I'm here to promise I'll stop being a problem."
Wes is quick to reply. "You aren't a problem for us, Cal. We both want to see you happy." 
 
    I know it's true. "I get it. I've been stubborn and a bitch for a long time. I've been bitter and irreconcilable. This is my fault. It's the reason I want to get away. Look, I drove out here tonight to assure you both I will do everything in my power to help make your special day perfect. It's not about me or how I feel. I know that."
Cammie comes up behind Wes with baby Maddy in her arms. She's reluctant to speak until her eyes meet mine. Even so, it takes a few more seconds for her to be certain my apology is genuine. "Do you want to come in? Wes made chicken and vegetables. Are you hungry?" 
 
    I shrug. "I don't want to intrude."
Cammie seems desperate to make amends with me. I can see how much this hurts her. "Please, Cal. Spend time with us. I hate that you're going to miss out on seeing Maddy all the time." 
 
    I don't want to be emotional. It's not fair for me to become consumed with fear that my own niece won't recognize me when I come home to visit. These are the parts that kill me inside; knowing I have to give up the good with bad. It's like there can't be one without the other.
I extend my hands for the precious child to have the option to reach for me. When she does I take her into my arms and kiss her chubby cheeks. "I guess I can stay for a bit."
  
 
    We eat dinner in front of the television. Wes and Cammie are entertained by shows with crude humor. Every once in a while they break into laughter in between bites. Maddy sits in her pack and play chewing on a teething toy. She shakes it about before bringing it back to soothe her gums.
While she's preoccupied I peer down and take in her pretty petite features. Her little hands like to grip everything within reach. Her dark hair is beginning to curl at the ends and I swear her dimples have gotten deeper. When she smiles at me I understand what unconditional love means, especially when it comes to the way Wes feels about her. To him she's always been his. I appreciate knowing that he'll always be able to provide for them, even after my sister becomes a well known, high paid physician. The love between them radiates, and perhaps it’s the reason I find it uncomfortable to be around them. I’m jealous, to a point where I hate myself for being this way. I don’t want to harbor ill feelings toward my family, and the fact that I continue to dwell on the negative only justifies my need to take my life elsewhere. 
 
    “So, the other night. Where did you go?” Cammie asks. “Mom was worried sick. You wouldn’t answer your phone. Was it because of what I said to you? I was pissed. You have to know I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s fine. I deserved it.” 
 
    “No, your sister is right. She was upset over it when we got home. We all say things we don’t mean when we’re angry.” 
 
    I appreciate that Wes is taking up for Cam, but it only leaves me on the spot about my whereabouts. Since I’m determined to prove to them I’m furthering myself from their personal life, I feel it necessary to fill them in. “I went to visit Lys.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes light up. “Your friend from high school? I thought she is in college in Pennsylvania?” 
 
    “She is. I drove there.” 
 
    “It was late, Cal. You were clearly upset. You could have been injured.” 
 
    “I made it there fine.” 
 
    My sister turns away. “I guess you needed someone other than a sister to be your friend.” 
 
    “It would have been nice if she were there. She went to some concert with her other roommates. My phone had died, so I didn’t bother calling.” 
 
    “Did you have to turn back around?” 
 
    I shake my head while considering how much of that night I should share. “No. There was still someone there to let me in.” 
 
    “Good. You got some sleep,” Wes states. 
 
    “Not exactly. Yeah, so I sort of hooked up with the brother of one of the other girls."
"What?" Cam's eyes light up. "Like a stranger?"
"No. I met him before. We were familiar with each other."
"Familiar? Did you mess around before?" She   inquires.
"For lack of better words I'd describe our relationship as enemies. He's a pompous prick, who I wouldn't care if I never laid eyes on again. He was there. It happened. In some ways it helped at the time, I suppose. Don't make a big deal out of it." I'm prepared to be judged. It's fine. I can take the looks of disapproval, because I've purposely proven I'm not about to attempt to come between my sister and her soon to be husband.
Wes begins. "I remember this one time I hooked up with this random chick at a party. She was hanging all over me for half the night, so it was easy to seal the deal. Anyway, we both wake up the next morning and realize we never even spoke. She had this deep husky voice like a man that literally scared the piss out of me. For a second I thought I'd gone and hooked up with a dude but been too drunk to remember. Beer goggles suck. After we exchanged first names she left and I never saw her again. The point is I hope your experience was better than mine."
I can tell from the look on my sister's face that she's disturbed. Nonetheless, it was the past.
"We’ve spoke to each other. He's definitely a dude. I can attest to that for sure."
Cam giggles. "So you slept with someone you don't like?"
I shrug. "He served his purpose."
"Damn, you're downright scary." Wes looks to Cam. "You Healy women."
"We what?" My sister asks.
"You terrify me," he admits.
While we both laugh I feel it's important to reiterate. "Look, he knew what it was and he was fine with it. We'd both had a bad day and used each other to make it a little better. I don't care for him and he doesn’t like me much either. It happened and now it's over."
"So you're not planning on seeing him again?"
"Hopefully never." It's the truth. 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    Finally the big day. For the most part I've made amends with my sister. I'm trying to do better with my attitude and remain excited to welcome Wes into the family. I hate admitting it, but after my encounter with Cob I'm resorted to believing I just need to get Wes out of my system and replace the idea of being with him by putting myself out there to potentially meet someone who can be what I need.
The challenge is knowing what I want in life. My indecision leaves me wondering if running away from everything I love will be wise. I don't want to end up desperate and settling for the first guy who comes into the picture. Sex with Cob may have been great, but I'd hate to end up with a man like him. 
 
    We've arrived at the church, after having a slew of photographs taken beforehand. Cammie is stunning in her custom made dress, which once belonged to our mother. The alterations make it a one of a kind, but it's who is wearing it that knocks it out of the park. Her figure is back, but with some minor changes. Her boobs are bigger and I swear her waist has gotten tiny. Maybe I'm envious of more than Cammie's soon to be husband. It could be said that I just want to be her, at least for one day. 
 
    She's been hugging me a lot lately. I think it's reassurance that our love will never fail us, no matter the trials we’re faced with. It’s hard to love my sister and know I’ve been terrible. It’s painful to comprehend how my actions have been affecting her.  
 
    Since the whole family has been filled in about my upcoming move, I feel more obligated to be supportive on this special day. I’ll be matched with my brother to walk with during the ceremony, since he’s been best friends with Wes since they were little kids. We’ve yet to see the men today, but in a matter of moments I’ll be walking down the aisle and standing beside my sister as she ties the knot.  
 
    The familiar music resonates from the chapel. Cammie primps in front of the mirror. She’s been having bouts of tears all day. “Oh my, it’s time. I’m nervous. Why am I nervous? We’ve been living like we’re married for a year. This should be easy.” 
 
    “Everyone is out there watching. It’s going to be okay,” I try to reassure her. 
 
    Addison, who is also a bridesmaid, hands my sister a tissue. “Dry your eyes. You’ll do fine.” 
 
    Christian offers Cammie and gentle hug from behind. “You’ve got this. It’s a quick ceremony and then we get to celebrate.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this is happening,” Cammie admits. “My hands won’t stop shaking.” 
 
    I kneel in front of her. “When you think of being Mrs. Parrish, how does it make you feel?” 
 
    “Complete,” she responds. 
 
    “Then why would you be nervous? You look beautiful. Everything is in order. Right out those doors is the man who is patiently waiting for you to be officially his forever. Get your ass up and make it happen. I don’t need to be the one to tell you how lucky you are.” 
 
     She leans forward and hugs me tightly while whispering in my ear. “I love you, Callie. Thank you for being with me for this.” Then she does the same for our other sister Cassie. “I don’t know what I’d do without either of you in my life.” 
 
    I close my eyes and try to draw back the burning I feel. “There’s no place I’d rather be.” 
 
    “Same,” Cassie agrees. 
 
    I have to admit, walking down the aisle and seeing Wes standing there waiting gives me a moment where I wish I was the person he is marrying. It’s just a moment though. He offers a wink to me as a friendly gesture, though I simply throw a smile back as I turn to find my position. 
 
    As soon as the wedding tune begins to play for the bride I know this isn’t my time to celebrate in matrimony. My hands are clammy as I search the aisle for my sister to make her first appearance. The congregation stands as she surfaces from the back. My father has her by the arm, while Mom holds onto little Maddy in the first pew. She offers me a quick nod as if she’s proud of me for coming around and doing this. It’s not as if I want to be somewhere else. Yes my heart feels betrayed, but I know this is for the best. This is the life my sister deserves. 
 
    Butterflies fill my stomach as she nears and I catch the intimate look between she and Wes. They have something I want badly. They’re best friends and lovers. They’re parents and companions. I’m envious to the point of wanting to cry in failure. I’ve spent too much time fooling around with random guys. No one takes me seriously. I’m doomed to fail, because my standards exceed what I deserve. 
 
    The vows are extraordinary. Wes begins, and as I hear the struggle in his voice I notice he’s in tears. I have to peer down to avoid getting emotional as he speaks. 
 
      
 
    “Cammie. Man, I practiced this for months, and now it seems like it’s not going to be good enough. What can I say to you that you don’t already know? I love you. I think I’ve loved you since I was ten years old. Standing here with you today feels like I’m dreaming. You’re mine and I’m yours. Not a day will go by where you’ll question that. Today you’ll become my wife. I’ve never been happier. Sharing a future with you will make every single moment worthwhile. I promise to be the man you can count on. I promise to love our children, even the ones we haven’t made yet.” 
 
    A few of the guests cackle, but as I look to my father who is now positioned next to my mom, I can tell it pains him to think about his baby girl sleeping with a man. 
 
    “I’d do anything for you. You’re my world, my past, my present and my future. I’ll love you forever.” 
 
    I don’t know about the rest of the congregation, but I’m sobbing. I can’t begin to control the emotions pouring out of me. His words are well thought and powerful. He says everything my sister could ever want to hear. 
 
    Then she begins. 
 
    “Wes,” she says while lifting her hand to cup his cheek. “My beautiful partner who has saved me more times than I want to count. I never knew you were the one for me. If someone would have told me I would have said they were insane. We were just children when we met, and more than anything, you annoyed me. I wanted nothing to do with you, especially when puberty happened.” 
 
    The congregation responds with laughter. “I didn’t know what love was until you came back into my life, or maybe I forced myself in yours. Either way I knew I never wanted to leave the comfort of your arms. You loved me at my worst, and gave me hope and strength to be the woman I am today. Grateful will never be enough. My heart beats for you, Wes. I love you. I need you, and I want you, every single day, every hour, every minute. You’re everything to me. I’m so happy to become your wife and continue this journey with you. I’m lucky to have a man who wants to grow our little family. You are my past, my present and my forever. Always.” 
 
    I don’t think there is a dry eye in the room, including my tough on the exterior father, who seems to have two shining cheeks from the amount of tears that have flowed down them. 
 
    The moment the couple is pronounced man and wife my once quiet family celebrates. Cammie and Wes kiss, but this time I don’t cringe or turn away. It’s a commemoration of their commitment to one another and it’s simply beautiful. 
 
    Having the entire family together is always a great time to be had by all. There are so many of us it’s hard to not find someone to strike up a conversation with. I’m sitting at the head table looking out at everyone and start to notice how most of my cousins have found someone to share their lives with. Noah has Shalan. Bella has Rusty. They’re sitting at a table with their own children, smiling and entertained. Christian and Ethan are dancing, while Addison and Cole are having a conversation near the exit. Cammie and Wes remain in the center of the dance floor, talking and celebrating with everyone who comes to congratulate them.  
 
    I scan the room and find Jake and Jax stealing cameras from tables while people are up getting food. I know exactly what they’re doing. It happens at every wedding, and according to my parents, was started by none other than my Uncle Ty. The photos won’t be seen until the guests go through them in the next week or so. The victim will shrill as bare asses and possibly even more are displayed on their screens or prints. Who would have thought mooning a camera would get so much hype? Only in my family. 
 
    I find their wives joining them a few seconds later. They scoot out of the hall where they’ll be undiscovered for the photo session. When I search the room for my brother I find him at the other end of my table. He’s staring at me and pointing to the dance floor. I shrug, knowing exactly what he’s implying. The second we begin dancing he starts on me. “It’s just you and me left. I think we should both wait until we’re at least fifty to settle down. Think of all the potential out there without our cousins around to screw things up.” 
 
    “You’re trying to make me feel better.” 
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
    “No. I feel incompetent. What if I never meet someone?” 
 
    “I’m more afraid that you will. That poor dude is in for it. You’re a horrible person to live with.” 
 
    I slap him lightly. “Shut up.” 
 
    “It’s true. I’m forever finding your thongs on the bathroom floor. I think you purposely drop them to gross me out.” 
 
    “We don’t share bathrooms, you asshole. Quit getting on me. Your room is disgusting. I can’t believe you have girls in there.” 
 
    “They aren’t there for the décor, dear sister,” he speaks in my ear directly. 
 
    I shake my head and bite my tongue. He’s ridiculous and will probably never change. He’ll be old and alone because he refuses to grow up. I don’t want that kind of future. I need to discover my place in the world and settle down. It’s all I want. 
 
    “You’re going to miss me when I’m gone, Josh.” 
 
    “Yeah, I will. We’ve had some great times growing up though, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Do me a favor, while you’re out exploring, don’t change for anyone.” All of a sudden my brother is being completely serious. “Be yourself. If a man can’t love you for that reason, he’s not worth the effort.” 
 
    The dance floor is filled with family now, and as I look around the room I see the one thing that will keep me grounded. It’s all of them. They are what is most important in life. Josh is right. Finding my place doesn’t require me to become someone I’ve never been.  
 
    This endeavor is going to be a challenge, but after everything I’ve gone through I think I’ll manage okay. Only time will tell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:star.jpg] 
 
    - 9 - 
 
    Callie 
 
      
 
    Since I’ve never left home for a long period of time, I didn’t anticipate how difficult it would be to pack up all my belongings into my small compact car and drive away from the only place I’ve ever lived. 
 
    I’m in tears before I sit in the driver’s seat, and fully sobbing by the time I make it down the dirt and gravel lane. I’ve waited until both of my parents have gone to work because I knew I wouldn’t be able to look into their eyes and make this kind of leap. In the days leading to my exit, I spend quality time with my immediate family, all except for Cammie and Wes, who’ve gone away for a small getaway to the cabin my uncle Colt owns. Cassie and I go shopping, and I go over to the house she shares with her fiancé’ Logan. After the wedding I sort of feel like a weight has been lifted off of me. What’s done is done. I can’t change the past, but I’m damn sure going to work hard for a future I can call my own. I don’t want to live in Cammie’s shadow. Knowing something new awaits me is the only thing that prevents me from turning around and going back. It’s not like I’m going to a foreign place where I’m a stranger. The ranch in Kentucky is bigger than ours. Lots of extended family members call it home. My aunt, uncle and father were raised there in Kentucky. It’s always been one of my favorite places, so I know it won’t be difficult settling in. 
 
    For the first few weeks I’ll be staying at the main house with my great aunt Kay. She’s my uncle Colt’s mother, who refuses to move out of the large mansion until the day she dies. It’s far too big for her and her housekeeper Lucy, but she’s too proud to admit it. I suppose it also has to do with her late husband building the home with his bare hands. He made the ranch what it is today. After his sudden death, before I was born, it was up to his son Colt to keep things going. Since then the business has grown, and even branched out to North Carolina where my immediate family resides. 
 
    After a long and grueling drive I make it to the gates of the estate. I enter the code and watch them open for me. The main house is situated in front of everything else, so I pull halfway into the circular driveway and finally park my vehicle.  
 
    The big white house appears the same as it has my whole life. Large black shutters landscape each window, and the front porch houses the same swings and furniture as it did on my last visit. 
 
    It's not until I walk through the front door when I start to wonder if I've arrived at the worst time possible.
I can hear the voices of my cousin Noah, his father Colt, and Aunt Kay coming from the rear part of the home. Uncle Colt can be recognized for being the loudest. I try my best to ignore what they're arguing about, figuring it's something silly, but soon overhear alarming details.
"I don't give a shit what those papers say, son. We'll go to court if we have to."
"The lawyer said," Noah begins.
His father interrupts. "Screw the lawyers."
Aunt Kay does her best to calm her son down. "Let's not jump to conclusions. We don't have all the details yet. Right now it's speculation. I'm sure we'll be able to get this worked out before it escalates to something major. For right now you both need to cool off. I can't have Callie arriving to this mess."
I step in the room and wave. "It's too late. I've already ruined that idea."
Noah smiles when he sees me, but I can tell his Dad is still hung up on the conversation. Aunt Kay pulls me into a hug. She still looks the same, gray hair, dressed classy, pretty teeth. Uncle Colt looks older in the eyes, but maybe it's because Noah is his younger version. We all share the same green eyes, and there is something comforting about that when it comes to fitting in. We can't deny our relation.
Uncle Colt pulls me into a hug. "Glad you made it safely, Callie. Aunt Van has been looking forward to spending time with you."
"And Shalan wants to know if you'd help her with her hair," Noah adds.
I nod. "Sure. I can't wait."
Aunt Kay interjects. "Let the poor girl get settled first. There will be plenty of time for all that stuff later." 
 
    Uncle Colt clenches his jaw. It’s obvious he’s frustrated about whatever they are discussing. He takes a few seconds and then stomps out of the house leaving me with my oldest cousin Noah and great aunt.  
 
    “Sorry about my dad,” Noah offers. “He’s having a bad day.” 
 
    “My son doesn’t like people messing with his business or his family. If he feels threatened in any way you’ll never hear the end of it.” She leads me toward the front circular staircase. “You know what room you’ll be using. Go on upstairs with your things. Noah will help you carry them, won’t you, son?” 
 
    “Yeah, Gram. I’ve got her covered.” 
 
    She snags me up and plants an adoring kiss on my cheek. “It’s going to be nice to have company for a change.” 
 
      
 
    Noah and I get all of my belongings carried up to the room that’s waiting for me. It’s the one I always stayed in as a child. Each bedroom has it’s own bathroom, so I won’t need to worry about invading anyone else’s privacy. My aunt’s room is at the opposite end of the home, while her housekeeper, and best friend Lucy, has a room on the lower level, all to herself. 
 
      
 
    After my cousin leaves, I make a quick call to my mother to let her know I’ve made it safely, then I start unpacking my things and putting them in their new places around the furnished room. The bed is a thick solid wood, both the head and footboard have posts. I’ve always wondered if anyone had used them sexually, but never had the courage to ask. Even though they’re family, I draw the line when it comes to talking about fornication with most of them, especially my elderly aunt. 
 
    When I think I have everything in a suitable place, I grab a quick shower and change my clothes. My cousin Addison has recently moved back to the ranch with her boyfriend, Cole. He’s a tattoo artist, who happens to have promised to work on me as soon as I’ve arrived. I’m eager to have a piece put on the left side of my rib cage. 
 
    The ranch is over a thousand acres now, it’s split between farm fields and thick forest. There are a ton of houses located on the property. About a quarter mile from the main house is where Uncle Colt and Aunt Van live. They have an extremely large log home he custom built right out of college. His oldest son Noah, built his house in the farthest owned part of the land. It’s similar to his father’s but much more lavish. With the help of his famous country singer wife, they’ve made it a place that you’d see in magazines. Aunt Van’s parents retired and had a modular home put in somewhere in the woods. I’ve only been there a couple of times, and if it wasn’t for a long gravel path I wouldn’t be able to find it. 
 
    In the center of the large ranch are several one story houses. Some are for the workers, who choose to live on the premises, while others have been handed down from family for each of us to live in. Right now Addison and Cole are living in my grandmother’s house, which is her Aunt Karen. After she married the retired sheriff John, they moved into his place a few miles away. We’ve all shared memories at this place, so as I stroll up upon it I’m taken back by the comfort it gives me to know I’m still surrounded by people who love me. I suppose I’m lucky. I don’t have to run away to a new place and start from scratch. There is always a home away from home when it comes to my family, and for that I’m grateful. 
 
      
 
    I don’t bother knocking, though I’m regretful when I walk through the rear kitchen and get an eyeful as I make it to the living room. Addison is on her knees in between Cole’s legs. He’s got his eyes closed and his head back. While turning my head to prevent the image from being permanently etched in my brain, I contemplate leaving and knocking. They’ve obviously not noticed company has arrived, and I’m pretty surprised she’d do such a thing with her back door unlocked for anyone to walk in. 
 
    Since I like causing a ruckus I decide to shock her. I clear my voice and wait for them to react. 
 
    Addison backs away and literally sits on Cole’s lap. He clenches up from her weight being thrown on his worked up predicament. She’s wiping her lips while her horrified eyes focus on me. “What the hell, Cal?” 
 
    I sit on the couch across from them as if nothing is wrong. “What? You told me to come over when I got here. I’ve already unpacked, no thanks to you helping.” 
 
    “Cole got off work early. We, uh, never mind. Whatever. Don’t act like you’ve never done it.” 
 
    “I haven’t,” I tease. “I’m a good girl. My daddy wouldn’t approve of such acts.” 
 
    She tosses a pillow at me. “You’re full of it. I know for a fact you’ve done much worse.” 
 
    “Can we take a second from bickering to allow me to get my damn pants up?” Cole finally speaks. 
 
    I stand and amble into the kitchen, where Addy follows. She sits on the first chair she comes to. “So, are you ready to start your life over?” 
 
    I shrug. “Your mom said she might have a salon I can work at. She said someone just quit at the place she gets her hair done. I’m supposed to go there tomorrow and meet with the owner.” 
 
    “That’s cool. I remember her mentioning it. Did Cam and Wes get back from the honeymoon?” She asks. 
 
    My head moves from side to side, though I still answer. “Nope. They’re not expected back for a couple more days. Mom told them to take their time. She likes having baby Maddy at the house.” 
 
    “I bet. Wow. I can’t believe they’re finally grandparents, and Cammie was the first to give them one. I figured it would be you, Cassie or even Josh.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Josh might already have kids. He’s such a manwhore.” 
 
    She snickers. “Well, when you look like he does I suppose you can be whatever you want.” 
 
    I reach over and shove her. “Ew, that’s incest.” 
 
    “I’m only stating the obvious. He’s a handsome fellow and unfortunately he knows it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s so true.” 
 
    She pauses when Cole walks into the room. He’s snickering, pretending to ignore me while grabbing a bottle of water out of the refrigerator.  
 
    I give my attention to Addy to make it less awkward. “So, when are we going out?” 
 
    She sighs. “We can go out tonight, but not too late. Cole has a sleeve he’s working on and the session starts tomorrow morning bright and early.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’m tired from driving anyway. It’s boring when you’re alone.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I hate doing it. I’d rather ride with Mom and Dad and have to listen to their music the whole way.” 
 
    We both giggle. It’s untrue. Addy would do anything to avoid that. She’s pretty much the wild child out of her siblings. Noah has his shit together, helping his father run the business, while Christian has graduated from college and built a house with her fiancée, Ethan. The property to their home butts up against the Mitchell ranch. In fact, Ethan’s family partnered with ours when the couple committed. Addison has always been pretty outgoing, but not in a sense where she was a great student or aspiring business woman. She works for a non-profit organization helping people with addiction. There was a time when she needed the treatment herself. That’s where she met Cole. Everyone thought it was a terrible match, but they’ve proven their love for one another. When Cole isn’t tattooing, he’s helping out around the ranch. In fact, I think my uncle is finally able to appreciate the guy for loving his difficult daughter. 
 
    “Cole, don’t you have any hot friends you can hook me up with?” 
 
    He leans over Addy’s chair as he answers. “That depends what you’re into.” 
 
    “I’m open-minded,” I lie. My standards are far too high to assume they’ll be met by someone matching us up. 
 
    “I’ll introduce you to some of my friends, but I’m not making any promises. If you’re looking for something serious then I’m not the guy to talk to. My friends don’t want to be tied down, and the ones that do are already involved.” 
 
    “Story of my life!” 
 
    “I hear through the grapevine that you hooked up with some guy when you went to visit Lys. Is it true?” 
 
    “What? Cam told you, didn’t she?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Well, we were kind of talking about you moving on from Wes and the topic came up. She seemed happy for you.” 
 
    “Of course she was. I wasn’t trying to cause problems for her.” 
 
    “What was he like? Did you get his number? Was he hot? I bet he has dark hair. You love a guy with a thick cock,” She corrects herself immediately while cackling. “I mean locks.” 
 
    “You are absolutely terrible,” I laugh with her. “But he did have both attributes, and no, I didn’t get his number. We’re not friends. I actually can’t stand him. We screwed out of boredom. It happened and then I left. I’ll probably never see him again, so all is good with the world.” 
 
    “That settles it then. We need to find you a man, pronto.” I like the way she thinks, but know it won’t be as simple as I’d like.  
 
    “I need to focus on me first. As much as I’d like to meet Mr. Right, I’m afraid he’ll turn out to be Mr. Right Now, and that’s a waste of my time.” I quickly change the subject. “What’s going on with your dad and Noah? They were having a heated discussion when I arrived.” 
 
    “Who knows? I stay out of the drama with those two. They argue about everything, because they’re exactly the same people. It gets old fast. Mom just ignores it. I guess she’s used to living with dad.” 
 
    “She adores your dad. They have a perfect marriage.” 
 
    “Your parents are just as happy.” 
 
    Cole chimes in. “You’re both lucky. Look at my family history. I’m ashamed to be related to those people. Then there’s my adoptive parents and my half-wit step-brother. I can’t get away from the shit.” 
 
    Addy pulls his arms across the front of her. “You have us now, babe. Mom and Dad think you’re great.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I was once the enemy, so I have to tread lightly. One mistake and I’m back to square one.” 
 
    Cole is right. It’s hard being an outsider. Our family is tight knit. It takes a while for us to trust, and even longer for someone to be welcomed in. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I think as long as you keep taking care of Addy you don’t have anything to worry about. She’s a hard one to deal with, kind of like her father in some ways, though she refuses to admit it.” 
 
    He chuckles and shakes his head. “Yeah, she’s tough, but well worth the struggle,” he teases before leaning down to kiss the top of her head. “You ready to get some work done? I’ve got the whole design drawn up to size. We can do it here. I have my supplies with me.” 
 
    I clap my hands together excitedly. “Let’s do it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:star.jpg] 
 
    - 10 - 
 
    Callie 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t aware how painful the tattoo would be to get over my ribs. It’s bandaged up with a loose top covering it. Addy has picked out a local spot for us to grab a late dinner and some entertainment. Christian and Ethan have decided to join us, so we’re all piling into my aunt’s SUV to get there. 
 
    Since we just spent time together for the wedding, there isn’t much catching up to be done. We settle for small talk, or more chatting about the mischievous things our family members get in to. 
 
    Our meals come and some of us order drinks, while others stick to sweet tea on account of being recovering addicts. I’d never want to be a bad influence for what they’ve accomplished, but have been reassured their choices don’t have to be reflected by others. Every once in a while Addy and Cole will have a few drinks. Since their addictions were mostly with drugs, I tend to worry less. My dad went through the same thing before I was born. He still drinks his beer and bourbon, but never until it gets out of hand. Moderation is the key, at least with our kin. 
 
    While the band sets up I enjoy my surroundings. It’s surreal to call this home, and I’m too excited to allow myself to get scared. New opportunities will soon arise, and with them I’ll be forced to make a decision regarding where I’ll want to end up. 
 
    The band plays the first country ballad and the crowd of patrons begins to get up and dance. I watch as Christian and Ethan make their way onto the dance floor. Addy soon pulls Cole out of his seat, though he fights her tooth and nail. I can tell this isn’t exactly his scene, but Addy always wins. He gives her anything she wants, and he likes it. 
 
    I sit alone watching my cousins loosening up and entertaining themselves. The second song comes on and it’s slower. I turn and sip at my drink, only to notice someone taking the seat beside me. Assuming it’s one of my family members I don’t look over.  
 
    His voice sends chills through my body, and not the kind that excite me. I’m unnerved. It’s not possible. 
 
    “I thought that was you. Small world, Callie.” 
 
    I’m staring at him, but unable to accept this is real. I have to be dreaming. Perhaps the drinks at this establishment are too strong for me. “Cob?” 
 
    “Unless you know someone else with this face.” 
 
    Of course he’d be sarcastic. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I could ask the same.” 
 
    “I moved here.” 
 
    “Really? Interesting.” He sips at a beer he’s brought over with him. 
 
    “Seriously, this is freaking me out. Why are you in Kentucky?” 
 
    “Work. Leisure. I guess a bit of both.” He smiles. “It’s crazy running into you.” 
 
    “Crazy is a good way to put it. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” I admit. 
 
    “Feeling bad about how you left my bed?” 
 
    “No!” I shake my head and try not to think back to that night. “Not at all.’’ 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to stick around, Callie, though I’d be lying if I said I haven’t thought about it. The things you could do with your legs. God, it still makes my dick get hard.” 
 
    I can feel my cheeks turning a shade of crimson. “Let’s get something straight right now. What happened between us was a one time thing. I’m not interested in you. Just because we happened upon each other for a second time doesn’t mean it’s a sign we should hook up again. Got it?” 
 
    “So, if I asked you to dance you’d say no?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He stands and extends his hand anyway. “Come on. You know you want to.” 
 
    I roll my eyes but figure it’s better than sitting alone while my cousins are having fun. “Fine. One dance.” 
 
    “Three,” he counters. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    I laugh at his reply. “You make no sense.” 
 
    He pulls me close and stares deeply into my eyes, making me feel things I don’t want happening. “I make complete sense.” 
 
    My arms fold around his neck as the song continues. I rest my face at the side of his so I don’t have to get lost in his stare. This man makes me want him, even though I know it’s wrong on so many levels. Then I start to wonder. We’ve been together. It won’t be like putting another notch into the belt of men I’ve been with. He’s nothing new to me, still familiar enough for me to recall every way he touched me. As the beat of the tune slows he holds me near. “The last time we danced you were pretty buzzed. You seem to have more rhythm tonight.” 
 
    “Shut up. It’s better if we don’t talk.” 
 
    “You said that before, but we both know where we ended.” He spins me around before continuing. “Do you regret it? Is that why you left without saying goodbye? Did you want to pretend it didn’t happen?” 
 
    “Why do you care? You probably have your choice of women. I was the consolation prize when your date left, remember?” 
 
    “She didn’t leave on her own accord. I sent her away, because there was something more interesting waiting for me.” 
 
    I slap him lightly and start to walk away. He pulls me back into his arms and forces his lips against my ear. “Admit you wanted me.” 
 
    I’m not afraid of him. He’s taunting me to see how far I’ll allow him to take it. At the same time, I’m being pushed to remember every single detail of the passion we shared when I spent the night with him. “I used you.” 
 
    It’s not all a lie. His purpose was served.  
 
    “Maybe at first.” 
 
    “The whole time,” I reiterate. 
 
    He brings his face back to peer at me directly. I feel his thumb brushing over my chin and then finally my bottom lip. “Why do I think that’s not the truth?” 
 
    “Because you’re arrogant and shallow,” I offer. 
 
    His chuckle makes me agitated. “One time will never be enough for me, especially in this case, when we’ve run into each other here. Call it what you want, but I think we shouldn’t refuse a perfect opportunity for enjoyment.” 
 
    I’m hot and bothered, completely forgetting I’m in public surrounded by family and friends. My lips part, and as his cross over mine I get lost in the embrace. His familiar tongue course’s over mine with just enough movement where I’m crumbling in his arms. Fire ignites between my legs as I remember the ecstasy he’s able to give me. I want to be back in that bed. I don’t care how we came to meet tonight. He’s with me, and I need to take advantage of the situation before it disappears.  
 
    When I feel someone tapping on my shoulder I pull away from Cob’s kiss. Addy is standing behind me with her hands folded across her chest. “Please tell me you know this guy.” She’s being protective. 
 
    “This is…” What am I supposed to say? We’re not friends. I can’t stand this guy, I think. “Jacob. His name is Jacob. We met a while back,” is all I can say. I won’t lead on where we met, or what we’ve done together already. 
 
    She extends her hand. “Nice to meet you. I’ve never seen you around before. I’m Addy.” 
 
    I’m silently begging Cob not to say his nickname so Addy is familiar with exactly who he is. “Yeah, same. Did you come here together?” 
 
    “Why?” She wonders. 
 
    His answer is straight to the point. “Because I’d like to be the one to take her home.” 
 
    Addy’s eyes light up. I think she’s shocked that a stranger is insinuating they can take me home without her prior knowledge. I feel it’s necessary to chime in. 
 
    “Addy it’s fine. You guys need to head out early so Cole can work in the morning. Jacob will bring me back to the house later. I’ll text you to check in.” 
 
    She’s still thinking about it. “Do you need to run a background check on me?” Cob asks. 
 
    Finally she lets her guard down. “That won’t be needed. If you harm her in anyway I’ll make sure you walk around dickless for the rest of your miserable life.” 
 
    He laughs as she walks away to gather her boyfriend, sister, and Ethan. They each come to say their goodbyes before leaving the establishment. I’m immediately struck with regret. What am I doing? Is this really what I want to happen? How is this even possible? 
 
    Cob pays his tab and leads me outside. I stop him halfway to his vehicle in the parking lot. “Hold on. You’re taking me home, right?” 
 
    He scratches his head. “No. You’re coming with me.” 
 
    I don’t budge. “Where?” 
 
    “I have a temporary apartment while I’m working here for the next few months. It’s nothing extravagant, but it suffices.” 
 
    “I think maybe you should take me home. I’m having seconds thoughts,” I admit. 
 
    “No you’re not,” he challenges. “Stop fighting it.” He breaks the distance between us and laces his hands into both of mine. “I shouldn’t have to ask to fuck you, not after you’ve had a sample of what I can offer.” 
 
    “It wasn’t all that,” I attest. 
 
    He laughs. “Do you need me to remind you of how many times I made you scream?” 
 
    When he talks about it I feel dizzy. His lips crash against mine and as he pulls away I fight with my own conscience. “It’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “I never expected to see you again, especially here, but now that I have I won’t give up until you’re back in my bed and riding me into tomorrow like you did before. You can play hard to get, but it will only last a short while. You can’t deny enjoying me.” 
 
    “There is the fact that I can’t stand you. Don’t forget about that minor detail.” 
 
    “You don’t have to like me, Callie. I just want you to fuck me.” 
 
    “What if I still decline the offer?” 
 
    “What if I refuse to let you?” 
 
    “It could be misconstrued as something criminal. I wouldn’t want you getting into trouble for random pussy you can obviously get somewhere else. Let’s not play these games. You want me because it seems easy, but you’re wrong. The one time we were together was a fluke. It was a means to an end.” 
 
    “Standing here discussing it is damn near criminal. You’re trying to make excuses. I’m offering you endless enjoyment for the entire night. I simply want to unwind in the company of a beautiful woman who knows exactly how to satisfy a man. What do you have to lose? I’m not trying to trap you. I don’t want a relationship, just a night of fucking you’ll never be able to forget, just like the time before it.” 
 
    “No strings,” I say. “We owe each other nothing afterwards. It’s just sex, like it was before. You won’t call me and I won’t try to contact you. We can go back to loathing each other afterwards.” 
 
    “Deal.” He swallows as he says it, making me think he’s not being honest, though I don’t care. I’m close enough to smell his musky cologne, and it reminds me of the way his skin tasted the last time my tongue drug over it. His lips, so full, beckon to be kissed, not to mention the harping desire I have for them to coarse over certain places on my body.  
 
    “Then I guess it’s settled.” 
 
    “Good, because you were coming home with me regardless of your answer. I don’t give up easily, and since I know exactly what’s in store, I have a good idea you’ll enjoy it just as much as I intend to. If not, you can walk away.” 
 
    “I plan to.” It’s the truth, albeit I’m struggling over it, because I know the more I enjoy him the more likely I’ll want more until one quick fuck will never be enough. 
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    Cob 
 
      
 
    I never thought I’d see her again, but I was sure it was Callie, even from all the way across the room. Her beauty is like a natural beacon, crying out for attention. Never in a million years would I have expected to run into her at this dive restaurant, but now that I have my night has changed. Instead of having a meal before heading back to my tiny rented home, I’ll be enjoying the evening with someone who can consume me. 
 
    She’s such a spitfire, denying me the pleasure I know we both enjoy. I expected her to reject my first offer. She’s been stubborn since the day we met, and damn if it didn’t make her the perfect object of my affection, at least for a temporary fix.  
 
    There was a time when I didn’t care who I ended up sleeping with. Sure, I had particular tastes as far as looks, but pussy was pussy, especially in college. Now that I’ve become a man I have the same preferences, but little interest in making a mockery of myself by inviting each and every woman who gives me attention to join me in bed.  
 
    For some reason Callie is an exception. She haunts me, ever since the night she let me fuck her, over and over again.  
 
    My job takes me all over the country. When I was assigned to this location I was certain I’d be surrounded by a bunch of country women with low standards. I never expected this. Her, of all people. She has issues, mostly with men from what I can tell. The night we spent together showed me how anxious she was about something in her life. I let her take out her problems on me, because I reaped the perks. She was vicious, violent, and precisely what my dick needed after a months’ dormancy. It’s not like I pick up a different woman in each city I travel to. My schedule requires me to put in more hours than I care to admit. I know it’s not the job I want to keep for the rest of my life, but it fell into my lap at the right time and I went with it. Besides, I enjoy the travel part. I’ve gotten to see cities and towns I never would have traveled to otherwise. Mostly it gets me away from home life, not that it’s ever been bad. My parents have a pretty good marriage. They argue on occasion, but happen to enjoy each other for the most part. When I’m home I feel obligated to volunteer with projects where the family business is concerned. Determined to branch out and be my own person, I left as soon as I was able, and only return when it’s necessary. 
 
    The drive to my place is only a few minutes away. Callie says nothing as we make our way down a deserted road without street lights. It’s pitch black with the exception of my headlights leading the way. She’s probably used to this, but I’m not. I like a well lit city, where there are plenty of choices to dine and entertain myself. These little off the beaten path towns bore me, because there is so little to do. When I first arrived I cringed at the limited amount of amenities there were within a five mile vicinity.  
 
    Callie will be my distraction. 
 
    We pull into the driveway of the home and she giggles. “I wouldn’t picture this as your house.” 
 
    “Work pays for it. I don’t complain. It’s a temporary arrangement.” 
 
    The two bedroom rancher is painted a bright yellow with black shutters. Even at night you can see the vivid color of it. Large azalea bushes landscape the vicinity of the structure and there are several yard ornaments on display that reflect against my headlights. “It looks like my grandmother lives here.” 
 
    “She doesn’t, I can assure you. The person who lived here is in a nursing home in Louisville. Her children put the place up for rent fully furnished in order to keep paying for the taxes and their mother’s care. It smells like moth balls in the closets, so don’t open them. I keep my clothes in my suitcase and refuse to use any of them. Don’t mind the paperwork in the dining room, or the slew of blueprints you’ll find in the living room. I’ve been working a lot of late nights since getting here last week.” 
 
    “Why not just stay in a hotel? Wouldn’t it be more convenient?” 
 
    “This is cheaper for the company, I suppose. Besides, it will eventually get torn down when the new roadway is built.” 
 
    “Does the woman’s children know that?” 
 
    “Not yet, but she does. The homeowner already signed the papers. This part of the construction won’t happen for three more years. It’s a long operation, one I won’t be around the whole time for.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you’re here in Kentucky.” 
 
    “Hoping you’d never see me again?” I wonder. 
 
    “Something like that. More wishing this day would never come.” I appreciate her honesty, but only to a certain degree. The more of a challenge she makes this, the harder I’ll try, which puts me in a position I don’t like being in. It will force me to want to spend more time with her, and doing so would only prove to be a problem for me. 
 
    “Sorry to put a damper on your plans. I won’t keep you long.” 
 
    She snickers. “Don’t treat me like I’m part of the job, temporary and an easy task.” 
 
    
“I wouldn’t use the word ‘task’ with you, Callie. You’re more of a conquest – a much needed relief to a rough couple of days. As far as easy goes, well that could be argued upon.” 
 
    I lead her into the main living area of the home and waste no time making sure she forgets all about the outdated decor. My mouth crashes over hers, our tongues becoming tangled as things proceed to heat up. I swear I've been fighting an erection since the second I saw her, so this does nothing for my inability to withstand temptation. She reminds me of the greatest challenge a man never wants to admit he can’t achieve. She's beyond bodacious and beautiful. Words can't describe what it's like to be this close to her and know exactly what's to come.
I let her use me once before, but not because I knew it would get me laid. I did it for the simple fact that I wanted her the moment I first laid eyes on her perfect body, and difficult attitude. She's a challenge for me. Callie forces me to work for it, which only makes me desire her more.
Despite not knowing much about her, I'm inclined to assume she's a hard person to please. She's opinionated, maybe a bit spoiled, but mostly a hard-headed woman determined to make me work for her affections.
We part from our embrace. Callie scopes my face for a sign of what I'm thinking. "You got me here."
"With little to no effort. The evil queen must have weaknesses."
Her smirk plays against my smile. "Evil queen? Fairy tales are for children, and happily ever afters aren't real. You're kind of creeping me out right now. I thought you wanted sex."
I drag my hand through her blonde locks. "Oh, I do, but unlike the last time, we can go slow. There's no rush."
Callie backs further away from me. She’s rubbing her face while speaking. "I shouldn't be here with you. This is nuts."
"Is it? I think it's a pretty damn nice coincidence. Out of all the places in the country we end up in the same hick town? Come on. You can't deny we have a golden opportunity here. Look, I'm not staying forever. I'm overseeing a new project and then I'll be gone. You can go about your life as if I never existed."
"Is that a promise?" She almost has me convinced she hates me.
"I'll let you know in the morning." I take her by the hand and pull her near. "Not a single day has gone by where I haven't thought about the way you taste." I tell her this to shock her. I want her to be aware that my attraction to her has become animalistic. I'm tormented each time I set eyes on her and I don't know why. Usually after I've experienced a woman she's out of my system, but not this one. She's either special, or I'm losing my touch.
Her lips brush over mine. "You can't talk like that."
"Why?" I question.
She's flat out honest. "Because it's what I'd want to hear if this was anything more than sex. I can't want you like this."
"Like what? Explain it to me. Tell me what it's like to see me again, after only being in my bed a few weeks ago."
"I can barely remember." She scrunches her face as if she's struggling to recall. I know she's full of shit. There were two people in that bed and neither of us expected how much we would enjoy each other. Denial is a funny thing. In her case she's using it to control me. Far be it from me to know she liked it, because if that were the case, I'd have the upper hand and she'd no longer be able to stop herself.
"That's a shame. From what I gathered you had a fantastic experience, especially the second and third time I made you come. It's not a big deal. I plan on making tonight even better." I extend my hand for her to take. "You ready to join me?"
She can huff and puff until she's out of breath, but she won't falter when it comes to seeing this through. I can sense it when we touch. The spark that ignites between us is undeniable. She'd be a fool to deny herself the pleasure I promise to give.  
 
    “I’m only doing this because I don’t know anyone else here.” 
 
    I cackle under my breath. “Whatever you have to tell yourself.” 
 
    We kiss again. My hands rise up between us and cup both of her breasts. Our tongues brush and mingle, and then we get lost. 
 
    With no regard for going slowly, I pick her up into my arms and carry her to the bedroom, where I lay her down and climb overtop of her. My knee presses between her legs, while my palms course over the fabric covering her nipples. She tastes like candy and heaven, taunting me with the innocence she pretends to have. She’s torturing me, yet I can’t fathom why. I inhale deeply while feeling her fingers unfastening my belt. I’m elated to know she’s given up the fight. In a few moments I’m going to have another opportunity to taste her, to feast on that golden pussy I’ve craved since my very first sample.  
 
    I give her some help with removing everything below the waist, then tend to her predicament of being clothed. Callie helps lift the shirt from my head, then I do the same for her. When she’s completely naked, we switch positions. Before she’s able to dive down between my legs, exactly where I want her to be, I feel it necessary to make one rule. “When I wake up tomorrow, I expect you to still be in bed next to me. I know you think I’m an asshole, but I’m decent enough to provide you with breakfast, which will happen to taste amazing.” 
 
    “If I stay the night it becomes more than casual sex.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding me. We fuck, but we can’t share a meal?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to go out of your way to impress me. We have an arrangement.” 
 
    “Fine, if you choose to be stubborn let’s raise the stakes in this so called arrangement.” 
 
    Her brow raises and her fingertips tickle their way down my chest. “What could you possible want now?” 
 
    “Never mind. I’ll take whatever I can get.” 
 
    I want to ask her to see me again, but refuse to give her the benefit of knowing she’s under my skin. For now I’ll take the sex and remain quiet. If I’ve learned anything about women it’s not to push their buttons. 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Life would be a whole lot simpler if we never had to make decisions. For me, I probably wouldn’t be straddling Cob, preparing to ride him until my legs give in. I’d prefer doing the right thing for once, though I always seem to end up in this position. The thing is, I simply can’t get enough of this man.  
 
    I wanted to hate him, especially when I’ve been told he fools around. Maybe it’s true. Maybe he’s terrible, though the more time we spend together I’m becoming blinded by desire I can’t ignore. 
 
    His touch is my weakness, which always seems to find me at my loneliest place. I want to resist. I know it’s the right thing to do. As his hands run up over my breasts I close my eyes and try to imagine never feeling this way again.  
 
    To avoid looking at him directly, I lean forward and kiss him, giving him exactly what he needs to make this even harder to deny. Our chemistry is electric, like fuel to an already burning fire. My attraction to him is dangerous. I’ve been this consumed by a man before and it got me nothing but heartache. I didn’t move to Kentucky to strike up a sexual relationship with a previous one-night-stand, but that’s exactly what’s happening.  
 
    With the swipe of his tongue, every brush from his lips, and each mapped out trail with his fingers, I’m lost in a pool of delight. I crave this type of interaction, even when I know this is as far as it can ever go. This man could never want anything more from me. I have nothing to offer. Besides, he can’t be tied down to one place for long. His career prevents him from setting roots.  
 
    Maybe it’s a good thing. Perhaps knowing he’s not datable makes this all a bit easier to accept. 
 
    At any rate, I’m losing my grip on right and wrong, being selfish and taking what’s being offered, because I know how good it is. 
 
    My pussy pulsates as it rocks over his erect cock. I’m ready for him to be inside of me, especially since it’s the only way to be around him without having a normal conversation. His hands cling to my hips as I move back and forth, taunting him until little groans escape him, signaling his need for me. 
 
    “You want this?” I request. 
 
    “Yes,” he whimpers. “Quit teasing me.” 
 
    “Protection?” 
 
    He leans over the bed without knocking me off of him, and digs into his wallet, pulling out a familiar wrapper. I watch him using his bright white teeth to rip it open and then roll it on his stiff dick. He jerks me forward until he’s ready to enter. I gasp when I feel him teasing my opening, and let out a shriek as he unexpectedly lifts my pussy to his face. I’m sitting there, peering down watching as he tongues my clit before dredging deep in between my folds.  
 
    My hands find my breasts and I pinch at both nipples, biting down on my lower lip while waves of pleasure strike me at my core. The muscles in my ass begin to spasm, while the rest of me falls victim to my own carnal desires. An orgasm rips through me, halting all sense of time. I lose myself for a few seconds, but before I’m able to fully come down from my high he’s shoving my body back the way it was, me straddling him. He enters with ease, using my natural lubrication to glide right in. I immediately begin to work up a rhythm, as if a harmonic tune is playing against my ear. He watches as I reach between my legs and circle my clit with two fingers, while his fully engorged cock fills my tight walls. We go at it until my legs feel like they’re going to fall off. Cob takes over, flipping me off in order to position himself behind me. He takes me doggy style, while wrapping his one hand over to tease my sensitive bud. I’m having another bout of euphoria, trying to keep my movements from affecting his pace. 
 
    When Cob knows I need to rest, he pulls out of me, waiting until I’m flat on my back. When he slides in this time it’s different. His eyes are fixed on mine, and the mood becomes intense. It’s like we’re on the same level and I don’t want it to end. I cling to his back when I feel him tightening. He’s frozen for a few moments, then finally collapses at my side. 
 
    Out of breath, Cob plays with strands of my hair while I lay there hopelessly happy. 
 
    Casual sex is supposed to be just that – casual. It ends and the two people move on with life. It’s friendly and fun. Being with Cob doesn’t seem so simple. He laces his fingers with mine and closes his eyes. For a while I watch him resting. At one point, when I get up to locate the bathroom, I stand and stare at a distance. On the outside he’s everything I’d be attracted to. It’s the stranger inside who frightens me, not to mention his inability to stay in one place. 
 
    I don’t join him back in the bed until his head lifts and I see him searching the room for me. He laughs to himself. “I thought you left again. I was beginning to think you were incapable of dealing with what comes after sex.” 
 
    I saunter over and place one knee on the bed before completely climbing back onto the mattress. “I told you I’d stay. What difference does it make? What do you think comes afterwards?” I ask. 
 
    He pulls me close. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Try me,” I turn to look at him in the dim lit space. 
 
    “I’ve traveled all over the place for work, but it gets lonely. This house isn’t exactly my kind of retreat. It’s quiet, but almost too quiet. I’d prefer to spend my time in the company of a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “I’d imagine you could pick up a different one every night if that’s what you want.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Yeah, maybe, but it doesn’t fill the void. Most women nowadays are eager to hook up. I’ve been okay with it in the past, but everything has it’s limits. I’m tired of the bullshit.” 
 
    “Okay, so do you want me to stay, or should I leave? You’re kind of all over the place.” 
 
    His chuckle tells me I’m as confused as I think. “You’re familiar. It was nice to see your face in the crowd tonight. I didn’t know if we’d end up here, but I hoped. Look, I get that you don’t like me. I just want you to hear me say I enjoyed your company. You can still hate me. My reputation isn’t the best with women. I’m sure your friend in Pennsylvania has told you stories, if you’ve been curious enough to ask.” 
 
    I rest my body close to his, sort of shocking him. His arm comes around me and we kiss softly. “I enjoyed you as well, but the truth is that we don’t know each other. You’re right. I’ve heard stuff about you that I dislike. You’ve told me things I disapprove of, but it was my choice to accompany you.” 
 
    His confession give me chills. “I want you to stay.” 
 
    “And when tomorrow comes do we say goodbye and go about our lives? Do we pretend this never happened, much like the first time?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about what you did, but I won’t ever forget. It’s not every day I’m given the opportunity to have unadulterated sex with someone who wants to rip out my throat.” 
 
    “It was never that extreme. I may have wanted your dick to get cut off for a little while, but you changed my mind pretty quickly on that matter. Look, I’m fine if this is just sex. I’m not going to freak out like some crazy person if you don’t ever want to see me again.” 
 
    “What about you? Would you want this to happen again?” He asks. 
 
    I’m pretty confident when it comes to this question. I know we enjoy each other, so it can’t hurt to be honest about it as well. The truth is, I’m unsure. This is a terrible idea. I don’t have someone I can call who will tell me this is a fantastic decision, because it’s exactly the opposite. “I’m not sure what I want. Don’t get me wrong, I’m having a great time. It’s nice to feel wanted, but I can’t let my guard down. I may need some time to be able to answer that.” 
 
    He shrugs, and takes my hand lifting it to his lips. “I guess we can talk about it tomorrow.” 
 
    It’s enough for tonight. He’s not going to push, because I still don’t exactly know how I feel about this situation. Sure, I think he’s sexy and great in the sack, but I’m too familiar with men like him.  
 
    Nonetheless, there’s something that keeps me intrigued. Maybe he’s more than just a pretty face, and I won’t know unless I stay to find out. Okay, truth be told I know how I feel, but I’m in denial, big time. 
 
    I smile as my lips drag over his once more. “I’ll stay, but only if there will be perks.” 
 
    “Perks, like taking a hot bath in a tub with handicapped bars on the side? That’s a sexy perk, right?” 
 
    We both laugh. “A shower would be nice instead, but for now I’m pretty comfortable right here, if it’s okay with you.” 
 
    This is the problem when you sleep with a stranger. I still have to learn what he likes and dislikes. I think he has a sense of humor, but it will take me a while before I can determine what’s real and what’s a façade to get me into bed. Whatever the case, his charm is working. Maybe I’m doomed to fail with the opposite sex. It’s possible this will set me back further than I already am. But there could also be a chance this guy could help me. I’m interested enough to want to stay. What can it hurt? 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    The birds are singing from outside the window, causing me to open my eyes in the bright room and familiarize with my surroundings. I can hear the sound of someone breathing behind me and turn to notice Cob is still sound asleep, naked, and sprawled out on the bed revealing every quality I can’t get enough of. He stirs after a few seconds and sees me awkwardly staring at him. His strong arm latches over my legs while he speaks in a groggy voice. “Look at this. You’re still here. I’m shocked.” 
 
    I manage a fake smile. He obviously thought I’d leave sometime in the night like I did before. “Yep, still here, just like you asked.” 
 
    “What would you like for breakfast?” 
 
    The mention of it makes my stomach growl. “What do you have? I’m fine with a coffee.” 
 
    He smirks. “Woman, I’m about to impress you. You better not be one of those vegetarians.” 
 
    “I eat meat.” 
 
    Cob sits up and chuckles. “I could say something smart right now, but I’ll refrain on account of proving that I have manners.” His ornery grin causes me to smile.  
 
    “All right. I have to warn you though, breakfast is the most important meal. I expect to be impressed.” 
 
    With no regard for his current state, Cob slides off the bed and heads toward the bathroom. He keeps the door open as he relieves himself and talks simultaneously. “Don’t worry. I have a pretty good idea of how this will play out. First you’ll smell the delightful aroma, then I’ll give a taste. Once you have that bite in your mouth you’ll crave more, and I’ll happily feed you until you’ve had your fill.” 
 
    He comes back out of the room as I respond. 
 
    “Are we still speaking of food?” I’m finding it difficult not to focus on his semi erect cock. It’s like he’s proud of it. “You sure are comfortable in your own skin.” 
 
    “You should be too. You’re gorgeous.” He kisses me chastely before exiting the room, leaving me to stew on his latest compliment.  
 
    “Who is this man?” I say to myself. 
 
      
 
    While I watch him put on a pair of comfortable shorts, I try to recall the last time I was in this position with a man. I'm afraid I've been so hung up on Wesley Parrish that I've let every prospective guy slip through the cracks. I've been hit on plenty of times, but always found some reason why I shouldn't give the man a shot. 
 
    Then there's Cob. 
 
    When we met I immediately hated him. Everything about him signaled trouble for me. The night I showed up at the Pennsylvania house to find him there alone left me vulnerable. I did things I would have normally frowned upon with the type of guy he was. 
 
    Now I'm wondering if this is the same man. I'd be naive to let my guard down so soon, but kick myself for not admitting how much fun I have in his bed. 
 
    Cob walks over and kisses me on the forehead. "You're welcome to take a shower while I cook. There's some fancy shampoo from the previous owner. Help yourself." 
 
    "She didn't leave an extra package of toothbrushes did she?" 
 
    A half smile forms across his lips. "She was an old lady. There could be all sorts of treasures in this house if you search hard enough. Give it a go. She told me to treat the place like its my own. Her name is Mildred by the way. Mildred Sinclair." 
 
    "What about you?" I ask. "Do I get to know your full name?" 
 
    He laughs while grinning. "Sorry. I thought girls gabbed about everything. I just assumed my sister would have told you or maybe Lys." 
 
    "Sorry. I never asked." I admit. 
 
    He seems surprised, as if he thought I'd press the girls for details. Honestly, after the fair warning I never wanted to discuss him again with them. 
 
    "Monroe. Jacob Monroe." 
 
    I extend my hand. "Callie Healy." 
 
    When our hands connect I experience that same electric rush as before. I can't be positive, but I believe it's the same for Cob. 
 
    "Now that we've gotten that out of the way, I'm going to the kitchen. Good luck on your toothbrush hunt. Need be, you can always use mine, being that my mouth has been all over you." 
 
    "And plenty of other women," I add. 
 
    He peeks back into the room after exiting. "None here, Callie." 
 
    I raise my left brow. "Did you arrive yesterday?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    He disappears without being able to answer anymore of my inquiries regarding his personal endeavors. 
 
    Lucky for me, I find a toothbrush in the medicine cabinet. The shampoo in the shower expired two years ago, but I choose to use it regardless of the package date. It's just soap, and thankfully smells fantastic. I look on the bottom of the bottle and find the salon's name. Hopefully they still sell it, and might also be looking to hire a new beautician. 
 
    After making sure I'm nice and clean, I step out from the shower and get a whiff of something delightful.  
 
    I pull out the first t-shirt that’s hanging out of his suit case and throw it over my body. Then I head into the living room where I left my purse. My phone still has a little battery left, so I check my messages first. 
 
      
 
    Addy is concerned. She’s text me three times. Christian once. Aunt Van invited me to breakfast, which I’m kind of sad I won’t be able to attend. She makes the best food I’ve ever eaten. 
 
    When my phone flashes that the battery is even lower, I know I only have a few moments left to use it, before needing to ask for a charger. I shoot Lys a message. 
 
    Tell me everything you know about Jacob Monroe. – C 
 
    I’m surprised to get a text back.  
 
    Why? Did you give him your number that time you visited? Did he find you on social media? – L 
 
    I forgot I haven’t told her we slept together. Now I doubt Cob told her about my unannounced visit. 
 
    Just tell me what you know. – C 
 
    I don’t know much about him. He’s not my type. His sister says he’s a manwhore. She said he can’t make his mind up about anything. He has a good job. He even owns the house we rent. I know he asked about you after that time you visited. I didn’t tell you because I thought it would be a bad idea. – L 
 
    He asked about me. I’m sort of shocked, but in a way I feel giddy. Like a school girl, I’m excited to know he was interested. 
 
    What did he ask? – C 
 
    He asked if you just broke up with someone. He said you were too hot to be single. He asked me if I thought he had a chance with hooking up with you. I told him hell no. – L 
 
    I’m laughing to myself as I read it. She has no clue we’ve hooked up on two different occasions, but now a lot more makes sense about the night I showed up in Pennsylvania. Now I need to know more from the source. 
 
    Making my way to the kitchen isn’t difficult with such a wonderful aroma resonating. I find Cob shirtless standing over the stove. He’s flipping what I think is a pancake, and I immediately get excited since they’re one of my favorites. “I have to say, you look pretty damn sexy from the back.” 
 
    He turns and offers a sly grin. “I can say the same for you. Especially without clothes.” 
 
    I lean against the counter beside him and become startled when he sits down the spatula to fence me in between his strong arms. He leans forward and kisses me. As he pulls away I speak, while his eyes are still peering into mine. “Glad I found a toothbrush.” 
 
    “I would have kissed you anyway.” 
 
    “Who are you and what have done with the asshole I first met?” 
 
    “When we first met I’d had a shitty day. The second time was even worse.” 
 
    “Speaking of the second time,” I say when he gets back breakfast. “You planned on having a guest over, but you sent her away. Was it because I was there?” 
 
    I hear an air-filled laugh escape him. “What if I said it was? Does it change your opinion of me?” 
 
    “Did you ask Lys about me?” 
 
    He’s not looking at me when he says it. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If you know I asked about you, then it won’t take a lot of brains to figure out why, Callie.” For a second he glances at me with a half-smile plastered on the side of his face.  
 
    “Why act so cocky then?” 
 
    “Because Lys told me I didn’t have a chance, and after the crap day I’d had, I wasn’t in the mood for rejection.” 
 
    “Not used to being turned down?” I playfully ask. 
 
    “Not usually, but you are worth the challenge.” 
 
    The goose bumps are back. I’m struggling to find reasons to hate this man when he’s saying all the right things. “I didn’t put up enough fight, I suppose. I should have made it more difficult for you.” 
 
    He turns off the stove and sits the pan away from the hot burner, before pinning me again. “I doubt you would have resisted that first night. You were on a mission to forget something. It was a win-win for me. Either way I got to experience you, even if I suspected you’d hate me and yourself afterwards.” 
 
    “I didn’t. Hate you, that is. I thought you were an asshole. You still might be.” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse.” 
 
    When he’s this close to me it’s hard to focus on anything but kissing him. My arms come up around his neck and I hold him close. “You said you’re here a couple months?” 
 
    His lips brush over mine as he responds. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Do you want to see me again?” 
 
    The arms that were at my sides wrap around my back so that our bodies are touching at every part. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe I’d like that.” 
 
    Cob takes one hand and reaches it up into my wet hair, pulling me against his lips as they crash into mine. Our kiss is heated, and within a few seconds we’re carried away. He’s shoving down his shorts, while I lift off his t-shirt. Before we know it he’s taking me on the countertop, hard, as if to celebrate my wanting him. Unlike the times before it, we don’t switch positions. He pounds me until he finally finishes, and it’s not quick. It isn’t until it’s over when I come to rationalize with what we’ve done and how careless we’ve both been. Cob pulls away and peers down at his relaxed cock. “Shit, Callie.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I think. I mean, I’m safe. I don’t know about you.” 
 
    “It’s happened a couple of times several years ago. Damn. I’m such a dick.” 
 
    “I’d call it thinking with your dick.” 
 
    He nods but seems genuinely frustrated with himself. “Fuck!” 
 
    Even though I’m a little concerned about having unprotected sex, I know I could have stopped him from doing it. “We were both careless. I was caught in the moment too.” I stand and grab his arm so he turns to face me. “I’m not angry with you, Cob.” 
 
    As the remains of his load begin to run down my leg he cups my cheeks and kisses me slowly. “It won’t happen again,” he promises. 
 
    This might be the first thing he’s said where I completely believe him. “Okay.”  
 
    “Here, this should help.” He takes a dry hand towel and sticks it between my legs. I laugh as I close them and manage to make it to the small table where I sit down. This is pretty uncomfortable, but at least he’s being nice about it. 
 
    Cob brings a plate full of pancakes and bacon over to the table, before joining me. He points to the syrup and the tray of butter he’s already laid out, as well as two matching plates with pink flowers all over them. I hold mine up and laugh. “I love your choice in china.” 
 
    He speaks with a feminine tone. “I know. It took me like four weeks to decided on pink or purple, but I think the pink accentuates my eyes,” he says while holding up the plate to his face. 
 
    We laugh together as I nod. “Yeah. They really pop.” He fills my plate with way too much food. While I get to work on buttering them up, I tell him something to get a rise. “My family is famous for making the best pancakes. I just want to warn you if they don’t compare.” 
 
    He takes a bite before responding. I watch him close his eyes as if they’re amazing. “Don’t doubt my skills. My mom taught me how to make these. Dad always joked she learned the recipe from an old boyfriend or some shit. I didn’t care who taught her. She’s a pretty crappy cook, but she always made these right.” 
 
    I take my first bite and feel like I’m at home. The vanilla stands out, as well as the sweetness. The ends of each pancake have a bit of a buttery crisp to them. They’re exactly like the ones I’ve grown up on. “Didn’t you say your family lived in North Carolina?” 
 
    “Yeah, a long time ago.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just the way people make them there.” 
 
    He chuckles. “So you’re saying I did good?” 
 
    I nod while chewing. “I approve.” 
 
    He throws me a wink. “Wait until I cook you dinner.” 
 
    “Are you inviting me to stay?” 
 
    “Do you have something else to do?” 
 
    “Well, I just got into town, and my family is expecting me to hang out with them.” When I see that he’s sort of upset, I reiterate. “Maybe I could come by later? I can drive myself.” 
 
    He nods. “It’s a deal. I’ll make steaks.” 
 
    “What’s for dessert?” I ask. 
 
    He points his fork right at me. “You.” 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    We shower together before I gather my things and he drives me home. What I think will be a quick effort to clean off the sex, turns into a slow and sensual washing. Cob runs the bar of soap over every part of my skin, taking his hands and cleaning between my legs while pleasuring me at the same time. When he’s done he leans forward and kisses me there, over and over, drawing designs with his tongue over my clit. He doesn’t stop until I’m weak in the knees and cry out. When he’s finished he revels in his own achievements. After we’re done, he provides me with a dry towel first before tending to himself. He’s calm and gentle, appearing to be a completely different person than the man I met the first time.  
 
    The way he looks at me gives me chills. It’s as if he’s peering into my soul in order to know me deeply. With each passing moment that we share I’m beginning to wonder if he was right. Maybe we were supposed to run into each other last night, and if so, what does that mean for me? 
 
    I’m going to see him again tonight. I’d be denying myself if I declined his offer. I’m getting more enjoyment from this man than I’ve received in as long as I can remember. 
 
    Unlike our first encounter where I left before things could get weirder, I’m reluctant to go. I never ask to borrow a phone charger, because frankly I’m too preoccupied. This came out of nowhere, and although I know he’s not going to be around for long, I still like him enough to see him again. He’s new and exciting. He’s familiar and talented where he needs to be. I’m in awe of him, and for the first time in forever I can see this man changing the way I view myself and my life. He’s not tied to my family. He’s new and untouched. Even though he’s been known to enjoy multiple women, I have to go into this with a little faith that I won’t get burned.  
 
    We’re halfway down the road when he reaches over and takes my hand. He laces his with mine and lifts it to his lips. “What time do you think you’d want to eat dinner?” 
 
    I’m taken by surprise yet again by this gesture. He’s charming me, and I want to believe it’s real, but I’m the type of person who falls hopelessly in love way too fast. I need to continue reminding myself of that so I’m not burned again by another man. “Whenever you want.” 
 
    “Is seven good?” 
 
    “We could do eight. That will give me time to visit with everyone. Do you want me to help you cook?” 
 
    “Nope. It’s my pleasure. I invited you, remember?” 
 
    “Are you being kind to get into my pants again?” 
 
    He glances at me for a second with a huge grin on his face. “It’s quite possible, though I’m trying to impress you however I can. You’re a hard one to crack. I’m not used to working so hard and I appreciate the challenge, but I’m also determined to prove to you that I’m not the guy you’ve been led to believe. People change. My job forces me to spend too much time alone. When I’m alone I think. When I think, I see everything I’m missing out on,” he mentions while lifting my hand again to kiss. “Like the touch of a beautiful woman, who I can’t seem to get enough of. I mean it, Callie. It’s nice spending time with you, even if we have a funny way of making it happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, me too. I hope you’re the guy I want you to be. It’s nice to sort of know someone here other than my family. I’d like us to be friends.” I point to an upcoming road. “Turn right here.” 
 
    It’s quiet in the vehicle. 
 
    I break the silence. “Thank you for spending time with me, Cob. It was great. I enjoyed breakfast this morning. I don’t think a man has ever made me breakfast before.” 
 
    “Wow. A breakfast virgin. I’ll take it.” 
 
    I snicker and point for him to make a left. “Turn there.” 
 
    “Where did you say your family lives?” He asks. 
 
    “It’s a big ranch. Are you familiar with where we are?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s the Mitchell Family Ranch. I’m sure you’ve seen the huge gates and white fencing.” 
 
    He nods. “Yep. I know exactly where it is. I thought you said your last name was Healy?” 
 
    “It is. My uncle runs the ranch.” 
 
    “Oh gotcha.” 
 
    We pull to the gate and I tell him the code so we can enter. When we turn into the circle driveway I slide closer to kiss him goodbye. He’s short with his kiss, and as I pull away I feel like he’s withdrawing. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Did you want to come inside and meet my aunt?” 
 
    He clenches the steering wheel. “Maybe another time. I’m going to hit the road so I can grab those steaks from the market. Let me know if you can’t make it. We’ll reschedule for another time.” 
 
    “I told you I’d be there.” 
 
    He peers out the window instead of looking at me. “Yeah, okay. I’ll see you later then.” 
 
    I take his phone out of the cup holder and leave my number. “Here. Now you know how to reach me.” 
 
    His smile makes me want to stay in the car and follow him anywhere. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Yes, you will.” 
 
      
 
    The third degree. That’s what I get from Addy the moment she learns I’m back on the ranch. She shows up and barges in my room, asking questions before the door can shut behind her. “What the hell was that last night, cuz? Did you know that guy?” 
 
    “I said I did.” 
 
    “Enough to go home with him, because I know for a fact you didn’t come here.” 
 
    “We’ve been together before, if that’s what you want to know. He’s doing some work in town. When he saw me we reconnected. I spent the night at his house, and then he made me breakfast.” 
 
    She rubs her hands together. “Breakfast? Is he a gentleman? Have you found your very own Wes?” 
 
    I toss a pillow at her. “Shut up, bitch,” I say in a playful tone. “Cob is nothing like Wes.” In my defense I don’t know him well enough to determine that, though he is sort of displaying the same kind of qualities. “Cob. What kind of name is that?” 
 
    “A nickname, obviously. Just so you know, I’m seeing him again tonight.” 
 
    “So we shouldn’t wait up?” She snickers. “I thought you came here because you wanted to start over.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “With someone from your past?” 
 
    “Possibly. He’s not really that far in the past.” 
 
    “I say go for it. He’s a looker. I was impressed last night when I saw you with him. I don’t think I would have come home either.” 
 
    I smack her lightly. “You’re terrible. You have Cole.” 
 
    “I was only stating the obvious. He’s very attractive.” I don’t know why this makes me feel threatened. If Addison Mitchell is anything, it’s faithful to Cole.  
 
    “We’re slowly getting to know each other.” 
 
    “Slowly. You must have different definitions of slow where you come from.” She nudges me as she says it. 
 
    “Whatever. It’s complicated. I’m unsure if I like him. Okay, that’s not true. I like him too much, but he has a reputation for bedding a lot of women. I need to be careful.” 
 
    “Some people just screw. Sex is sex.” 
 
    “You’re awful. Does Cole know you feel that way?” 
 
    “How do you think we first hooked up?” She giggles. 
 
    “Well how did you know you wanted more? When could you tell?” 
 
    She shrugs and plays with the fabric of a shirt I have hanging up. “I don’t know. It just happened. I missed him when we weren’t together. I was happier being with him than anywhere else. I think for me personally, it was getting over the forbidden part, and his past, who he was, and the blood that runs through his veins. I had to forgive him for keeping the truth from me. After that happened it was easy to admit my feelings.” 
 
    “You make a great couple. It’s obvious how much he loves you.” 
 
    “One day I’ll be his wife. Dad gave him permission. I thought I was dreaming when it happened. The family has finally gotten over the haunting grudge they held for the Chase family. Cole won’t be a burden because of the family he was born into. He didn’t ask to have their blood, so he shouldn’t be punished because of their actions. What happened to my mother years ago was tragic and horrifying. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, especially her. I lost a little brother or sister because of it. But Cole never knew them. He’s innocent. If my mom can love him, than I think it’s safe to say my father can forgive him for being a small part of the reminder.” 
 
    “You’re getting really serious. I thought we were talking about my problems.” 
 
    She laughs. “Sorry. Sometimes I just need to get it out. It’s good to talk about our problems.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a good conversation for a while. Cammie used to be the person I called, but it’s different now. I can’t talk to her about my feelings. She doesn’t understand. Sometimes I can’t begin to understand why I got so hung up on Wes. I guess he was a crush I assumed I finally had a chance with. When I see him with Cammie it makes me happy to know they have each other. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I guess. You are obviously trying to move on with your life. That hottie you left with last night must have been some help.” 
 
    I snicker. “He was. Trust me.” 
 
    “Good. You should bring him to dinner. I’m sure my dad and Noah would love to give him a hard time.” 
 
    “Maybe another night. We’ve already made plans for this evening.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re seeing him again so soon. Is this something that could get serious? Are you considering hooking up with the womanizer?” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s what he is. Maybe he’s changed.” 
 
    “How many guys do you know have changed?” 
 
    “I don’t know of any.” 
 
    “Because they don’t. He either screws around, or he doesn’t.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll be certain to prepare for the worst.” 
 
    We sit and chat for nearly an hour before Addy leaves. By the time I charge my phone I notice I have an awaiting message from a number I don’t recognize.  
 
    I’m sorry about this, but I have to cancel our dinner plans tonight. Something came up. I’ll be in touch. – Cob 
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    Cob 
 
      
 
    As soon as she began giving me directions I had a feeling where we were headed, though it wasn’t until she verified the last name when I knew this whole ordeal just got a lot more complicated. I finally found a woman, who cannot only hold my interest, but makes me want something more than a fast fuck. It’s unclear how this could play out in my favor, especially considering what my being here could mean for her family. 
 
    I’m used to communities coming together to try and stop roads from being developed in their small towns. It’s normal for folks to not want huge changes, especially in places like this. They’re set in their ways, conformed to a certain lifestyle that doesn’t result in highways and interstates. 
 
    This is where I despise my job. It’s where lines are crossed. I’m the enemy, and in this case, in a terrible predicament. I want to see Callie again. Her eyes. Damn those green eyes make me crazy. The way she moves. Her defensive way of carrying herself. It’s all appealing to me. She challenges me, and I can’t refuse her.  
 
    Except now I kind of have to. I can’t sit around and pretend everything is going to be okay. I can’t have her over my house and get to know her more, because I’ll want what she’ll never be willing to give me. I’ve come to town to impose a road to be built through her precious families ranch, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. The paperwork has been signed and turned in. They’ve been served. Legally, it’s up to the courts whether the government will be able to proceed, but for now I’m right smack in the middle. It’s my name assigned to the case.  
 
    Callie messages me back a little after I’ve told her we have to cancel our plans. I’m pissed at the whole ordeal, but at least glad I got to spend time with her again, especially after the first encounter ended so quickly. She’s one of a kind. I suppose I’m lucky to have gotten to be with her twice. 
 
      
 
    Already cancelling? Was it something I said? How about tomorrow? – C 
 
    I stare at the message for a few minutes contemplating what I can say to push her away, except I don’t want to say anything at all. I’d prefer to keep the peace in case there is a chance that when this business is over I’ll have an opportunity to see her again.  
 
    I don’t want to cancel at all. It’s work. I have to leave town and I’m not sure how long my trip will be. I’m sorry. – Cob 
 
    It’s all I can say. If she thinks I’m gone it won’t hurt her feelings or make her feel like it was her fault. I can already tell she’s been through something traumatic, probably by a guy who didn’t appreciate her the way she obviously deserves. I wish I could be the man who has a chance with her, because I’ve got a feeling she could change me. 
 
    Okay. Get in touch with me when you return. If not, thanks for everything, especially breakfast. Xoxo – C 
 
    I smile when I read her second message. For now I’m in the clear. I just have to stay home for a few days to avoid being seen. The town is too small for me to assume she won’t run into me. I can’t take chances. 
 
      
 
    Around seven I throw a steak on the grill with some corn. I no sooner finish cooking when I hear the bell ringing on my front door. It only takes me a couple seconds to make it inside from the opened deck and venture toward the entrance of the home. There’s no sense of peeking out the small hole in the door to see who might be on the opposite side. I have a good idea already, so when I open it and find Callie I let out a sigh. I should have known she wouldn’t trust me. “Callie, what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “I had to see for myself if you were telling me the truth. Where is she?” She asks. 
 
    “What? Who?” 
 
    “The other woman you invited over instead of me.” 
 
    Now I’m laughing. “That’s what you think? You believe I have a slew of woman at my fingertips? You think I canceled our plans to be with another female?” 
 
    “Or male. I obviously don’t know all your secrets,” she says in a flippant way. 
 
    I’m trying not to chuckle. Nothing about this is funny, but the fact that she assumes it’s another woman entertains me. “There’s no one else coming over.” 
 
    When she turns to look at me I can tell she seems hurt. “Why then? Did you suddenly decide I wasn’t worth your time?” 
 
    “It’s not about you.” 
 
    Her hands are waving around. “Oh, wow. It’s not me it’s you. Do people still say that?” 
 
    “No seriously, it’s more complicated.” 
 
    “Explain it to me, because I’m tired of being the last person to know the truth. You have no idea what I’ve been through this year, why I’ve moved away from my family. You can’t begin to know how it feels to be betrayed by the people you care about. Now this.” She pauses for a second and smiles, but not because she’s happy. I think in some ways she might be having a nervous breakdown. “Lys told me to be careful. She said you were bad for me. I guess she knew you couldn’t be honest with me. We had sex. That’s all this was, right? I’ve read too much into it, like I always do.” 
 
    I try to take her hands, but she pulls them away. “Callie, what you’re saying might have been the truth a long time ago. You’re wrong though, at least where you’re concerned. Look, I have no idea what you’ve been through. That much is true. What I do know is that I want to see you again. I wish I didn’t, because this would be so much easier, but I can’t deny it, not when you’re this distraught.” I give a second attempt at capturing her hands, and this time she allows it. “Your family. I can’t continue to see you because they’d never approve.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Of course she wouldn’t. “Callie, I hate to tell you this, but the reason I’m here is because the state wants to put a road through part of your uncle’s ranch. I didn’t know you were related until I had to take you home this morning. Like I said before, I’d like to get to know you better, but I’m afraid your opinion of me is going to change in the near future.” 
 
    “Build it somewhere else,” she suggests. “There has to be a secondary plan.” 
 
    I shrug. “The paperwork is submitted with the government. There will be an official hearing for the town people to address their concerns. Your uncle has already contacted his attorney.” 
 
    “How much of his land?” She asks. “How bad is it?” 
 
    I’m quiet as I answer. “It’s about forty acres. He’ll be compensated accordingly, but only if he signs off on the plans.” 
 
    “How many other farmers will this affect?” 
 
    “Thirteen individually owned properties. Most have already taken the monetary offers.” 
 
    “My uncle Colt won’t give up the land.” 
 
    “He has plenty. What will forty acres hurt? It’s on the furthest part of his property.” 
 
    “That land was owned by his father. I’m telling you right now, he’d rather die than let the government come in and build on it.” She walks away from me and covers her face with her hands. “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “I wanted to tell you this morning, but we were both coming down from such a great time. I thought I’d be able to make it work without you finding out, but it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “I appreciate that you’re telling me now.” 
 
    “If the circumstances were different I’d want to see you again, Callie. There’s no one else I’d rather spend my time with in this town.” 
 
    She nods as she turns to face me. “It’s just a job right? You didn’t go after my uncle because of a vendetta. You’re only doing your job.” 
 
    “Yeah. What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Do you still want to see me, Cob? If you had a choice, would you want to get to know me?” 
 
    “I would.” It’s not a trick question. If she has me this hard up already I know she’ll be worth the effort. “I’ve yet to come across another woman who captures my interest the way you do.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. I came to Kentucky to start over, and somehow I found you instead. Maybe it’s a coincidence, but if it isn’t, if there’s a chance this is the direction I need to take, I’m not about to let your job get in the way. I like you. I’m telling you this because I have nothing to lose when it comes to my dignity. I’ve slept with you, not on one occasion, but twice. I enjoy your company, and would like to get to know you. If you don’t find me just as interesting I’ll walk back out that door and stand by my family as they fight to keep their land. I’m tired of watching everyone else find happiness while I sit on the sidelines. If I want to be friends with someone it should be my choice. You can’t make that determination for me in a text message.” 
 
    I offer her a seat on the couch and take the space across from her on a chair. “You’re right. I only did it because I refuse to come between you and your family, and I know they’d never approve. People don’t see that I’m a normal person. I’m the enemy, because I deliver the bad news. The messenger is always the enemy.” 
 
    “We don’t know each other.” She announces. “That much is true. Let me fill you in on something. I’m a family person. I was raised that blood is more important than anything else in this life. For my entire life that’s been drilled into my mind. Last year I fell in love with a man, and soon after I discovered that he was in love with my sister. This wasn’t a stranger. It was someone I’ve known my entire life. The people I’ve been taught to stand behind have betrayed me. Now, I’m not saying my family here will do that to me again, but I’m tired of people dictating what I can and can’t do. If I want to be mad, I’ll be mad. If I want to hate someone, I don’t need someone telling me it’s wrong. If I want to spend the night with a man who I find interesting, I’m going to do it. I’m not a child. My daddy doesn’t have a say in my life anymore.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. She’s summed it up nicely. While rubbing the thighs of my pants I ask one question. “How do you like your steak cooked?” 
 
    “Medium rare,” she replies with a smile. 
 
    I stand and extend my hand for her to take. When she does, I pull her into my arms. “You’re determination is so fucking sexy.” 
 
    “Apologize,” she orders. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what,” she inquires. 
 
    “For telling you a lie. For assuming it was better if I walked away.” 
 
    “What my family doesn’t know won’t hurt them. Let’s make that clear right now. I want to be selfish for once.” 
 
    “I’m okay with you being selfish if it leads you back to my bed.” 
 
    She snickers and bites down on her lip. “That depends on how good you can cook a steak.” 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    There’s one thing I can’t stand. It’s when people make decisions for me, because they think they know what’s best.  
 
    Cob made the same mistake, but I was quick to correct him.  
 
    After showing up at his house just to reassure myself that he wasn’t lying, I’ve discovered a bigger problem. Cob’s current assignment threatens the Mitchell ranch, and I’m not sure he can do anything to prevent the inevitable from happening. My uncle is a popular man in his town. He donates to community organizations, has friends within the government, and shares his faith at his local church. He’s a powerful man, though I doubt my father has ever had to deal with something this threatening to his family. 
 
    In a lot of ways Cob is right. He has thousands of acres of land, some he’s only acquired in recent years, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s worked his ass off to ensure his family is taken care of for years to come. The fact that people are coming in and threatening to take some of that away has to be difficult. 
 
    I now understand what he and Noah had been arguing about when I first arrived. It’s better if I stay out of it and go about my life. Cob is the first guy to make me feel wanted. I’m not about to give that up because of his occupation. 
 
    We sit at his small kitchen table eating steaks and corn. After we’ve finished we remain and spend several hours talking about life and our past. I learn more about his family, and even some interesting facts about how to run a hotel. He tells me about college experiences, some of which I’m shocked he admits to. We laugh a lot, and when we start to tire he insists on leaving the dishes until morning. 
 
    I suspect Cob wants to take me to bed like the previous night, but instead leads me into the living room where we cuddle up together and watch a movie. He holds my hand and keeps me close, every once in a while taking a break from the screen to kiss me. I can feel my eyes getting heavy, but fight to remain awake. It’s been a rough evening, and stress has left me undeniably exhausted, not to mention the night before where we stayed up half the night having sex.  
 
    Before I know it I awake in the arms of Cob. He’s carrying me to his bed and placing me gently down on his soft mattress. He brings his lips down and presses them over mine. “Get some rest.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I offer. 
 
    “Don’t be. I’m about to join you. Wake me up later if you get an itch that you can’t scratch alone. I’ll be sure to take care of it for you.” 
 
    I manage a smile before everything goes black. 
 
    It’s still dark when I open my eyes and realize where I am and who is next to me. Instead of dwelling on our little disagreement, I choose to nestle my body over his and appreciate that we’re becoming closer.  
 
    I suppose some would say I’m doing this because I’m desperate to have even a hint of what my sister does. Maybe they’re right. I do envy her life, but my interest in Cob has changed. Two days ago I would have said he was an asshole I hoped I’d never see again. Now I’m fighting to keep dating him, because he makes me forget that I’ve left home. I’m comfortable with him, and it scares me, because I know I’ll let my guard down and fall victim to my inability to move slow. 
 
    I have a terrible track record with men, albeit Cob has the same with women. Maybe we’re doomed to fail. Maybe this is just a temporary fix we both need to get through a tough part of our life. He can be my anchor, while I provide him with the company he longs to have. Whatever the case, I feel I’m where I want to be. 
 
    I make the decision to pretend I don’t know about the proposed road. It’s better if I keep my distance from my uncle’s business and focus on my new life, including a blooming relationship with Cob. 
 
    We have sex in the middle of the night. Cob takes his time, as if he isn’t tired at all. He makes it a point to use protection, and falls back asleep soon after we’ve finished. Since I’m not used to spending the night with a man, I find it soothing to hear his light snoring. For a while I lay and listen, wondering if my mother finds the same comfort. Does she miss it when he’s not in bed with her? Is it something she’s gotten used to with time? 
 
    Thinking about her makes me feel guilty. She’s worried about me, and it’s not fair. She doesn’t deserve to hurt. I know most children are expected to leave once they become adults, but I’ve never felt like they wanted me to. Even my dad seemed distant after I announced I’d be moving away. 
 
    Silent tears begin to fall down my cheeks. It’s been a couple of days and I’m already homesick. I’m afraid I’m not making good choices already. 
 
    My sniffling awakens Cob. He sits up and turns on the lamp next to his bed. “Callie, you all right?” 
 
    I wipe my eyes to prevent him from seeing the tears I really won’t be able to hide. “Yeah, just having a moment.” 
 
    “Of regret?” 
 
    “No. It’s not about you.” 
 
    “Earlier when you told me about your sister and how you made the decision to leave, I gathered you were still upset. Are you homesick?” 
 
    I nod. “It’s crazy. I used to come here to Kentucky in the summers for weeks at a time and never thought about going home. What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “You know this isn’t a visit. Before you knew you could go home, that you would eventually go there. It’s different now. You’ve made a decision to move here permanently. Those feelings could pass with time. I know I hated when I first moved away. I wanted to be strong, but it sucked. I started partying, just so I wouldn’t miss them. I slept with random chicks, because the idea of being alone was terrifying. Don’t get me wrong. I enjoyed every minute of it, but it wasn’t a wise choice.” 
 
    I appreciate that he’s trying to comfort me, so I manage a smile. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    He strokes my hair. “It’s fine. It’s nice to be reminded that you showed up on my door tonight demanding an explanation, that led us back to this bed.” 
 
    I rest my head against his chest and cry like a baby, and not once does he try to push me away. We’re still unfamiliar, yet I feel close to him. Our undeniable connection allows me to open up to him; to feel comfortable confessing my worries. He’s giving me more reason to want to be near him, and I wonder if it’s some kind of desperate plea for me to reevaluate my current predicament. 
 
    Cob rubs my back until I’m able to calm down. He places soft kisses on my forehead and waits until I’m collected to speak to me. “You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “Date me.” 
 
    I giggle. “What?” 
 
    “Date me. Be my girlfriend. Spend time with me.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’re doing?” 
 
    He smiles. “Yeah, but let’s do this the right way instead of assbackwards. It’s been a while since I asked this of anyone. I don’t even know if this is what the cool kids are calling it these days, but I’d like to date you.” 
 
    “You understand that would require us to go places other than your house. We’d have to be seen in public together, and you’d be taking the chance of my family discovering who I’m involved with.” 
 
    He rubs the leftover tears from my cheeks. “I don’t want to see you cry anymore, Callie.” 
 
    “If I agree to date you, what will it entail?” 
 
    “We’ll be exclusive for starters. I know that’s important to you.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I’m not into multiple partners.” 
 
    He clicks his fingers. “Damn, I was hoping for an orgy or at the least a threesome.” 
 
    I shove him playfully. “Shut up. You were not.” 
 
    “Okay, I wasn’t. Been there, done that. It was fun.” 
 
    “Let me make this perfectly clear. There are certain things about your past that I may never want to know.” 
 
    He’s cackling. “Good point.” 
 
    I kiss him quickly on the lips. “I’ll date you.” 
 
    “So what do normal new couples do?” 
 
    “Sleep when it’s night, I think.” 
 
    He yawns. “But I’m not tired.” 
 
    I reach over and turn off the lamp, coming back down to rest my head over his bare chest. I run my fingers across the small patch of hair in the center. “Have you ever been in a committed relationship?” 
 
    “Not since high school.” 
 
    “So you’re capable?” I assume. 
 
    “If it’s what I want, I make it happen.” 
 
    “I don’t want to let my guard down and end up hurt. I hope you can appreciate that and understand that I have issues with trust.” 
 
    “Oh really, I hadn’t noticed when you practically beat down my door to prove I had another woman over in your place.” 
 
    I smack him lightly. “Okay, that was a little compulsive. I admit it wasn’t the right move, but you can’t complain about where we ended up tonight.” 
 
    “I think it’s morning, actually. I mean, the frogs have stopped and the birds are singing. That usually means the sun is about to rise.” 
 
    “No matter the time, I’m in your bed, agreeing to date you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you certainly are. And you’re naked. That’s always a plus.” 
 
    Cob seems harmless, unlike the predator my friend has made him out to be. I’m trying to be defensive, but every time he says something witty, or does something charming, I fall victim to his persuasion, forgetting all about the warnings I’ve been given. 
 
    The idea of being involved with a man is exciting. I feel renewed, but a little leery. I’m afraid. It’s easy to agree to a relationship, but difficult to keep the fire burning long term. My fear is that Cob will get bored, while I begin to feel settled. What will happen then? Am I thinking too far ahead? Should I take one day at a time and be thankful that a man actually wants to spend time with me? Maybe I should be more appreciative, considering I have absolutely nothing left to lose. 
 
    Right before we fall back asleep I say what’s on my mind. “If you hurt me I’ll rip off your dick and feed it to the hogs at my uncle’s ranch.” 
 
    “That seems fair,” he replies. “Shall I sleep with one eye open?” 
 
    We kiss again. “Probably.” 
 
    He laughs against my lips. “You’re pretty damn awesome. I’m glad you hunted me down tonight and forced me to date you.” 
 
    “Forced you?” He thinks he’s funny.  
 
    His arms hold me tighter. “Before I saw you in that bar I was ready to quit my job and move back to Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “And now, two days later, I’m reconsidering. Of all the women I’ve fooled around with, I never expected I’d see you again. You’re the only one I haven’t been able to move on from. When I ask you to date me, I want you to know it’s a big leap for me. I don’t usually date women. I’ve never been interested in it.” 
 
    “I’ve already accepted your offer.” 
 
    “I know. I’m trying to get used to being open with a woman. It’s going to take patience and practice. Be gentle with me. I’d hate for my dick to be fought over by a bunch of hogs. I don’t particularly enjoy being muddy.” 
 
    I keep my eyes closed as I respond. “I’m going to bed now, Cob. Tomorrow is a new day. We’ll have plenty more to talk about.” 
 
    “Okay fine. I’ll go to sleep.” 
 
    We laugh together. He’s once again distracted me from my pain. “Goodnight, Cob, you big man child.” 
 
    Now he’s tickling me.  
 
    We’re not going back to sleep.  
 
    Not for a while. 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    He's like a wild animal, always hungry and waiting for the opportunity to feed. His sexual desire doesn't cease, not even when he's sleep deprived. 
 
    He maneuvers his body over mine, a stealth rhythm set from the beginning. My nails dig deeply into the tender skin on his back, as the first waves of euphoria carry me into the abyss. I'm floating on a cloud, indestructible from pain and loneliness. He continues his stride, taking me to new heights with each savage thrust. His pace quickens, sweat trickling from his forehead as he comes close for a kiss. The walls of my pussy are being stretched by his girth and it pumps in and out, his thumb circling my clit as if it's a duty. My ass is in a spasm, lifting off the bed as another orgasm tears through me. He's relentless. I'm withering away while he's content to proceed. Parts of my body feel like they're on fire, while others are numb. We've been at this for what seems like hours. The sun has slowly come fully in through the sheer curtained window. My stomach growls from hunger, but first we must satiate the carnal parts that hunger for more. 
 
    I let my hands glide down to his firm ass. I grip both cheeks and help slow his grinding. Low groans vibrate from his lips to mine as we kiss. Our tongues dance as the embrace intensifies. He sits up and raises my legs to sit on his shoulders, so he can peer down and watch his cock sliding in and out of me. I focus as his eyes are forced shut to prevent an early release. Cob strives to be the best, doing more work with each encounter. He's unforgiving when it comes to leaving any inch of my body unattended. It's like he's studied me, and perfected a map of every place he needs to tend to. 
 
    When he eats me I come unglued. That's how this started. My eyes were closed and I could feel my body falling asleep, only to have something warm running over my pussy, he licked me until I was soaked, and then continued until I was dry. 
 
    I happily returned the favor, sucking his cock until he forced my mouth away. He stood off the bed and took me from behind until his legs weakened. 
 
    Now we've been at it in this position for a while. Since it’s daytime, I'm able to look into his eyes and get carried away by how it makes me feel to see him so turned on. We lose ourselves in another bout of kissing, at the same time both of us tighten up and coming together. 
 
    Afterwards we lay naked in the bed beside each other. I'm staring at the ceiling listening to the sound of his heavy breathing. 
 
    The sex between us is amazing. As we become familiar with each other, I can feel that pull to want to know everything there is to learn about Jacob Monroe. Right now we’re having fun. We’re exploring and taking a leap that neither of us expected. I know I’m risking a verbal lashing from my family if they ever discovered he’s behind the road situation, but I’m willing to risk it for this chance of finding someone who makes me want to be happy again. 
 
    After that night we see each other often. I’m hired at a local salon seven days after arriving in Kentucky. When I’m not working, I spend time on the ranch with my cousins. I help out when I can, and try not to listen when my uncle and Noah get into it over the future of the land. It’s hard knowing what I do and keeping silent about it. I see them struggling and wish there was something I could do to rectify the entire situation.  
 
    At night, when I know my family is asleep, especially my great-aunt who I live with, I hop in my car and visit with Cob. My cousins have a pretty good idea that I, at least, have something casual going on with him. They’ve heard me slip and talk about doing things together.  
 
    When we want to be in public we drive an hour to another town. We see movies, dine at different restaurants, and sometimes even hike in the beautiful mountains. It’s funny how we’d originally come together because of sex, and even though it’s still a big part of the relationship, I’m more interested in spending time with him as his companion. 
 
    He holds my hand in public. He often kisses me for no reason. Cob tells me I’m special. He says I’ve changed him.  
 
    Getting to know him like I have and sneaking around to do it has shown me something important I’ve been unable to accept until now.  
 
    I finally get it. 
 
    Cammie didn’t do any of this to spite me. She didn’t keep the relationship a secret to be deceitful and neither did Wes. They did it to protect me, just like I’m doing with Cob. I know that if my family discovers I’m dating the enemy they’ll encourage me to end the relationship, and it’s not something I’m willing to do. We’re still new, a budding respectful partnership that could definitely be something serious if we proceed. 
 
    After two months of living out of state, I make plans to visit my parents, except I’m bringing along a little surprise I hope they’ll all be able to accept. My secret relationship with Cob has grown into something neither of us could have planned. It’s quick, and in some ways I know they’ll question if I was desperate and fell for the first man available. It’s hard to contemplate telling them how and when we originally met and the circumstances surrounding it.  
 
    He tells me not to worry. He promises he has a way with parents, even the strictest of fathers, but he’s never met mine. My dad isn’t just protective, he’s damn near scary when it comes to us kids. I fear he’ll hate Cob from the get go, all because he knows we’ve been intimate. My dad doesn’t care how old we are, or the fact that we can make our own decisions. He doesn’t like giving up authority, or the idea of his precious daughter’s caring about another man.  
 
    Take Cammie for instance. He’s known Wes since he was a young boy, but the moment they came out as a couple the world stopped spinning. Dad threatened him, and pretty much told them they couldn’t be together. Because of his actions he almost lost his daughter. She moved in with Wes and they stayed estranged until he could get his foot out of his ass and admit he’d been wrong. That’s why I know my new boyfriend is in for a lot more work. He’s a stranger and my southern badass father doesn’t go easy on people he doesn’t know. 
 
    Cob seems excited to meet my family. We’ve made a pact that it’s finally time to come out as a couple, while still avoiding to show his face around the Kentucky ranch.  
 
    This is our first road trip. Cob had the great idea of making a few stops along the way. We packed a cooler full of drinks and food, and a blanket in case we couldn't find a picnic table. It's funny. I've always been told the best things in life are free. He's never had to wine and dine me or shower me with fancy gifts. I enjoy his company more. I guess for the two of us time has been something we both have. Aside from my family, which I see almost every day, he's my only real friend in Kentucky. I like the people I work with, but none of them have invited me anywhere, not that I'd be able to accept. My plate is full with my new boyfriend. 
 
    Speaking of friends, I think Lys heard from Cob's sister than he had a new girlfriend in Kentucky. Apparently he'd mentioned me to his mother who in turn asked her daughter if she knew anything about it. I guess she and Lys put two and two together. 
 
    I got the third degree for a couple days. She finally figured out why I'd been asking about Cob. She claims I need to be careful, but if he's a womanizer and complete liar I don't see it. So far he's been open. His phone is never locked. He doesn't leave the room when he gets a call, and the few times females have called him he's told them he's with his girlfriend. 
 
    He tells me how different this is for him, but each time I enter a room and see his eyes light up I feel a rush of excitement. 
 
      
 
    We stop to eat at a state park, where picnic benches are lined up on the edge of a lake. A few kayaks are floating around, while birds and other small creatures patter around us. A cool breeze whips every now and again, but for the most part it’s sunny skies as far as the eyes can see. “It’s nice here.” 
 
    “It’s quiet.” 
 
    I smile. “It’s funny. I used to wish I lived in a big city where there was so much to do, but now I sort of enjoy the peace. I like knowing I have a tranquil place to come home to. I’m a country girl at heart.” 
 
    “Yeah, I prefer the city for now, but I can see myself settling down somewhere like this. I wouldn’t mind living in a cabin in the woods and living off the land, while my house wench raises our bastard children in her bare feet.” 
 
    I giggle. He’s mostly kidding. “Have you ever considered getting married and having a family?” 
 
    He leans forward and takes my hand in his. “Not until recently.” 
 
    I’m blushing. My cheeks burn with excitement as his words sink in. “What about you, Callie? Do you have some kind of princess wedding dreamed up in that beautiful mind of yours?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know. I’d like to have a family some day.” I fidget as I continue. “I think I mostly want someone who loves and treats me right.” 
 
    “What if you already have that?” 
 
    Is he implying that he might feel like he loves me? Is it too soon? Can a couple fall in love in two months? How long does it take? Are their rules?  
 
    I bite down on my lip and peer deeply in his eyes. “I’d say I was a lucky lady.” 
 
    He’s rubbing his thumb over the back of my hand. “I’m excited about meeting your parents.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be. It’ll probably be terrible.” 
 
    “I’m not scared.” 
 
    “What if they hate you?” 
 
    He pulls away and throws up his hands to motion to himself. “What’s there to hate? I’m good looking. I went to college. I come from a good family. My job pays the bills. I’ve got my shit together. That’s what every parent wants for their children, right?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I heard my father say Jesus wasn’t even good enough for one of his daughters.” 
 
    “Well, shit. I’m screwed then.” 
 
    “They’ll say we rushed into this.” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “They’ll say we should have slowed down.” 
 
    “It’s none of their business. I didn’t force you to be with me, and you didn’t trick me into wanting to see you. It was mutual, and honestly, we both had time to think about it before we found each other in Kentucky.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Callie, I’m not going to be afraid of meeting them. I’m crazy about you, and I think it’s time we stopped hiding.” 
 
    “Are you sure, because I’m okay if we turn around and wait a little while longer.” 
 
    “I’m certain. Come on. Let’s get back on the road. We’re wasting daylight.” 
 
    When we reach my car I stop Cob and take his hand, pulling him close to me. His arms immediately wrap around my back as I speak near his awaiting lips. “Before they attack you with questions and make you feel incompetent, like I know they’ll try, I want you to know something.” 
 
    He kisses me first. “What?” 
 
    “I’m falling in love with you, and not because I’m desperate to feel it. I miss you when you’re not around. When something happens you’re the first person I want to talk to about it. I’ve never felt safer than when I’m in your arms. You might think I’m crazy, and perhaps this will cause you to distance yourself from me, but I just thought you’d want to know. When we first met I wanted to hate you, but now I can’t imagine it. I want you in my life, no matter what obstacles we have to get through to make it happen.” 
 
    “What if some of your family hates me forever?” 
 
    “It’ll be their loss.” 
 
    “And you’re okay with it?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes.” 
 
    We kiss again, this time slowly. He holds me close and keeps me in a hug even after we finish. “We’re in this together, beautiful. Remember that.” 
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    Despite not knowing Callie’s family, I’m confident I can prove to them that I’m an upstanding citizen, who deserves to have a chance with their daughter. This past month has taught me a lot of life lessons, and also showed me everything I’ve been missing out on. To have the comfort of a woman to hold, to know she’s there when I need her, even on my worst of days, has been a blessing. I used to be bitter, shallow, and mostly consumed by sex. Like a drug, it was always my go-to. When I first saw Callie I wanted her with a burning hunger, but something changed me after it happened. I became obsessed with her. No other woman compared to how it felt to have her in my arms.  
 
    Never in a million years would I have imagined she’d move to Kentucky, especially the same time work took me there. I’ve never believed the old saying my parents told me, like things happen for a reason, not until now. What were the chances of us both being in that restaurant on the same night? I’ve thought about it every day since then. With each moment we share together I firmly believe this was meant to happen. Call me a sap or even a pussy. I’m not ashamed to admit I’m falling for her. She’s smart and beautiful, and she wants me regardless of my shady past and history with other women. 
 
    My father once told me I’d find the right woman and know without a doubt she’d be my future. When I went to college I recalled that conversation and laughed about, simply thinking there was way too many prospects to settle down with only one.  
 
    I’d never been challenged by a woman until Callie, and now I don’t know how I’ve gone so many years without having one single person to share in the good times and bad. 
 
    Sure, we’re not perfect. We have major obstacles to get over. The first being her uncle’s ranch. The second is meeting her parents. The third is when I take her home to meet mine. She’ll be the first, and I know they’ll go a little crazy when it happens. I’ve already heard enough out of my sister to imply my mother is waiting patiently. I think it’s the final step for me in admitting we’ve become serious. 
 
    Much like the ranch in Kentucky, we finally pull down a long windy country road and come upon miles of white picket fencing. While passing a few houses Callie names off family members who reside in each one.  
 
    I’m beginning to feel overwhelmed. There are plenty of reasons why they’re going to attack me at all corners. Callie told me the reason she left home. I know about her feelings for her sister’s husband. It really hasn’t sunk in until we’re on the dirt road heading up the driveway.  
 
    They live in a large cape cod style house with a wrap around porch, equipped with two wooden swings at either side. There’s even a large oak tree with a handmade tire swing hanging from it. In the background are farm fields as far as the eyes can see, and the wheat that’s growing is blowing with the gentle breeze. This is the kind of scene you find on calendars. I now understand why a place like this would be so dear to Callie’s heart.  
 
    When the vehicle comes to a halt I see Callie look at me with worry. It’s my job to convince her we’ll get through this. “Calm down.” 
 
    “There’s something I didn’t tell you. I sort of left the part of you out when I told them I was coming to visit.” 
 
    If my eyes could pop out of my head it would be happening. “What?” 
 
    I’m not angry with Callie, but more freaked out. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because, they wouldn’t have wanted you to come.” 
 
    “Why? You’re a grown woman. Aren’t you allowed to make your own decisions?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Sort of. I mean, in theory.” 
 
    I run my hand through my hair. It’s hard to come to terms with the shock of this. I can understand her concerns, but she’s left me in a horrible position. “So you’d rather me walk in their house with no knowledge of me and expect them to be okay with it?” 
 
    “They’ll be nice to you. I promise.” 
 
    I’m not confident she knows. I take her hand and squeeze it. “Whatever happens, we’re a team. I’m still going to want to see you even if your overprotective father doesn’t approve. It’s our life. I don’t know what the future holds for us, but we’re off to a great start. We’ve got something good going. Keep that in mind while we’re here.” 
 
    She nods. “Okay.” 
 
    “Let’s get this show on the road, beautiful.” 
 
    We make it up the front steps before a female with red hair comes outside to greet us. I recognize the face, and can make out that this is probably Callie’s mother. I put on my best smile, though I’m feeling a bit nervous. As I extend my hand for her to shake while I introduce who I am, I hear Callie speaking. “Mom.” She puts her arms around her and hugs her tightly. Aside from myself, I’ve never seen her affectionate with another person. I can tell she loves this woman deeply. “It’s good to be home.” 
 
    “Let me look at you,” her mother says as she steps back and takes her daughter in. Then she smiles and turns all of her attention on me. “And who do we have here?” 
 
    “This is Cob, Jacob, actually. He’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    She finally shakes my hand as she gives me a once over. I’m in a pair of jeans and a tight T-shirt with a pair of dock shoes. It’s casual, but looks nice for any occasion. I see her mother studying me while I speak. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Healy. Callie has told me all about you.” 
 
    “That’s funny. She never mentioned a boyfriend.” 
 
    “I’ve been keeping him to myself for the past couple of months.” 
 
    “Months. So you began dating as soon as you moved?” Her question is for Callie. 
 
    She nods. “Sort of. I met Cob in Pennsylvania when I went to visit Lys. When we ran into each other in Kentucky we hit it off.” 
 
    I put my arm around Callie’s “We’ve been tied at the hip ever since.” 
 
    I can tell her mother is unsure of me. It’s going to take a while before she can accept that her daughter had a secret relationship without her knowledge. “Mom, I told you I was happy. Cob is the reason.” 
 
    “Why the secret?” 
 
    Callie looks to me before replying. “I didn’t want people thinking I hooked up with the first man to come into my life because of Wes and Cammie. Cob knows what happened. I told him everything. Our relationship has nothing to do with them, and I wanted it to stay that way. I didn’t want people talking behind my back, and before you say you wouldn’t, remember I worked at the same salon as you. We all gossip, and then gossip turns to drama. Stories are misconstrued, and I wasn’t going to have Cob introduced to a bunch of skeptics. He’s my boyfriend. We’re together. I hope you can accept him for being good to me these past couple months.” 
 
    “You’re still living at the ranch, right?” 
 
    Callie nods and lightly nudges her mother. “Mom, seriously. It’s been months. I wouldn’t dare move in with a man so soon.” 
 
    I’m sort of disappointed she’s say that. In a way I’m relived, but a small part of me wishes she could be with me every night. “Ma’am, with all due respect, Callie and I are still in the new stages of our relationship. We’re taking our time,” I lie. “There’s no rush.” 
 
    I can tell it’s what her mother needs to hear. At this point I’ll say whatever necessary to ensure they accept me. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? It’s great to meet you. Would you like me to call you Jacob or Cob?” She conjures up a smile and leads us inside the home. “Either is fine. My family calls me Cob. Long story short, I enjoyed corn entirely too much as a kid.” 
 
    “He still does,” Callie adds. 
 
    “My mom and dad started calling me that when I played little league and there were a couple Jacobs. It stuck.” 
 
    Every wall contains photographs of memories. While she tells Callie her father is on his way home, I start looking at each of them, trying to figure out which one is my beautiful girlfriend. 
 
    Callie comes up behind me. “That’s me and my sisters. Cassie has brown hair, and that’s Cammie.” 
 
    “You look identical.” 
 
    “Yeah, we get that a lot. I promise we’re very different.” 
 
    “When will I get to meet everyone?” I ask. 
 
    Her mom answers for her. “Tonight. Everyone is coming over for dinner. I hope you like venison. It’s Callie’s favorite.” 
 
    I nod. “I do. Thanks for asking.” I hear a rumble and see a man coming down the stairs. I’d say he’s about my age or maybe several years younger. He’s wearing ripped jeans, no shirt, and a backwards baseball cap. He quickly pulls Callie into his arms and spins her around. “There’s my favorite sister.” 
 
    She hugs him back and turns to address me. “Josh, this is my boyfriend, Cob.” 
 
    He studies me for a few seconds, then finally shakes my hand with more muscle than needed. I’m certain it’s to silently threaten me to treat his sister with respect. I can appreciate that. “Good to meet ya. I haven’t heard shit about ya, but since I know how this family likes to gab I can understand why.” 
 
    Their mom seems embarrassed. “You two make me sound horrible. What else is there to do at the shop all day?” 
 
    I let out an air-filled laugh. “It’s fine. I think my mother enjoys going to chat with all the women more than having her hair done. I guess it’s something woman like to do from time to time.” 
 
    Callie is impressed with me. When we’re alone tonight she’ll probably reward me with something sexual. I can hardly contain the excitement. 
 
    Just then the porch door squeaks open and a tall, muscular middle aged man steps through the door. He takes one look at his daughter before giving all of his attention to me. He’s wiping his greasy hands on a red shop rag. “Who are you?” 
 
    I reach my hand toward him. “Jacob Monroe, sir. I came with Callie.” 
 
    If I thought her brother’s shake was threatening, this one almost breaks every bone in my hand. “Why haven’t I heard of you before this?” 
 
    “Dad, be nice. I wanted to surprise everyone. Cob is my boyfriend in Kentucky.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    He’s still holding my hand, crushing it as he waits for a reply. “We’ve been dating for a couple months.” 
 
    Mrs. Healy chimes in. “They met in Pennsylvania when Cal visited Lys.” 
 
    “I came upon your daughter at a restaurant the first night she arrived in Kentucky. It was nice to see a familiar face amongst a town of people I didn’t know. I’d just moved there myself for work.” 
 
    I need to tread lightly when it comes to my job. 
 
    “Really? What do you do for a living, what did you say your name was again?” 
 
    “Jacob, sir. My family calls me Cob. I work in construction. I’m a foreman for a large corporation that subcontracts government jobs, mostly road maintenance and such.” It’s half the truth. 
 
    “And you met my daughter in Pennsylvania?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes. I own the house her friend Lys rents. My sister lives there as well and attends school.” 
 
    The man looks to his daughter. “Has this fella met your uncle?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Not yet. Uncle Colt has been busy. I hardly ever see him or Noah. I’m mostly with the girls.” 
 
    “You ever worked with your hands? Ever driven a tractor, Cob?” 
 
    “A little. I helped out a farmer when I was in high school. He had a dairy farm.” 
 
    “Did he have daughters?” 
 
    Now I know where he’s getting at. “Yeah.” 
 
    “He probably shares the same upbringing as my family. We don’t call the police. We handle matters on our own terms.” 
 
    Callie shoves him playfully. “Daddy, stop. You’ll scare the crap out of him.” She turns to me. “He’s messing with you, Cob.” 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. For a second I thought I’d walked into my own funeral.  
 
    Her brother Josh nudges me. “Dude, you were sweating bullets.” 
 
    I nod and smile. “A little.” 
 
    Their father speaks abruptly. “It’s good to make your acquaintance. I have one rule in this house. If you’re not married you don’t sleep together. Are we clear?” 
 
    I’m disappointed, but understand. “I can respect that, sir.” 
 
    “Good. You’re off to a good start.” He pats me on the shoulder and stomps out of the room, leaving me there bewildered. It’s going to be a very long weekend, but I’m determined to make it through. I promised Callie I’d do this for her, and I’ll expect the same in return. This is the beginning for us. It’s a hurdle we’ll soon be over, so I hope. 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    I can tell Cob has never had a family dinner in an old barn before. He stays close to me as we ride a golf cart across the property in order for me to show him around before dinner. I tell him where my cousins and aunts and uncles live, then we arrive at the barn. The smell of barbecued meat resonates from outside the old building. I take it in, missing the familiarity of it. 
 
    It's not until the vehicle comes to a full stop when Cob addresses my family. "I think they like me." 
 
    I snicker. "What's not to like?" 
 
    He takes my hand and kisses it as my cousin Jake approaches. "Look what the cat dragged in." 
 
    "Shut up. I'm glad to see you too. Where's your woman?" 
 
    "Visiting her parents. She left this morning." 
 
    “Make sure you tell her I'm sorry I missed her." I look around the vicinity. "Where's your brother?" 
 
    "Brother? I don't have a brother," he teases. 
 
    "He's just jealous I have it all," comes a voice from behind us. Jax pulls me into a hug while holding one of his twins in his arms. "It's been a while." 
 
    At the same time they turn to Cob. "Let me guess, she paid you to come along and pretend to be her boyfriend?" Jax says. 
 
    "I knew it," Jake agrees. 
 
    I shake my head and smile. "Babe, don't listen to them. They're one hundred percent ridiculous at all times. When you meet their dad you'll know why." 
 
    Cob flashes them a smile, even though I can tell he's trying to figure them both out. "I'm Cob." 
 
    "Parents hate you?" Jake asks. 
 
    "His name is Jacob," I correct. 
 
    "Mine too." Jake finally extends his hand to my boyfriend. "Pay no attention to my brother. He's married to a model but he gets none of that pussy. It's not his fault." 
 
    They start with each other, going on and on about who has sex the most, all while walking inside the barn and leaving us. 
 
    Jax's wife appears from the same direction carrying their other daughter. "Callie. I'm so glad you’re back. Bella told me you were coming last night. She and Rusty had a puppy emergency at the clinic, so I'm not sure they'll make it to dinner." 
 
    "That's okay. I'll find her later." 
 
    "Have you seen Cammie and Wes?" She asks. 
 
    "Not yet." I point to Cob. "Amber, this is my boyfriend, Cob. It's short for Jacob just in case your husband tells you otherwise." 
 
    "Thanks for clearing it up early. He'll have me going all night if he gets the opportunity." She laughs at her comment. It's not until she walks away when I notice Cob's face. 
 
    "You can close your mouth now. She's gone." 
 
    "She's on magazines. That's your cousin's wife?" 
 
    "Amber Mitchell." 
 
    "Damn, he's a lucky man." 
 
    I place my hands on my hips. "Should I be worried?" 
 
    He wraps his arms around my waist and lowers his face to mine. "Not at all. When you said she was a model I didn't expect her to be famous. That's crazy." 
 
    "Why? Noah is married to Shalan. I told you all about her. You've heard her songs on the radio." 
 
    "It's pretty cool, but she doesn't compare to you. I hear the model type are lame in the sack." He winks and smiles as he says it. 
 
    "You're terrible." 
 
    "Yeah, but you love me." When the words escape him he freezes and waits for me to respond. I simply nod and smile back before my lips brush over his. "I think I do." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    In the heat of the moment I hear my sister Cammie's voice. "Hey sis. I see why you've been too busy to call me." 
 
    My sister has a diaper bag over her shoulder, while behind her Wes carries baby Maddy. I'm eager to see my niece, but feel excited about introducing Cob to them. "So this is my boyfriend Cob. It's short for Jacob. Before you ask, we met in Pennsylvania and reconnected in Kentucky. We've been together close to two months now, and he's pretty much the most amazing man I've ever known." 
 
    Wes interrupts. "Wow, more interesting than me." He's teasing, but I don't think Cob takes it that way. He squints his eyes and seems defensive as they shake hands. 
 
    "Good to meet you." 
 
    "Yeah, same here. We were just talking about how Callie never calls. I guess she's been preoccupied." 
 
    "I'm the one trying to keep up with her." Cob takes my hand as he continues. "Finding her again was like hitting the lottery. I feel like the luckiest man alive." Okay, he's going a bit overboard. 
 
    "How about we go inside and eat?" I try to persuade. 
 
    Cammie is adamant. "Wait. I'd like to get to know your man before we're surrounded by everyone else. It's not every day my sister brings home a guy for everyone to meet." 
 
    This is where I question my sister. I already know what she's thinking and I'm going to put a stop to it right away. "He's not here for show and tell, or to prove I've moved on. Cob knows about what I went through. I'm over that." 
 
    He laces his fingers with mine. "It's a pleasure to meet both of you, but it wouldn't be fair to keep everyone inside waiting for the guest of honor." 
 
    For a little while we're in the clear. Cammie backs off with the questions at the same time Cassie shows up. She's in her police issued uniform. "Sorry I'm late. I've been on duty since six." 
 
    "Did you come alone?" 
 
    "Yeah, my sexy man is out of town for a court case that's been postponed going on three years. He won't be home from Vegas until Monday, so we'll all have to come visit you in Kentucky instead." She gives Cob a full once over, detective style. "I need your full name, address and driver's license number." 
 
    Cob opens his mouth, but I stop him before he can embarrass himself. “She’s kidding.” 
 
    “I have no problem giving it to her.” 
 
    Cassie points at Cob. “Good answer.” 
 
    When she rushes inside to see the rest of the family we’re left standing alone. “So far so good, right?” He questions. 
 
    “You’re not dead, so that’s probably good.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably.” 
 
    “This is when you should sleep with your eyes open. I have it under good authority that you’ll probably be sleeping on the couch in my brother’s filthy bedroom.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll sleep in your car.” 
 
    “We can always drive an hour and stay at a hotel.” 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head. “They don’t scare me that much. You’re worth the torture.” 
 
    I kiss him on the lips before pulling him toward the barn door. “I better be.” 
 
    Two hours. 
 
    That’s how long I allow my family to poke and prod my boyfriend. He’s being a good sport about it, though I’m thinking he’d rather be anywhere else but here. 
 
    After dinner I decide he might like some peace and quiet, so I take him on a walk into the woods to show him the old swimming hole. It’s just a giant pond surrounded by woods, but it’s a special place to anyone who has ever been around us. 
 
    We sit down on a new pier my father and uncle had my cousins’ build. A few turtles are croaking, while a big snapping turtle sits on the edge of the water and land. “If I lived here I’d spend every summer day right on this very spot.” 
 
    “This is where I had my first kiss. We weren’t supposed to have boys over, but Cammie convinced Josh to have a bunch of friends over. Our parents would let us camp in tents in the backyard, but I always swore my father was ducked down nearby with his rifle ready to get any boy who tried to touch us. We’d wait until the middle of the night and sneak to this place with our flashlights.” 
 
    “Who was your first kiss?” 
 
    “His name is Bubba. His daddy owns the hardware store in town. He was thirteen and I was twelve. We snuck some of my uncle’s whiskey and each took one shot. Then we all acted like we were drunk for a couple hours. It happened on a dare. We kissed once and then never talked about it again.” 
 
    “My first kiss was when I was ten. It was in the hallway during fifth grade recess. I lied and told the teacher I had to pee at the same time Cindy Warnos asked to see the nurse. She pinned me against the lockers and we locked lips. The principal caught us, and we both got referrals sent home. After that I was a stud. All the girls wanted to kiss me.” 
 
    We both laugh. “So that’s how it all started?” 
 
    “Pretty much. I’ve been fighting them off ever since.” 
 
    “You haven’t fought me off.” 
 
    “No,” he whispers against my lips. “You kiss way better.” 
 
    I lean my head on his shoulder. “Sorry about my family.” 
 
    “You should have at least mentioned me beforehand. I felt like you were throwing me in a pen with wild dogs for a while.” 
 
    I giggle. “They aren’t violent.” 
 
    “No, but they’re vicious. I know I can’t fuck up.” 
 
    “You better not.” 
 
    He rubs my back while talking. “I don’t plan on it, babe. I’m doing the best I know how.” 
 
    “It’s enough for me.” 
 
    It really is. I’ve never felt happier, especially around Wes and my sister Cammie. In fact, the entire time we sat across from them I never once felt like they were anything more than family. I didn’t have hard feelings. There wasn’t resentment. They brought me to Cob. I’m with him because of them, and I have to look at it that way. I’m happy, finally after a long time coming.  
 
    “Do you think we’re rushing into this, Callie?” 
 
    When he asks me this I worry. “No. Do you?” 
 
    “It feels fine to me. I don’t see how we could possibly slow down now. Why would we? Aren’t you happy?” 
 
    “Very. I wouldn’t have brought you here if I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Just be patient with me. Being a couple is new to me. There will probably come a time when I need guidance and understanding. I know I’ll fuck up at some point.” 
 
    “What if I do? How would you handle it?” 
 
    He’s playing with my hands while he searches for his answer. “We’ll have to talk through it.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to be perfect.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m not even close,” he admits. 
 
    “I went into this thinking you were a male whore. I hope you never prove that assumption to still be true.” 
 
    “It’s only you. I wouldn’t have asked you to be my girlfriend like a teenager with a constant rock hard cock. I wouldn’t have made the effort, and I certainly wouldn’t be here with you now. When I say you’re special, I mean it. After this is over I want to make plans to visit my family. I want you to be the first woman I ever bring home.” 
 
    I get butterflies when he says it. This is serious. It’s the next step in our relationship. We’re taking it to that level, and I can’t help but feel giddy. 
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    Cob 
 
      
 
    I’ve been assigned to the downstairs couch to sleep on during our visit. Since Callie and I don’t live together I’m used to spending some nights apart, but at least I’m in the comfort of my own bed. The couch is cozy, but there’s no room to spread out. I’m nearly six foot tall, so my feet are lifted up on the arms to fit my size. Mrs. Healy, who has asked me to call her Amy, has put down a sheet and given me a comfortable blanket and two pillows. She apologized for not offering Cammie or Cassie’s bedroom, but said Mr. Healy preferred if I wasn’t on the same floor as Callie. I feel like a teenager, but not in a good way. He’s overprotective, and if I didn’t care about her so much I wouldn’t understand why.  
 
    I suspected the third degree, and a bit of teasing. I knew they’d want to ask questions, and test the seriousness of our relationship. If I wasn’t comfortable with it I wouldn’t have tortured myself and come.  
 
    While I lay there going over the details of the day I hear the stairs creaking. I’d be lying if I didn’t hope it was Callie, and as she climbs on top of me and kisses me, I begin to wonder if I’ll be able to stop her. 
 
    She pulls away before the question gets answered. “Come with me,” she whispers. 
 
    “Hell no,” I softly reply. 
 
    “My father said we couldn’t sleep together under his roof. He never said we couldn’t do it somewhere else. Grab the pillows and follow me.” 
 
    I’m hesitant, but she’s relentless. She will taunt me until I crack. It happens more often than I care to admit. I’m weak when it comes to her temptation. I take the two pillows under my arm and lace my hand with hers. She leads us into the kitchen and out the back door. It’s pitch black. The sounds of insects are everywhere. The sky is full of stars and a big bright moon that’s in the shape of a crescent, but clouds are beginning to roll in. She pulls me along as if she’s not freaked out by nature and her surroundings. I know she’s probably done this a thousand times; snuck out and gotten into trouble with her sisters, or maybe even by herself. Tonight is different. She’s an adult, and we’re doing this to be together. It’s exciting and pretty damn stupid at the same time. If her father discovers our betrayal he’ll take action in ridding me from her life. I know he won’t make progress with it, but it will still cause hardship. 
 
    We walk through a wheat field and come to a smaller pole building. She tugs me inside and closes the door behind us. I’m left standing alone with two pillows until I see a light flash on. It’s a lantern. She’s waving me to follow her up a ladder. Since I’m in my bare feet and wondering what I’m stepping on, I do as she suggests. When I get to the top of the ladder I see her sitting down on an old futon. She opens a wooden chest and pulls out a couple blankets, spreading them out on top of it. She speaks with her normal tone. “You can relax. They won’t come looking.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Trust me. They won’t. My sister and I used to play up here. The barn where we had family dinner has an upstairs for entertainment, but we were younger than the others and they never let us hang out with them, so we made our own cool hangout place.” She motions for me to joining her by patting the mattress of the futon. “Lose the clothes.” 
 
    “You’re insane. Don’t you think we should chill until the visit is over?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Nope. I want you right now, and I don’t give a damn who knows it.” 
 
    I walk over to the futon and lean forward to kiss her. “You’re being naughty. You know I can’t resist it when you act this way.” 
 
    She backs up so I’m unable to reach her. “I know.” I watch her shirt lift over her head. “You need to be rewarded for today. I plan on taking all that pent up stress away.” 
 
    My pants are being shoved down off my ankles, while I’m yanking the shirt off and tossing it on the old wooden floor. “Show me what you’ve got, babe.” 
 
    Our lips crash together.  
 
    My hands draw her near as we fall down on the fresh laid blankets. The old bar walls rumble as a gust of wind sweeps across the fields outside, reminding me where we are and how we've snuck out to be able to do it. The danger involved in this act makes it ridiculously tempting. I can't stop myself from taking her, and I know I won't stop until we're both satisfied. 
 
    Right now I feel famished. Little kisses here and there all day have left me in an uncomfortable state. As Callie works her way down between my legs I begin to realize I'm about to be taken care in the most erotic of ways. 
 
    She takes my cock fully in her hand and strokes it while teasing the tip with her tongue. The lantern flickers, but it's enough light to see a strand of saliva spanning from the tip of her tongue to the head of my dick. 
 
    She pulls away only to dive back down, this time taking me in as far as she's able to handle. 
 
    She starts going at it, and I'm torn between watching her work her magic, or staring at the door in case her father barges in with a shot gun. 
 
    The sounds her mouth makes as she sloshes over my cock makes it jump with excitement. She's got a good start groove as she works her tight lips, sucking until the blood rises in my shaft. When I'm about to blow I attempt to remove her mouth, but she refuses the offer. She catches my load and remains attached to my tip until I've finally settled. 
 
    I'm in amazement as my girlfriend dips lower and licks the skin of my balls, sucking them in and humming against them. I'm incapable of being able to handle it, so I finally lift her back up to my face. 
 
    Callie takes her tongue and licks my chin. She teases my lips with hers, but refuses to kiss me. This goes on until I can tell she completely flushed and turned on. She needs relief and I'm just the man to give it to her. 
 
    I scoop her into my arms and pull that pussy up until it's sitting directly over my face, and then I feast on her, tasting her arousal as I peruse my way inside of her cunt. Her body is shattering above me. I can feel the trembles as her tight walls contract against my tongue. She’s falling into a pool of euphoria and I'm the culprit who made it happen. To celebrate, I shove her back down and crash my mouth against hers. Her salty lips are a reminder of what she's done to me, and the result. 
 
    This woman makes me crazy. I want her like no other before. Being with her feels so right. There isn’t a doubt left in my bones. She’s makes me better. She makes my future come to life with possibilities. I never expected to feel this way, yet I wouldn’t go back and change a thing.  
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    I find my mother in the kitchen sitting in front of a steaming cup of hot coffee. I make myself a cup with extra cream before sitting with her. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Hey you.” She reaches across the table. “It’s good to have you home.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s nice to be here.” 
 
    “You seem happy, honey. Your father and I were talking about it last night. He was glad to see Cob on the couch this morning. What time did you guys come in from the barn?” 
 
    I should have known she’d figure us out. My mom has eyes in the back of her head. She always has. “We came in around four. I wanted to make sure we weren’t discovered. Do you think Dad knows?” 
 
    “He snored most of the night. I never felt the bed move once. The first place he went was to look for your boyfriend and when he found him sleeping on the couch he seemed pleased.” 
 
    “Cob is a good guy. He treats me well.” 
 
    “I can see that. I was surprised to learn you were involved so soon. I know you’ve been through a lot. I worry about you.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m okay. Like I said before, we knew each other before.” 
 
    “I assume he’s older?” 
 
    “Only a few years. Does it make a difference? Bella’s husband is much older and they have a great relationship. You’re older than dad.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. He never lets me forget it.” 
 
    We both laugh. “Mom, I think I love him. You must think I’m crazy. I promise I’m not. I wasn’t looking for a boyfriend. When we ran into each other I was out to dinner with Chris and Addy. I never expected he’d be in Kentucky. After that we hit it off. I told him all about Cammie and Wes, and he was supportive and understanding. We’re great friends.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve found someone that makes you happy. I hate that you’re so far away, and that you kept him a secret for so long, but he really does seem like a nice guy.” 
 
    “Do you think it would be okay if I invited him to Thanksgiving? I mean, I know it’s months away, but I’d like to know he’s welcome.” 
 
    “You really are thinking long-term.” 
 
    I smile. “I am.” 
 
    “Have you met his parents?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not yet. He says we’re going there soon. They live in Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about them?” 
 
    I shrug. “They own a few hotels, but they’re not rich. His parents are still married. He has a sister in college, and that’s how we met.” 
 
    “Just be yourself and I’m sure they’ll love you.” 
 
    “That means a lot to me.” 
 
    My mom is quiet for a second. “Have you spoken to your sister since you’ve been gone?” 
 
    “Last night was the first time. It’s not because I don’t want to. She’s the first person I wanted to tell about Cob, but I knew she’d think I was only bragging about it because I wanted her to think I was over Wes. I am over him. I don’t think about him at all. I’ve moved on with my life. I see that they belong together and I’m happy for them.” 
 
    “I hope your relationship with Cob continues to grow into something you can cherish for years to come. All I want is for all my children to be happy.” 
 
    “So you approve?” I ask. 
 
    “Very much.” 
 
      
 
    After my conversation with my mother, I feel like the weekend gets smoother. Cob and my dad begin to have normal conversations. Saturday night they sat out on the porch talking about work and the ranch for hours, while I remained inside catching up with my mom.  
 
    When it’s time to say goodbye on Sunday I feel good about our visit. Cob shakes hands with my father, and I’m optimistic they’ll invite him to return and visit again.  
 
    We’re not even five miles down the road when he pulls out his phone and makes a surprising call. “Mom, it’s me. What are you doing next weekend? I’m asking because I want to come and visit. I’d like to bring my girlfriend for you to meet.” 
 
    He’s quiet as he listens and plays with my hand.  
 
    “Yes, you heard me right. I’m bringing a real woman for you and dad to meet. Don’t plan on making your meatloaf. I don’t want you scaring her off. Oh and baby pictures are off limits, especially the naked ones.” 
 
    I wait until the call ends to address what’s going on. “So we’re going to meet your parents next weekend?” 
 
    “Let’s just get it over with. We’ll meet my mom and pops and never have to worry about it again. Besides, I think you deserve to be tortured after not telling your family about me.” 
 
    “True.”  
 
    “Then it’s settled. You’ll be feasting on my mom’s terrible food all next weekend.” 
 
    “What about the pancakes?” 
 
    “Let’s hope she makes them for every meal.” 
 
      
 
    Back in Kentucky, I force myself into the routine of work and pretending I don’t have a serious boyfriend, but come Monday night I’m being bombarded with questions I’m afraid to answer.  
 
    When I’ve finally come to the conclusion that this will pass, and I can’t hide him forever, I decide to have Cob over and nonchalantly introduce him to a few people he wouldn’t have come in contact with from work. 
 
    I can tell he’s nervous as I open the door to the main house. After giving him a tour, including the one leading us to frolic in my bed for a time, we’re standing in front of the kitchen table. Aunt Kay is cutting up potatoes, I hope for her famous salad she prepares, though it’s most likely for a church event. 
 
    Cob quickly ducks back in the next room shaking his head. I follow him, hoping I wasn’t seen. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I believe that she knows me. I had to attend the hearing.” 
 
    I take a few deep breaths and weigh out my options. “Look, this has to happen. The job isn’t you. They have to come to understand that.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy. Once people decide they hate someone, it usually sticks.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the case with me and you.” 
 
    “That was different. You didn’t hate me. You hated that you wanted me.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. He’s probably right. “Just do this for me. Worst case they tell you to go to hell.” 
 
    “Aunt Kay,” I say as I pull him along. “This is my boyfriend.” 
 
    She finishes for me, while standing up with the knife still in her grasp. “Jacob Monroe. I’m sorry, did you say boyfriend? My dear do you have any idea who this man is?” 
 
    I never let go of his hand. “Yes, I do. Before you go on about his job, I want you to know I met him a long time ago, before he came to Kentucky. He’s a good man that hates his job.” 
 
    “I think the man can speak for himself. You haven’t read the letters he’s delivered to your uncle and me. He’s not who you think he is. I want this man out of my house immediately.” 
 
    I open my mouth to defend him, but hear him speaking directly to her. “Ma’am, with all due respect, I was only doing what I was ordered to do. I mean your family no harm.” 
 
    “You want to take the land that my late husband worked hard for. You represent those people. The damn government thinks it can waltz around offering a measly dime for something we put our blood sweat and tears into. I’m sorry, son, but I can’t have you here. Callie you’re going to have to see your friend off Mitchell property from now on.” 
 
    Just when I think it can’t get any worse, Noah and my uncle come in through the back door. They lay eyes on Cob, then notice our laced hands. Uncle Colt speaks first. “Van just told the news, but I couldn’t believe it. I came here to ask you myself. I guess there’s no need now. Callie, what are you thinking? Has he told you what he’s a part of?” 
 
    I can’t look at my uncle, and Noah isn’t any better for consolation. “We were friends before he came to Kentucky. Our relationship has nothing to do with his occupation. Can’t you understand that he’s only doing his job?” 
 
    “Callie,” my uncle says. “The government wants to take our land and build a highway right through it. He’s been at the hearings. I can’t believe you’d think it was okay to get involved with someone who threatens our livelihood.” 
 
    Cob squeezes my hand. “Callie, let’s just go.” 
 
    Tears are welling up in my eyes. I feared it could go bad, but they will never budge. “I’m sorry, but he’s my boyfriend and that’s not going to change. If you can’t accept him, then I’ll find somewhere else to stay, because I refuse to hide our relationship any longer.” 
 
    He says something else while we’re walking out of the room. “I just got off the phone with your father, Callie. He wasn’t too happy to learn about your boyfriend’s doings. If I were you I’d rethink who you choose to associate with.” 
 
    I’m a wreck as I run to fetch my purse and meet Cob out at our cars. He’s standing waiting for me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know my mom would have called and talked about you. This isn’t how I pictured it going.” 
 
    My phone is ringing in my purse. I know it’s probably my parents forbidding me to associate with Cob, and I refuse to speak to them about it. They can’t deter my feelings.  
 
    “Go grab some of your things and meet me at my house. You can stay with me until they settle down. From what you’ve told me they’re good Christian people. They won’t throw you out.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure. When they don’t like someone they hold grudges.” 
 
    “Then you can move in with me.” 
 
    “What happens when you have to leave, Cob?” Up until now I’ve feared this conversation, but what better time to hash things out then when I’m feeling helpless. “What happens when you go?” 
 
    His brow furrows. I can tell he’s stumbling. “Callie, I don’t know. We’ve got at least another month to figure it out.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Maybe my family is right. Maybe I should let you go before you hurt me like I know you will.” 
 
    “Come on, babe. You’re being ridiculous. You can come with me. We’ll travel together.” 
 
    “I have a job here.” 
 
    “You’re job doesn’t pay the bills. You won’t need it.” 
 
    At this point my job is the only solid I have in my life. “No. You can’t make that kind of decision for me.” I run my hands through my hair. “This is terrible It’s hopeless.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You should go home, Cob. I need time to think.” 
 
    “Callie, seriously? You invited me here. You knew this was a possibility.” 
 
    “You’re right, I did, but I’ve also been too caught up in us to think about the future. I just assumed we’d be together, but the fact that I’d have to follow you makes me question if I’d be able to live that way. I may be young, but I’m ready to settle. I don’t want to travel with you while you threaten to take properties away from more families. It’s not fair. I get that you make good money, but I can’t support it. I won’t. Just go. Leave me here to deal with my family and the repercussions. I promise I’ll call when I settle down.” 
 
    He comes up and places his hands on my waist. Being close to him only makes it more difficult. I want to run with him, as far as we can go where no one will ever threaten us, but it’s impossible. “Callie, I love you. I know you think this can’t work, but we’ll figure it out together.” 
 
    “Will you quit your job for me?” 
 
    He’s stunned. “What? We’ve been dating for a month. I’ve had that job for nearly two years. You can’t ask me to be unemployed. That’s not fair.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t talk about this anymore. I need time.” 
 
    He kisses me on the forehead and leaves his lips there for a few seconds. “You know where I’ll be.” 
 
    I watch him get in his car and drive away, all while contemplating running after him and begging for him to never let me go. This isn’t what I want, but I can’t begin to come up with an easy solution. My family surrounds my life. Without them I’m nothing. If they can’t accept Cob, I don’t know how we can work. 
 
      
 
    I finally answer my phone once he’s out of sight. I don’t check to see who it is as I lift it to my ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Callie, please tell me what I’m hearing is wrong. Tell me you’re not dating the same man that’s threatened the ranch.” 
 
    “Mom, now isn’t a good time. Can we talk about this later?” 
 
    “Are you crying?” 
 
    “Yes. I just sent Cob away. It’s never going to work out. Mom, I know you’re all angry with me, but he’s a good man. He loves me. He was only doing his job. He doesn’t make the rules.” 
 
    “Honey, perhaps if you would have been straight from the beginning.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered. I finally found someone who wants me, who cares about me, and I’m being forbidden to love him back. I have to hang up, Mom. I can’t do this right now. My heart is breaking again, and this time I don’t want to hear it will be all right. It won’t.” 
 
    I hang up the phone without listening to what she’ll say. There are no words that will make this any easier. My family will never accept cob. With him leaving to go to another town in the coming months I’m struck with the reality of the situation. 
 
    I retreat to my room and begin packing my bags. I can’t stay here and be judged for falling in love with who they all consider the enemy. There’s only one place for me to go, and it’s back to North Carolina where I never should have left. 
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    Cob 
 
      
 
    The phone rings three times before she answers. “Hello?” 
 
    “Mom, it’s me. I just wanted to give you a heads up. I’m probably not going to be bringing Callie this weekend, but I’m still planning on staying.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Things are complicated. We met at the college a while back and then reconnected in Kentucky where I’m working. We hit it off right away. She’s great. I care about her a lot.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? She doesn’t feel the same way about you?” 
 
    “No. That’s not it at all. I think she loves me. It’s her family. My business has me working directly with her uncle’s ranch. They want to take some acres from him to implement a new highway. It’s complicated.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say they have a ranch?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “And your sister says you met her parents in North Carolina this weekend past?” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “What is Callie’s last name?” 
 
    “It’s Healy, why?” 
 
    The line is silent.  
 
    “Mom, are you still there?” 
 
    “Oh Cob, I’m so sorry, but you can’t see that girl anymore.” 
 
    I’m shocked. “What? You can’t tell me who I can and can’t date.” 
 
    “Jacob, do you remember Dad and I discussing his biological father, Rick?” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “He was married to Callie’s mother, Amy.” 
 
    I feel sick. This can’t be happening. “Hold on. Let me get this straight. You know them?” 
 
    “All too well. We have a very long history, and I’m afraid it’s not good at all. I dated Callie’s father, Conner, and her uncle Ty. That family has hated me for more years than I’d like to admit. Callie’s aunt came to my wedding, but only because she felt sorry for me. We lost touch a long time ago, and it was probably on purpose. Before your father came along I wasn’t a good person. I was selfish and I’d do whatever necessary to get what I wanted.” 
 
    “That’s sounds more like determination.” 
 
    “I broke rules. I lied. Honey, I’m not telling you this so you think ill of me. I want you to know because the moment her family finds out who your mother is, they’ll make you never see her again.” 
 
    This can’t be happening. Another obstacle I don’t know how to cross. “No. I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Ask Callie. I’m sure she’s at least heard some of the stories.” 
 
    In my heart I know my mother is telling the truth, though it hurts way too much to accept. “I have to go. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Jacob, I love you. I’m so sorry about this. It’s better that you learned the truth now instead of down the road when you’ve fallen hopelessly in love and can’t get out of it.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that, Mom. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    I’m in such shock I begin laughing hysterically. This can’t be possible. Of all the people in this country, all the families Callie could be linked to, why does it have to be that one? 
 
    I take my cell phone and chuck it across the room, shattering it into pieces as it falls to the floor. There is no hope for us to be together, not after what my mother told me. My best plan would be to sever ties with her completely and try to move on with my life as if the past month never existed. It will be impossible, but I have to try. We were doomed from the start. It was too good to be true. I can’t have Callie, and the sooner I come to terms with it the better. 
 
      
 
    It’s nearly midnight when a sound wakes me from the sofa. I sit up and look around to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. There it is again. A knock at the door. My heart races as I rush to find Callie standing on the other side. Her eye makeup is smeared down her cheeks. She’s obviously been crying for a while considering the swelling and redness that I’m staring at. She doesn’t let me address her. “I was halfway to North Carolina when my mother called me. I almost didn’t pick up, but I was so tired I knew it would help me stay awake. I can’t believe what she told me. I’m in shock.” She pushes her way inside and sits down before continuing. “She got a call from someone she knew a long time ago. The woman claimed to be your mother, Heather Monroe. Then my mom proceeded to tell me the whole story of how they met and everything they went through. Do you know your mom saved my mom’s life? My mom was pregnant with my sister at the time, and yours was pregnant with you.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” I sit on the edge of the chair beside her and lightly rub her back. She’s so distraught I can’t begin to know how to comfort her. “I only found out they knew each other earlier.” 
 
    “I tried to call you as soon as we got off the phone, but it kept going to voicemail. I was desperate for answers, wondering if you’ve known the whole time.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t. I swear.” 
 
    “I had to see you, Cob. I had to come back to be able to look into those eyes that I love and hear the truth from your lips. Tell me this isn’t possible. Tell me it can’t get worse.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. I’m still in shock myself, and what you just informed me makes it ten times worse, at least in my eyes. How is this possible? How can our families be that linked and we never knew it?” 
 
    “Time. They buried it in the past. Your mom married your father and moved away. I think they all assumed they’d never see each other again.” 
 
    When she peers up at me I can tell she’s as lost as I feel. I wipe new falling tears from her cheek. “Babe, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    Her lips tremble as she speaks. “Say you love me, Jacob Monroe. Say we’ll get through this together. Tell me there’s another way, because I can’t lose you. I haven’t ever been this happy. This can’t be the end of us.” 
 
    I can’t come up with a quick solution. “It’s a fucking disaster. I’ve been trying to figure it out all day. How is this possible? All the people in the world and our families are connected in some crazy fucked up way. This is insane. It makes no sense.” 
 
    “It could be worse. We could be related.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, don’t even joke. That would be horrific.” 
 
    While I wait for her to respond I try to think of a solution that will help, but I’m coming up empty. “Maybe you were right earlier. I don’t see how you and I will get through this.” 
 
    “I can’t believe your mother contacted mine. I wouldn’t believe it if it didn’t happen directly to me. My mom sounded just as freaked out, plus it’s pretty late for her to be up, so I’m sure the call got her out of bed. I could tell she was afraid to tell my father.” 
 
    “How involved were our parents? I mean, your mom was married to my biological grandfather, that my mom eventually shot to protect them? What the hell is going on? Who are the people who raised us?” 
 
    “Survivors, I suppose. My mom spoke of yours like she was a hero. I’ve been told her first husband beat her. I don’t know all the details, but when my father came along they fell in love and he helped her get free. According to my cousins, the man came after her and kidnapped her. I know your dad was shot on the Kentucky ranch while threatening both our mother’s lives.” 
 
    “Well shit. This just gets worse. What about my mom and your dad?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Mom didn’t get into details about it. I have no idea what the circumstances were, nor do I know about my uncle Ty.” 
 
    I lace my hand in hers and play with it. “I have no idea what to do here, Callie. You’re the first woman I’ve ever been this serious about. It fucking hurts. I don’t want to lose you. What we have together has nothing to do with them, my job, or the past. It’s just us.” 
 
    “I know.” I hear her start to sob. “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “We can break up and go about our lives, pretending the last month or so never happened.” 
 
    “We could. We probably should.” 
 
    “Or we can do something crazy,” I say. It’s a last ditch effort to keep her and I’m not sure she’ll even go along with it.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “We could drive out to Vegas and get hitched.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. We couldn’t.” 
 
    “If we were married they couldn’t stop us from being together.” 
 
    “You have never committed to a woman, and after only about five weeks you’re telling me you want to get married?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. You’re right, it’s ridiculous, but it’s a good plan. If you hate me in a couple months or a year you can divorce me. At least we’ll be able to figure this out ourselves. You’ll be my wife.” 
 
    “Your wife,” she repeats it.  
 
    I get down on my knees and wait for her to look at me with her beautiful green eyes. “Marry me, Callie. Let’s make it impossible for anyone to come between us. It’s time they put the past in the past.” 
 
    “What about your job? The ranch? They won’t get over that. I don’t want to move all over the place, or sit at home for months without you.” 
 
    She’s right. Being with her isn’t the only decision I have to make. I’m desperate to keep her. I need to choose Callie and my future, or a job that brings me no satisfaction. “That part is easy. I’ll quit.” 
 
    “What will you do for money?” 
 
    “I have a rental property. I’ll invest my savings and buy one of my parents Bed and Breakfasts, or I’ll start a business.” 
 
    “Like what? I think you’ve lost your mind. Life isn’t this easy.” 
 
    I’m holding her hands, staring and pleading for her to give me a chance. “We have one life. I’ve always thought I should live it to the fullest, but my cup has only been half full until you walked into my life. You’re the missing piece. We can spend months waiting for this to solve itself, or we can take a leap of faith together as a team. Let’s surprise the shit out of everyone we know. Be with me. Marry me. Be my wife and we’ll figure the rest out together.” 
 
    “My father will never forgive you.” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. You can be daddy’s girl forever, or my wife. I know it seems extreme, but I’m asking it anyway.” 
 
    “Okay,” she manages to reply. “I’ll do it. I can’t promise it will turn into a terrible decision, but at least we’ll have the time to try.” 
 
    “One more thing,” I announce. I rush to the kitchen and pull out some aluminum foil, quickly wrapping it into a circular shape. I return and slide it over her finger. “This is temporary. I’ll buy you a band when we’re in Vegas.” 
 
    She’s laughing at me. “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I want to. We’ll do this part right, just in case it turns out this is exactly where we both belong.” 
 
    She brings her hands up and cups either side of my face. “When I tell you I love you I mean it.” 
 
    “When I say it back, it’s because I feel it too.” 
 
    She’s whispering as her forehead presses on mine. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.” 
 
    I kiss her quickly. “We better get going. It’s going to be a long ride, and I don’t want you losing your nerve.” 
 
    She stops me from walking away. “I won’t, Jacob.” 
 
    “I like it when you call me that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because no one else does.” 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    It’s the middle of the night, but I know if anyone is up it’s my sister Cassie. She picks up on the second ring. I’m shaking so nervously that I’m about to hang up without saying anything, though I know the caller identification will only tell her it was me, so it would be pointless. “Healy.” 
 
    “It’s me, Callie. I’m sorry I’m calling so late, but something important has come up.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Right away she reacts, as if I’m in trouble. Cassie wasn’t always on the straight and narrow. She’s made terrible decisions in her life, but thankfully met a wonderful man who saw her through her worst. Now that she’s turned her life around, and become an investigator, she worries about everyone else. I think it’s sweet. She’s happy, and that means so much considering the alternative. 
 
    “You haven’t talked to Mom?” I’m surprised our mother hasn’t made a slew of phone calls to announce the situation with Cob. I wouldn’t put it past her. Maybe she hasn’t gotten to Cassie yet. 
 
    “No. I’ve been working on a case. I’m having a hell of a time on this investigation. You didn’t wake me. I just got in bed.” 
 
    “I sort of have a problem and I kind of need my sister to help me through it.” I want to sound needy so she feels obligated to be on my side. 
 
    “I’m listening. Callie, what’s going on? I’m too tired to keep guessing.” Great, she’s already annoyed. 
 
     “Do you know how mom was married before?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She was married to Cob’s biological grandfather, and that’s not all.” While I explain I watch my boyfriend shaking his head, as if this news still shocks him. “Dad and uncle Ty both had relationships with Cob’s mom. Apparently there’s bad blood between all of them.” 
 
    “Holy shit. You’ve got to be kidding? Is he somehow related to us?” 
 
    “No. There’s something else too.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine what you’re going to say.” 
 
    “Cob came to Kentucky for his job, but I never told anyone we were dating, because he’s in charge of taking some of the Mitchell Ranch land to construct a new highway. They hate him.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Cal. Are you serious?” 
 
    “I couldn’t make this shit up.” 
 
    “This is unreal. How are you handling it?” 
 
    I shrug, though she can’t see me. “Not good. I’m a mess. He’s a mess. We tried to break up, but that didn’t work. We’re not willing to give up on one another because of the family. None of them are considering our happiness. We love each other. We want to be together. Getting married is the only way we can ensure they won’t find a way to tear us apart. So my question is simple. How fast can you get on a plane and fly to Vegas?” There’s no easy way to lay it on her. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?”  
 
    “No. I’m sorry. I’m dead serious. I’m getting married,” I announce. I know her mouth has probably dropped to the floor. I give her a minute to pick it back up. “His mother contacted ours tonight. She called me immediately to tell me I couldn’t be with him. She’s afraid to tell Dad, because she knows he’ll go off. They’re adamant that we sever ties immediately. I’m sick of listening to them. They can’t dictate my entire life. I’ve been a good daughter to them. I worked every single day alongside Mom. I helped her out at home, and pitched in as much as I could. It’s not like I’ve gone out and done this to spite them.” 
 
    “And you think getting hitched is the solution? Don’t go off the deep end, sis.” 
 
    “It’s already gone way too far. I need to know I can count on you. Please Cassie. Please help me.” 
 
    “You’re putting me in a terrible position. You’re asking me to go against Mom and Dad. You know how they’ll react if they find out. I’ve already been on their shit list, and we’re finally in a good place.” 
 
    “I know. I feel bad for asking.” 
 
    “Yet you are.” 
 
    “You’re my sister. I need you.” 
 
    She takes a while to reply. “I don’t know, Cal.” 
 
    Before you make your decision, there’s something else I need from you.” 
 
    “What now? I think hopping on a plane is pretty big.” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone. If you don’t want to get in the middle at least promise you’ll take it to the grave. I can’t have them hunting me down to try to stop me.” 
 
    “Callie, you’re asking me to skip work, jump on a flight and come watch you marry someone Mom and Dad don’t approve of, and keep it a total secret? Are you insane? I don't think I can do it, Cal." 
 
    I'm disappointed but understand. "I get it. It was a long shot." 
 
    She sighs. "When are you planning on doing this?" 
 
    "Um," I'm embarrassed I'm not prepared. "The next few days." 
 
    "Let me see if I can take off work and postpone Logan coming home. If I can make it work I’d like to spend a couple extra days there with him, that way I can use it as my excuse for being there." 
 
    I'm elated. "Seriously?" 
 
    "You're my sister. You can't get married alone. Besides, you always had my back, even when I was making terrible choices. I’ll be there for you if I can. I just want you to be sure about this. Marriage is a big deal. Don’t you think you should wait?" 
 
    "We’re doing it. You can’t talk me out of it. This is what has to be done. They won’t be able to come between us.” 
 
    “True, but you’re making it impossible to be forgiven.” 
 
    “I have faith things will eventually work out. They can’t hate me forever.” 
 
    Thank you, Cassie." 
 
    "I'll keep you posted. Stay in touch, and don't you dare tell Cammie or Josh I'm doing this." 
 
    I laugh. "Your secret is safe with me." 
 
    When I end the call I look over at Cob. He's waiting for me to tell him about the conversation and I almost can't contain myself. "She said she'll try to be there for us." 
 
    "That's great, babe." 
 
    I get the feeling he's already reconsidering. "Have you changed your mind already?" 
 
    "No. Why?" 
 
    "You seem irritated." 
 
    "I have a lot of reasons to be annoyed, Callie. This would all be easier if you were just another notch in my headboard, but we both know you're so much more than that." 
 
    "Do you wish I never came into your life?" 
 
    He smirks and pulls me in his arms. "Not even for a second." 
 
    "We don't have to get married. It's a crazy idea." 
 
    "I'm crazy about you, Miss Healy." 
 
    "What if someone else comes along?" 
 
    "I don't think there will be another woman for me. Just look at the hurdles I've had to go through to make you mine. Face it, you broke me. The player is gone. All that's left is a faithful sap who is completely in awe of you." 
 
    "Okay," I shyly pronounce. "I'll marry you." 
 
    Cob sits down and pulls me onto his lap. "When do you want to leave? Should we drive or look for last minute plane tickets?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter." 
 
    "Let's fly." He taps on my leg. "You'll need to be there a couple days in order to prepare." 
 
    "Prepare for what," I ask. 
 
    "Just because we're having a shotgun wedding doesn't mean you have to miss out on certain traditions. I want you to have a dress, a ring, and your favorite flowers. We'll buy the biggest picture package there is." 
 
    "You really have become a sap." 
 
    "Hey, I can still be an asshole. Take you for instance. I'm stealing a man's daughter right out from under him." 
 
    I laugh. "My bags are in my car by the way. How long will we be staying in Kentucky?" 
 
    Cob shrugs. "I'll have like a day to move once I hand in my resignation." 
 
    "Then where will we go? I mean marrying you is fine, but we need a plan for after the honeymoon." 
 
    "Let's move to an exotic island. You can do hair for tourists while I give boat rides." 
 
    I shove him playfully. "Be serious." 
 
    He chuckles. "I'm not sure what I'll do or where we'll end up." 
 
    "I'm worried." I admit. I'd hate for him to give up a good paying career because of me. If I hadn't come around it wouldn't be happening. 
 
    "Callie, my family will help us. I always have a job with them. My parents are good people, and so are my grandparents. I promise it's not a big deal. They wanted me to manage the business when I got out of college. You could even get a job at one of the hotels in the salon." 
 
    "In Pennsylvania?" 
 
    "Or Maryland or Virginia. They have several locations." 
 
    I start the get sad again when he mentions Virginia, because it's one state away from my parents. It going to hurt me so much if they never want to see me again. I feel like they're going to shun me. 
 
    Cob gently pushes me off of his lap and stands. He stretches and yawns. "We should book the flight for in the morning or early afternoon. Let's do it from the laptop in the bedroom. I need to go some shut eye." 
 
    He extends his hand for me to take. "Come on. Tomorrow is a new day, and as long as I get to spend it with you I'll be able to figure out everything else." 
 
    I let him lead us into the bedroom. He takes his time removing my shirt and helping me out of my pants. While standing in my bra and panties I watch him stripping from his outfit and tossing it on the floor. He approaches again, kissing me slowly before pulling me onto the mattress. We’re immediately making out, consumed by each other, and relieving stress at the same time. It’s reassuring knowing how much he cares for me. Asking me to marry him couldn’t have been easy. This man has never been the type to settle down. I wouldn’t have expected this, not even after we were together for several more years, yet we’re getting hitched. He’s asked me and I’ve accepted, because nothing is going to keep us from being together. 
 
    “Make love to me,” I request.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, babe. I’m already on it.” 
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    Cob 
 
      
 
    After having sex with Callie, we opened my laptop and booked two flights to Vegas. It’s all sinking in now, the excitement and the fear. This isn’t a decision I took some time to make, therefore it’s scaring the hell out of me. I don’t regret asking her. When I look into those eyes I see my future. I know this feels right, but it’s the repercussions that will haunt me.  
 
    What if she decides I’m not what she wants? What if I can’t be faithful in the future? What if the excitement wears off and we’re both miserable? 
 
    While Callie falls fast asleep, I’m stuck awake, wondering if I’m about to ruin our lives even worse than they already are. 
 
    I make a decision that I fear could cause a big issue. I call home. 
 
    My father answers. “This better be important, Cob. It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I’m getting married,” I announce without warning. 
 
    “Are you drunk? Your mother told me about your girlfriend. Tough break, man. I met that family a long time ago. They’re good people, but there’s too many bad memories linking us.” 
 
    I sigh. “Dad, I’m not drunk. I’m absolutely sober. I asked Callie to marry me tonight.”
“You have to withdraw the offer. You can’t marry that girl.” 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I’m not calling for permission or a lecture. I’m calling because I didn’t feel right doing it without talking to you and Mom first. I’m trying to do the right thing. I love her. We shouldn’t have to end our relationship because of someone else’s past.” 
 
    “You’re right. It’s not fair. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.” 
 
    “Why would Mom call her mother? Why did she have to get involved? She made it worse.” 
 
    “Your mother is worried about you. We both are. That part of her life is over. She went through hell. You don’t know what it was like back then, Cob. I never knew my father, but he was an evil man. He wanted Mom gone, and the same for Callie’s mom. He held them at gunpoint and threatened their lives. They were both pregnant. Can you imagine how hard it was to hear my father did that to your mother?” 
 
    “Wait, so Mom was involved with your father?” 
 
    “The father I never knew about until I was older. Yes, for a brief time.” 
 
    “This just gets worse by the minute.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk to Mom? I can wake her up.” 
 
    “No. That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “You’re going to elope aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m planning on it. How did you know?” 
 
    “I’d do the same damn thing if I were you. It’s the only way to stay together. You’re both adults. You love each other. I get it. I’m proud of you for not giving up on her. I know you haven’t exactly been too keen on settling down with one woman. She’s obviously pretty important to you.” 
 
    “She’s everything, Dad. I wish you could meet her. You’d like her for me.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will. This will wear off with time. You have to be patient. Just remember that marriage is a big deal. I know people your age just assume you can get a divorce, but back in my day it meant something. I stood before God and promised forever. It’s been tough at times, but I’m glad I did it. If you feel like this is what you want, I say go for it. Don’t tell your mother I said that. She’d kick my ass and punish me to the couch.” 
 
    We both laugh together. “We fly into Vegas tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “When do you want me to tell Mom?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. She won’t change our minds.” 
 
    “I wish we could be there, son. I know it would mean a lot to Mom especially.” 
 
    “I can’t have people there that won’t support us. It’s bad enough I can’t give her a huge wedding.” 
 
    “The Little White Chapel is known for good weddings. Go there. A friend of mine got married there last year. They did a huge photo package and were very professional. They even let them pick their ceremony and do their own vows.” 
 
    “I’ll go there then. Thanks, Dad. I appreciate this.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re nervous. That’s why you’re calling isn’t it?” I’m not shocked he knows exactly how I’m feeling. My father has always been able to read me. 
 
    “I’m scared shitless. We’re rushing into this. How can I not worry?” 
 
    “You could wait.” 
 
    “No. We’re not waiting. I won’t take the chance of losing her.” 
 
    “Then you have to do what you feel is necessary. People have married for way less.” 
 
    “What if I screw up?” 
 
    “The best advice I can give to you is, don’t. Make it a point to think before you act. Don’t take her for granted. If you’re friends marriage is much easier. You have to trust each other. That’s the biggest.” 
 
    “You inspire me to be a better man.” 
 
    “Get some rest, Son. You’ll know whether you’re making the right decision. Don’t overanalyze it. If you love her, you’ll make sacrifices to be with her. It’s a simple as that.” 
 
    “I appreciate the advice.” 
 
    “Good, now go to bed. My ass is tired. I’m hanging up.” 
 
    Once the call ends I head back to bed and nestle up next to Callie. She needs her rest more than me. She’s had one hell of day. I fall asleep a little after two, exhausted and freaked out with what we’re about to do. 
 
      
 
    My alarm scares the crap out of us. We both sit up in the bed and look at one another. In order to make our flight we’re going to need to get up and head to the airport. “It’s now or never,” I say. 
 
    She stretches and leans against me. “I’m so tired.” 
 
    “You can sleep on the plane, babe.” 
 
    “Are we really getting married?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a dream,” I reassure her. 
 
    She claps her hands together and smiles. “Okay. Let’s do this. Let’s go to Vegas and get hitched.” 
 
    “Are you being serious or sarcastic?” I confusingly ask. 
 
    “Do you love me, Jacob Monroe?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then we’re getting hitched.” 
 
    I hop out of the bed and wait for her to do the same. When she doesn’t budge I grab both of her hands and pull until her feet hit the floor. She’s screaming and fighting, but I’m stronger. “If I have to carry you over my shoulder I’ll get you to the airport.” 
 
    She’s beating on my shoulder. “Okay, okay, put me down.” 
 
    It only takes us a few minutes to dress, brush our hair and teeth, grab our bags, and head out the door.  
 
    We make it through security pretty fast, so we stop and grab some bagels and coffees before we board the aircraft. Callie takes my hand after we’ve found our seats. I turn my head to the side and look into her eyes. “Here we go.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re doing this. It’s exciting and terrifying at the same time. My parents are going to flip.” 
 
    “What would you do if they showed up to try and stop us?” 
 
    “We’d run out the back door and find another place to marry us, right? Isn’t that what you would do?” 
 
    I shrug. The plane takes off and I feel the pull as we begin our ascension. “I don’t know. I think I’d try to talk some sense into them first. I mean, you’ve obviously made your point. We’re going to extremes to be together. They can either accept it, or risk a future relationship with you. If you were my child I’d want you in my life.” 
 
    She bites her bottom lip. “How many children do you want?” 
 
    “I don’t know. How many do you want?” 
 
    “One or two.” 
 
    “Are we in a hurry for these two kids?” 
 
    She giggles. “No. Are you?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “What if it happened by accident?” 
 
    “Then I guess we’d be parents.” 
 
    She’s all smiles. “Good answer.” 
 
    I bring my lips up to her ear. “I’d never ask you to get rid of something we made together, Callie. I’m not just doing this to keep us together. I’m doing this because I know I can’t lose you.” 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    “I almost did already.” 
 
    “I came back. It wasn’t even a full day.” 
 
    “It felt like a week,” I say sarcastically. 
 
    “I heard you talking to your dad last night, Cob.” 
 
    I feel terrible about it. “You did? I thought you were sleeping.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m glad you had someone to talk to. It’s a big step.” 
 
    “He told me to go for it.” 
 
    “At least someone is on our side.” 
 
    I squeeze her hand. “One day they’ll all see what we have is real, and right. We’re going to make them see, even if they refuse to accept it.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I want to do this. One day they’ll love you the way that I do.” 
 
    “I hope so. If not it’ll be their loss. We’ll make them regret the decision, especially when Thing One and Thing Two are born.” 
 
    We laugh together, catching the attention of the travelers around us. I hold up our hands. “We’re getting married.” 
 
    Callie is embarrassed, while I bask in the congratulations we’re receiving around us. She’ll never know what it was like for me to see her and feel something come alive inside of me. If I didn’t experience it myself I wouldn’t believe it was possible. “I’m going to have a wife.” 
 
    “And I’m going to have a husband. It’s crazy, right?” 
 
    “So crazy, and so right, all at the same time.” 
 
    “I hope Cassie can come. I haven’t heard from her yet.” 
 
    “She’ll need to ask for time off. I’m sure there is a process, unless she pretends to be sick.” 
 
    “She might. Cassie doesn’t usually let me down. She’s a really good sister.” 
 
    “She seems like it.” 
 
    “Logan is great too. You’ll like him.” 
 
    “When will you tell Cammie?” 
 
    Callie lets out an air-filled laugh. She seems amused. “As soon as we leave the chapel. I don’t know why, but I want her to know this is real. I want her to hear it from my mouth. She’ll call my mom and get everyone freaked out, but it will be too late.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that? I was picturing showing up with matching rings, or better yet, sending them the video of our wedding in the mail.” 
 
    She shoved me playfully. “That’s terrible. We should totally do that.” 
 
    I kiss the back of her hand I’m still holding. “We’re in for a fun ride, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I hope so,” she replies. “I’m so glad you came into my life.” 
 
    “You came into mine,” I correct. 
 
    “Whatever,” she retracts. 
 
    I chuckle.  
 
    We’re going to be okay. We have to be. Even if her family never comes around, I’ll do my best to make her happy. I know she’ll get depressed. She’ll miss them terribly and I’ll feel responsible. I’ll do my best to give her everything she wants, and hope it’s enough to keep her from leaving me. 
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    Callie 
 
      
 
    Bright lights, big city. It’s been years since my family vacationed here. When Cassie lived here I swore I’d visit, but she kind of dropped off the grid for a while. After checking into a hotel, Cob and I go shopping. We’ve never discussed money, but I know for a fact that he’s not hard up.  
 
    We walk into the first fancy store and I begin looking around for a dress to wear. My eyes catch something beautiful, but after I check out the price tag I’m a little discouraged. It’s five hundred dollars. I have my own money, but he’s adamant about giving me the closest he can get to an ideal wedding. “I’ll find something else,” I insist. 
 
    “Just get it. They say you only get married once, right?” 
 
    My eyes double in size. “That’s what I hear, but most people aren’t getting hitched to be able to keep dating each other.” 
 
    “Is that all it will be for you? A solution?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I think we both know it’s more than that.” 
 
    “Good, because you’re getting that dress. You’ll look amazing in it.” 
 
    “Really? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell you to get it if I was joking. I can be an asshole, but not today. Every decision we make today will be from our hearts.” 
 
    “Who are you and where is the douche I fell in love with?” 
 
    We both get a kick out of what I’ve said. Cob pulls me into his arms in the middle of the store. “Don’t worry, he’ll have years to show up again.” 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. Listen, last night I thought about a lot of things. You could be some girl I think is the one. You’d come into my life and eventually we’d split up. I’d believe that if we weren’t so connected. What are the chances of our families being linked the way they are? What’s the probability of us ending up at the same restaurant in Kentucky?” 
 
    “Okay, you’ve made your point.” 
 
    “Have I? I mean, it’s crazy, right? It’s like you were made for me, and when we screwed up the first opportunity, a new one arose to give us a second chance.” 
 
    “Like fate?” 
 
    He shrugs. “It has to be something like that.” 
 
    “I’d say it was impossible, but yet I know it to be real.” 
 
    “That’s all I want to hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After he purchases the dress for me, we head back to the hotel so we don’t have to lug it around. He suggests I take it up to the room while he waits downstairs for me.  
 
    I’m only gone about ten minutes at the most, but when I return I can’t seem to find him. I walk around the casino, looking everywhere for him. Finally, twenty minutes goes by and no Cob, so I head back to the room thinking he might have gone there and missed me. 
 
    I find him sitting on the bed with his head down and immediately think something is terribly wrong. Why else would he look this way? “Hey? I’ve been looking for you. I thought you said you’d meet me downstairs?” 
 
    I sit next to him and wait for an explanation. He turns and gets down on both knees, looking up into my eyes as a smile forms over his lips. I can immediately tell he’s up to something. “Callie Healy,” he says while reaching into his pocket. A small box is being opened in front of me. “If you don’t like this we can go back downstairs to the overpriced jewelry store and exchange it, but I think I did a pretty good job getting something you’ll like.” 
 
    I’m astonished as the heart shaped middle stone with a band full of tiny diamonds is presented to me. “I’m giving you my heart tomorrow, if you still want it.” 
 
    “I love it. Oh my god, it’s amazing.” He slips it on my finger as we both stare down at it. “You said I was getting a band.” 
 
    “It came with one, and I got mine for half off. It’s just a dark band that I can wear every day. The matching ones seemed lame. I like to be different, plus I need you to be happy with it. We might be rushing into this, but it makes me feel better knowing we’ll do everything else right. I want you to walk around proud that you’re married.” 
 
    “Can you afford this?” I ask. 
 
    “My credit report said I could.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “That’s enough thanks for me. How does it fit?” 
 
    “Like it was made for my finger,” I admit. 
 
    “Good. Now all we have to do is pick up the flowers before the appointment. The jeweler gave me the number to the chapel. We have an appointment tomorrow at three in the afternoon.” 
 
    “So this is really happening?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How did you buy this so fast?” 
 
    I went on the website while you were unpacking your clothes and filled out the credit application. Then I looked at everything they had and knew what I wanted as soon as I walked in. It was just a matter of filling out the paperwork.” 
 
      
 
    I pull him close in order to kiss him passionately. “This feels right.” 
 
    “I know. It’s almost scary.” 
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    Cob 
 
      
 
    We don’t make it out of the room for the rest of the evening. We end up in bed, ordering room service for dinner. Callie’s sister manages to get off of work and is on her way to meet her boyfriend. We’ve given her the time and location of the ceremony so we know she’ll be in attendance. Even though I’m certain Callie is sad she isn’t getting a traditional wedding with all of her family present, I think she finds peace in knowing her sister will be at her side. 
 
      
 
    The next morning my stomach is in knots. I have a text message waiting for me on my phone and notice it’s from my mother. 
 
    Dad told me what you’re planning on doing. I promised him that I wouldn’t interfere. We love you. I’m excited to meet her. See you soon. – Mom 
 
      
 
    I don’t write her back. This day is about Callie. She’s planning on meeting her sister at their hotel in order to get ready without me seeing her. Even though I was with her when we purchased the dress, I’ve yet to see her dolled up in it. 
 
    We say our goodbyes, and I swear a part of me worries that she’s not going to show up for the appointment. If she wants to be a runaway bride there’s nothing I can do to change her mind. This is a huge decision. I have to accept it if she can’t go through with the plans we’ve made. 
 
    At ten a.m. I’m in the bathroom throwing up. By eleven I’m standing in the shower hyperventilating. 
 
    At eleven thirty my phone rings with an unfamiliar number. Thinking it’s work, I pick up. “Jacob Monroe.” 
 
    “Just the man I need to talk to.” I recognize his voice immediately. It’s Callie’s father, Conner Healy. 
 
    “Mr. Healy.” 
 
    “Did I give you permission to marry my daughter?” 
 
    My heart drops. I swear I feel like I’m going to puke again. I have to remind myself that we’re in Vegas and there isn’t a damn thing he can do to stop this from happening. “No, sir. You didn’t.” 
 
    “I understand you’ve taken my daughter to Vegas in hopes of making her an honest woman. Am I correct?” 
 
    “Listen, Mr. Healy. With all due respect, I love your daughter. We know about the history between our families. I get that there’s bad blood between you and my mother, but we’re different people. We shouldn’t be judged by what happened to you. So yes, I asked Callie to marry me because I knew it was the only way both of our families couldn’t come between us. I’m sorry that I’ve disrespected you. I wasn’t raised that way, but recent circumstances have led me to make a drastic decision. I won’t lose her, even if I have to spend forever moving us around to keep you from breaking my neck.” 
 
    He chuckles.  
 
    The man is laughing and I don’t know how to take it. 
 
    “Son, you’re right about things being complicated.” 
 
    “Are you calling to threaten me?” I need to know what I’m up against. Has he already talked to Callie? Is he calling to gloat because he knows the wedding won’t be happening? A million things are going through my head. 
 
    “I’d like to.” 
 
    “I can handle it,” I offer. 
 
    “I had a long conversation with your parents this morning. The four of us sat down and talked about the situation.” 
 
    “My mom told me she’d stay out of it.” 
 
    “It was your father who made the call. He wanted to speak to me man to man.” 
 
    “He’s trying to help me, I suppose. This has been tough on me. I thought if anyone could understand my predicament it was him.” 
 
    “The thing is, neither you or Callie were born into this mess by choice. I can’t speak for my cousin Colt, because your issues with him are between the two of you, but from where I stand I’m willing to try to accept that maybe you and my daughter have something worth fighting for.” 
 
    I finally get it. “You’re doing this to stop us from marrying each other? That’s it right?” I’m feeling defensive. “This is your last ditch effort.” 
 
    He chuckles again. “I like you. You have balls, son.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for Callie.” 
 
    “Good. It’s what I need to hear.” 
 
    “Then why are you calling?” 
 
    “Call off the wedding, Cob. You know it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “That’s just it, sir. Nothing has ever felt this right before. Regardless of how this came about, I’m not sorry. I want her to be my wife. I want to promise to love her forever and spend the rest of my life proving I can be who she needs me to be.” 
 
    “Even if you’re taking her away from her family?” 
 
    His question doesn’t come as a surprise. “I’d hate for it to come to that, but yes. No matter what. Oh and just so you know, I’m quitting my job for her. I don’t want any part of your family losing their land.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we have nothing left to talk about. When we see each other I hope you’ll still be able to speak to me the same way. I’d expect nothing less from you.” 
 
    He hangs up and I’m left wondering what the hell just happened. Since I’m a little freaked out, I call Callie, hoping to God we’re still getting married in a few short hours. 
 
    She answers after the forth ring. “Hey, babe. Are you nervous?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m sitting here with my sister telling her all about your proposal. She’s so jealous of my beautiful ring.” 
 
    “So you haven’t heard from anyone today? No calls from your family?” 
 
    “No why?” 
 
    “I’m freaking out a little bit, that’s all. I’m afraid you won’t be there when I arrive.” I can’t tell her about the call. She’d get upset and this is her special day. I’d do anything to make it perfect. 
 
    “I’ll be there. We’re doing this.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Of course. I love you, Jacob Monroe. This is right.” 
 
    “Would you marry me even if none of this shit happened? If I asked you three days ago, what would you have said?” 
 
    The line is quiet for about twenty seconds. I know because I’m counting to keep my cool. “Yes. I would have said yes, because never in my life have I ever felt love like I feel with you.” 
 
    “That’s all I need to hear. I can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “A few more hours.” 
 
    “I’m counting down the seconds.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
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    “He sounded off. I feel like something is wrong,” I tell my sister. “I don’t know why.” 
 
    “He’s a man. Do they really need a reason?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m in the room, you two,” Logan, my sister’s fiancé states from the couch. 
 
    “Sorry,” we both say at the same time. 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about. Look at the rock on your finger. He adores you. This was his idea. He’s not going to back out.” 
 
    “I hope not. I want this.” 
 
    Cassie spins me around and finally lets me see the finished product. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think Cob is going to shit when he sees me.” 
 
    A knock at the door startles me, and from the look on my sister’s face I can tell she’s up to something. “What did you do?” 
 
    She holds up her hands. “Before you freak out let me explain.” 
 
    I’m standing. “No. Please say you didn’t.” 
 
    Logan is already at the door letting whoever it is into the room. Then I see him.  
 
    My father, followed by my mother, and then Josh. This can’t be real.  
 
    I’m standing in my wedding dress, fully prepared to walk down the aisle and marry Cob, and they’re here to stop me. This is an outrage. I’ll never forgive my sister for this for as long as I live, which might not be very long.  
 
    Josh burst in front of them chanting like a little kid. “You’re in trouble.” 
 
    I place my hands on my hips and stand my ground. “Don’t take another step closer, at least until I have a say.” 
 
    My parents, both wide eyed, freeze in place. They’re shocked I’ve demanded this of them. 
 
    “Nothing you can say or do will stop me from marrying Jacob Monroe.” My makeup is about to be smeared. I can feel the burning in my eyes as I continue. “I don’t care what I have to give up to be with him, even if it’s my place within the family. You’ve always taught me to be independent. You wanted me to be happy. I left because I was miserable. You can believe what you want, but I’ve found someone who fills my life with happiness.  He’s done right by me. Look at my beautiful dress,” I say as I spin around. Then I hold out my ring finger. “Do you see this? He’s made sure this day would be perfect, down to the color of my flowers. You can’t barge in here and ruin it for me. I won’t let you. We came all this way. It’s my day. Please, don’t make me choose between you.” 
 
    My mom takes a few steps forward. She’s in tears too. “Callie, my dear sweet girl, we don’t want to see you this way. You shouldn’t have to run off and elope to be happy. Don’t you see that?” 
 
    “How else will we be able to stay together? You’re forcing our hand.” 
 
    My dad chimes in. “What if we didn’t come here to ruin your life?” 
 
    “You’re always interfering,” I argue. “You followed me here to stop me. You think I’m making a mistake, well guess what, I won’t let you do this to me, not today, not anymore.” 
 
    I can tell I’ve hit a nerve. My father’s jaw is clenching and that usually means the shit is about to hit the fan. “Callie Healy, don’t you dare disrespect your mother and I this way.” 
 
    “I want you to leave,” I demand. 
 
    Now Cassie is pleading. “Callie, they aren’t here to hurt you.” 
 
    I’m in shock. “What?” 
 
    “We’re here because we couldn’t let you do this the wrong way,” my mom explains. “Your sister didn’t tell us what you were doing. Cob’s mother did. We talked to them last night. We knew you probably told one of your siblings what you were doing, and it wasn’t easy prying the truth from your sister.” 
 
    “They knew I was lying, Cal. I only caved after they promised they weren’t going to do anything to hurt you.” 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest. “Why did you come all this way?” 
 
    My father lets out a loud sigh. “It seems we’ve overreacted, especially your mom. Due to the circumstances around both of our families we’ve had to take some time to consider how this was affecting you and Jacob.  After talking to the boy earlier I can tell his heart is in the right place. He wanted to do right by you, and I have to respect him for that. The truth is, if it wasn’t for his mother, none of you kids would be here. It’s time we started acting like adults. The past has nothing to do with either of you. It’s not fair for us to punish you for our mistakes.” 
 
    “Honey, we’re sorry for lashing out when we discovered who his parents were. It was a gut reaction. It was devastating. It scared me to know the past was coming back to haunt us.” 
 
    “Do you think we wanted to find out our families were linked the way they are? We had no idea.” I’m still defending our love, because if Cob was here he’s be doing the same thing. 
 
    “We know,” my father admits. 
 
    “Callie we came because we knew how important this is. We didn’t want you doing this for the wrong reasons. We couldn’t let you marry someone just because you feared you’d lose him if you didn’t.” 
 
    I’m afraid what this means. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “You don’t have to get married.” 
 
    Her words run through my head, but I fight to comprehend them. 
 
    “Callie, we won’t come between you and Cob. If you want to be together it should be your decision,” my father notes. 
 
    I leave them all standing in the room while I walk out onto the balcony to think. A few minutes go by before my father comes outside to join me. I’m holding the railing while pretending to ignore him. 
 
    “Heather says she hasn’t had the opportunity to meet you yet. It’s weird seeing her older, but I suppose she’s thinking the same thing about me and your mom.” 
 
    “I guess it’s pretty weird to have to talk to someone from that long ago. Mom say you dated.” 
 
    “It was more like I played with her head to get some answers. She was …” He stops. “Never mind. It’s doesn’t matter. We were involved for a short time, but it’s your uncle Ty who has the most history with her. She caused a lot of problems for him and your aunts, both of them. She was in love with him and he led her on for entirely too long. He couldn’t keep his dick in his pants in high school. I’m sure you don’t want the details.” 
 
    “I really don’t.” 
 
    “Sweetie, you know I’d do anything to make you happy, right?” 
 
    I shrug. “I’d like to hope so.” 
 
    “You really love this kid? You think he’s the one? I mean, you’re not jumping the gun because you want what your sister has?” He holds up his hand for me to hold on. “I don’t mean that in a bad way.” 
 
    “Yes, I really love him, and I know that he’s the one.” 
 
    He takes my hand and looks at the ring. “He put this on your finger?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “You sure it’s real?” He teases. 
 
    I jerk my hand back. “Yes, it’s real.” 
 
    He tries to laugh. “I don’t want you jumping into marriage.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But I won’t stop you.” 
 
    I lose it. All of a sudden I’m hysterical and he’s holding me to prevent me from falling to the concrete floor in my beautiful dress. 
 
    “I didn’t want to do this without my family, Daddy, but you left me with no choice.” 
 
    “I’m here now.” 
 
    “But you don’t approve.” 
 
    “I spoke with Cob earlier. He’s a pretty stand up guy. He holds his own, that’s for sure. There’s no way I’d stand up to a father like he did to me. I’ll give him that.” 
 
    “What happened?” I worry the chat was in person and Cob is injured or worse. 
 
    “I made my peace with the boy, that’s all. I’ve been reminded that you’re not my little girl anymore.” 
 
    I back away from my father so I can look into his eyes. I wipe the burning makeup to keep it from running any more than it already is. “I’m marrying him today.” 
 
    “Yeah, I reckoned you say that.” 
 
    “I want you to promise you won’t stop me, even if you think it’s a mistake.” 
 
    He nods. “I’ll let you live your life.” 
 
    “Thank you. That’s all I need to hear.” 
 
    “Just do me a favor.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Don’t let that little asshole move you too far away. I’ll be pissed if I have to drive more than four hours to see my girl. Oh and wait a little while to have kids. It makes things harder, and you need time to grow together first.” 
 
    “Anything else?” I ask with sarcasm. 
 
    “Yeah, tell him he has a job at the ranch, if he can’t find anything else.” 
 
    I know Cob is too proud to take my dad’s offer, but it’s the thought that counts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cassie bitches at me as she reapplies my makeup, while my mother touches up my hair. Logan, my dad, and Josh have gone down to the casino to wait until I’m ready to leave. 
 
      
 
    It’s three p.m. and I’m standing in the doorway looking down the aisle at the man I’m about to marry. He’s wearing a dark gray tuxedo and I’ve never seen a more handsome man in my life. My waterproof mascara is no match for the tears I know are about to fall down my cheeks.  
 
    The wedding music begins and I watch the group of people in the congregation turn to look at me. I see my mother, Cassie, Logan, and Josh on the one side, while an older couple stands on the opposing side. One look at the man and I know this is Cob’s father.  
 
    My dad takes his arm and ties it into mine. “You ready, darlin’?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Let’s get this show on the road, before I put you over my shoulder and take you out of here.” 
 
      
 
    I march toward Cob like it’s the last thing I’m ever going to do. His own tear filled eyes match mine as we come face to face for the first time. “My god you’re beautiful. I love you so much.” He leans forward and kisses me without permission.  
 
    My brother speaks from behind us. “Wait your turn, idiot.” 
 
    My dad leans over and whispers in my ear. “You can still back out.” 
 
    When I give him a dirty look he winks at me before kissing me on the cheek. He extends his hand for Cob. “You better take care of her.” 
 
    When he walks away I watch Cob shaking his hand like it aches. I quietly giggle about it. 
 
      
 
    Then it happens.  
 
    I pledge my love and life to Jacob Monroe, son of Heather and Jesse, and he promises to love me forever, Cassie Healy, daughter of Conner and Amy. And when it’s over we’re left to settle old wounds with new hope.  Our parents hug and chat amongst themselves, while I celebrate a new future with the man I adore. 
 
    We have no idea if the excitement will wear off. We can’t predict what the future holds for us, but for now we have each other, and at the end of the day it’s all either of us need. 
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    - Epilogue - 
 
      
 
    A Little Epilogue 
 
    One Year Later 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Babe, my dad is going to kill us.” 
 
    “Why? I think it’s awesome.” 
 
    I shake the stick as if it will change the result. We’ve been careless. I was supposed to be on the pill, but I keep forgetting to take it. Now I’m left looking at two lines that predict the next eighteen years of our lives, at least. 
 
    “I promised we’d wait a while.” 
 
    “We have. Look, we’re cool. He’ll be excited. Look how much he loves Maddy and Jade. Hopefully it’ll be a boy and they’ll be thick as thieves.” 
 
    “Here’s to hoping.” 
 
    Cob wraps his arms around me and takes the stick from my hand. He peers down at it and smiles. “Yeah, it says right here that it’s a boy.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You wish you could tell.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Like you knew I was the one?” I ask sarcastically. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    His kisses me deeply. “You know you’re excited.” 
 
    I shrug and smile. “Okay. I’m a little excited, but I’m scared too. We just moved back to North Carolina, and we have a lot more work to do before the new Bed and Breakfast is up and running.” 
 
    “Stop worrying about it. I’ll run the business. You get barefoot and make the pancakes, you filthy wench.” He slaps my ass as he says it and starts to run because he knows I’ll chase after him. We end up on the bed, tangled up together.  
 
    “I’ll never be your kitchen wench.” 
 
    “Please. I won’t tell anyone else. It’s a fantasy. As my wife you’re suppose to fulfill it.” 
 
    “You’ve been hanging out with my cousins too long. They’re making you stupid.” 
 
    We both laugh. “You love me anyway. Isn’t this what you wanted? I’m part of the family now. Me and dad are besties. He took me hunting last week.” 
 
    “Probably hoping you’d shoot yourself in the foot.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe, but it’s a step in the right direction.” 
 
    “You’re awful,” I tease. 
 
    “As long as you love me and admit to being my kitchen wench, I’ll love you back.” 
 
    I smack him playfully and break into a giggle fit.  
 
    He takes his lips and presses them over mine. When he pulls away we stare at each other. “We’re having a baby.”  
 
    “You’re stuck with me forever,” I remind him. 
 
    “I’m totally okay with it.” 
 
    “Good thing, because I promised my dad if you ever left me he could feed your balls to the hogs.” 
 
    “Yeah, he might of mentioned it a time or two.” 
 
    I’m glad Cob has a sense of humor. He needs it to be a part of my life, and I need him for every reason possible. With each day that passes I love him a little more. Now we have a baby growing inside of me. Our future is ours to make, and I finally feel complete. 
 
      
 
    The End of Callie 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    She’s exquisite, from her molded, curvaceous frame, to the way she handles when pushed to extremes. I’ve dreamed of this day for years, and as I stand and watch as she’s turned on, I know there’s no way I’m walking out of this establishment without taking her for a ride.  
 
    I hear the sound of the salesmen revving the engine, almost being able to arouse me as she purrs. “Okay, I’m convinced,” I declare to the two men I’m in the company of, while running my hands alongside her rear bumper. The cherry red color of the Shelby captured my attention from the moment she arrived on the lot. I’d been contemplating looking into a new purchase, against my father’s advice of waiting until I had a place of my own. Everything I do is the opposite of what he suggests. At the end of the day, this buy is my choice.  
 
    The man, looking to be around my dad’s age, steps out of the car, leaving me to stare at the dark ebony leather material. She’s sleek and furious all at the same time, exactly what I look for in my cars, but also my women. 
 
    Then my brother-in-law, and longtime best friend, taps me on the shoulder. “Keep dreaming, Josh. You’re here to be my wingman, remember?” 
 
    I snicker, though undoubtedly keep my eyes on the prize. “I could be in the market.” 
 
    Just as I make the assumption, I hear the clank of high heels coming in our direction. Not sure if Wes is following my lead, I get a glimpse of something equally attractive. Her hair is long, platinum curls hanging down the front of her chest, her body slender, waist tiny, but breasts nice and perky. It takes me a few seconds to look at her face, especially when the rest is so appealing. “Can I interest you in a test drive as well, sir?” 
 
    “Can you ever,” I reply with sarcasm in my voice. “I’d like to take you…” I feel the slap upside of my head. 
 
    “Cut the crap, bro. I’m trying to do business here.” 
 
    I wink at the female to let her know I’m still game if she’s up for it. 
 
    She flashes an ornery grin, looks away, and then bats her eyes back in my direction. I watch as she drags her white teeth across her bottom lip. “Perhaps you’d like to see our other inventory?” I’m in. She wants to be alone.  
 
    I peer at Wes, who in turn motions for me to knock it off, or go away, I’m not real sure what the gesture actually means, then follow the beautiful woman like I’m a dog chasing after a juicy, scrumptious, T-bone. 
 
    We round the corner and come upon a cobalt Mustang Cobra with racing stripes on the hood. The chrome wheels have been detailed, and almost hold a reflection as she nears the vehicle. Her manicured fingernails drag along the window frame. “We just got this one in last week. Are you familiar with this model?” 
 
    I lean on the car beside her and stare into her deep blue eyes. “Even if I was, I think I’d like to hear about it out of those pretty lips.” 
 
    An air-filled laugh escapes her. She draws her hand to her mouth, only to move it away when she gathers composure.  
 
    “Don’t be shy, darlin’. I’m a fast learner. Give it to me straight. Do I have shot at taking you home, or not?” 
 
    She crosses her arms, as if it will ward me off. “Probably not. I like my men a little less desperate.” 
 
    After a guffaw, I snicker. “Desperate. Shit. I’ve never had to beg a woman for a ride.” 
 
    “Are you interested in the car or not?” She’s serious, and it only takes me a second to realize why. A gentleman in a pair of khakis and a polo shirt is coming in our direction. I take it as a chance to get under her skin some more.  
 
    “Of course I’m interested, Miss…” I wait for her to introduce herself formally. 
 
    “Tamsyn Ebling.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Tamsyn. I’m Josh.” I wait for the manager to leave before continuing. “What’s with the old man? Is he the big boss?” 
 
    “He’s my father, and he’s not too convinced I have the skills to sell cars.” 
 
    “Your father?” 
 
    “Yeah, the owner of the dealership,” she adds. 
 
    “Interesting,” I mumble while rubbing my chin. “So, does this mean I have to buy the car?”  
 
    She taps her index finger on the roof while staring into my eyes. “Are you serious?” 
 
    I shrug.  
 
    “I think I can make it worth your while,” she assures, but reiterates her statement. “The car, I mean.” 
 
    “What do you say we get out of here and take her on the road?”  
 
    She thinks about it for a second, knowing damn well what I’m implying. I catch Wes giving me that look of disapproval he always seems to toss in my direction. Ever since marrying my sister he acts like a little bitch. He’s jealous that I’m single and available for opportunities like this one. She doesn’t know I probably won’t be purchasing the car, but I’ll make sure she thinks I am. 
 
    “I’ll get the keys. All I need is your driver’s license and proof of insurance.” 
 
    I pull my wallet from the back pocket of my ripped Buckle jeans and hand her the cards. She hurries in the direction of an office, surfacing a few seconds later with a dealer tag and a set of keys with a horse charm. When she gets into the passenger side she’s acting differently, smiling and carrying on with herself. 
“What?” I ask while starting the engine. 
 
    “I should have recognized you.” 
 
    “Recognized me?” 
 
    “Healy. Your name. I know who you are.” 
 
    This doesn’t deter me. Most women would jump on the chance to become involved with one of the most well known cattle ranchers in the state. “And?” 
 
    “You used to date Livvy.” 
 
     The mere mention of her name makes the hair stand at attention on my arms. It’s like a sharp knife cutting through my thick skin.  
 
    Olivia Parrish; my first – everything. 
 
    Our friendship was forbidden from the start, her being Wes’ younger naïve sister. They’d moved to another town, us running into each other at a party by chance when I was thirteen and she was twelve. The moment I set eyes on her I knew I wanted her, and so it began, the chase that is. She made me work for every single kiss, each embrace, and everything else that came after.  
 
    What started as a crush, blossomed into something neither of us has ever been willing to label. Olivia is too good for me; her words not mine. She’s made it clear I’m not mature enough to live in her world. An artist by choice, she lives an eclectic lifestyle. She’s weird. She dresses like a hippy, drinks weird teas, wears flowers in her hair, and listens to the most absurd music I’ve ever heard. We have nothing in common except for the way we fuck. She knows parts of me no other has had the opportunity. She can read me, but more than anything she can seduce me by simply coming into the room. Her tantric eyes make me want things I know I shouldn’t ask for, and when she willingly obliges, I’m a mess for weeks at a time. It never failed, if I was with someone else she’d show up just to prove she could have me, and it was the same when I learned she was dating another guy. I’d make my presence known and take what I wanted with little effort. We’re toxic around each other. 
 
    I’ve tried to be with her in a real relationship, to straighten my act up enough to get her attention, but it’s never to her standards. Olivia doesn’t want me as a boyfriend. She never has. She wants someone she can walk all over. She likes knowing she has full control over where we stand, and sometimes I hate it, but other times I admit my addiction to the little bits she allows me to have. 
 
    What I feel for her is one-sided. She’s the only woman to ever rip my heart into shreds. She’s the only woman I’d gladly allow to do it again. I can’t resist her, and that’s why hearing her name really digs deep into my gut. She’s forbidden fruit, my best friend’s kin. I can’t fight for her. I won’t humiliate myself. She’s made it clear we’re not going to see each other again. She’s back in New York living her life to the fullest. Whatever we had for the past years on and off is just that. The past.  
 
    “Hello? Are you still with me?” 
 
    I realize I’m staring off into the abyss, while this beautiful woman tries to gather my attention. “Yeah, sorry. So, you know, Liv?” I’ve never been one to call her Livvy. She prefers it, so I do it to get a rise out of her whenever I have the opportunity. 
 
    “She was my best friend in middle school. I mean, we haven’t talked in years, but I remember the mention of your name quite a few times.” 
 
    “Then you’ll be glad to know we’re not an item and haven’t been for a while. If you don’t believe me you can call and ask her yourself. Liv is in New York. As far as I can tell she’s never coming back.” 
 
    She shakes her head and peers out the opposite window. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not like I’m going to sleep with you so you’ll buy a car. I’m not that desperate. I can get another job somewhere else.” 
 
    She’s to the point. I like that, but it doesn’t mean the challenge is over. I don’t give up so easily.  
 
    Waiting until we pull out from the parking lot, I turn on some country tunes and focus on the road. “Are you seeing anyone?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with buying a car?” 
 
    There’s a cackle before a response. “It’s a personal question. Small talk.” 
 
    “I’d hardly consider that small.” 
 
    “It’s not like it matters. I could give a shit if you have a boyfriend. If I want something I usually get it.” 
 
    “Not happening,” she attests. 
 
    I glance in her direction. “You’re quick to say that, but I beg to differ. I’m pretty certain I can get at least a date out of you.” 
 
    “I’m engaged.” 
 
    A check of her left hand tells me she’s lying. “What’s his name? I’ll ask if he minds.” 
 
    This causes her to laugh. “Wow.” 
 
    “How’s tonight at six?” 
 
    “I have plans,” she tells me. 
 
    “Seven then. Better yet, I’ll pick you up from work.” 
 
    “Do you have a hearing problem?”   
 
    “Nope, I just refuse to take no for an answer, especially when I know the two of us could have a damn good time together.” 
 
    She’s unwilling, simply assuming that if she gives it enough time I’ll back off.  
 
    “Come on? What do you have to lose? I don’t bite, unless it’s what you’re into. I’m not asking you to move in with me, just dinner and late night romp in my sheets. You’re an adult. We have chemistry.” 
 
    “Says who? What gives you the impression that I’d be interested in someone as cocky and arrogant as you are?” 
 
    I shrug. “Everyone is. I can’t help who I am.” 
 
    “We should head back,” she insists. “I’m interested in dating you as much as you’re actually wanting to buy this car. Let’s not waste anymore of our time today.” 
 
    My jaw clenches as I make a turn and begin heading back to the dealership. I’m not giving up, but this one is going to take a lot more than a smart mouth to convince her otherwise. I’ll let her stew for a while. She’ll come around, and when it happens she’ll kick herself for playing hard to get. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    It’s been four days since my ex-boyfriend Shaun has tried to get in touch with me. It was devastating finding out he didn’t want to be with me after three years being together. I want to believe it isn’t because of someone else, but my gut is telling me it’s true. My heart hurts, like it aches to no end. I get up each morning, put on some makeup to hide my swollen eyes, do my hair to keep people from asking what’s wrong, because let’s face it, I never leave the house without looking as perfect as possible. I’m not conceited, albeit I love to look my best. I’m kind of a nerd, or maybe a tomboy. I love to hunt, fish, and play sports. Maybe it’s a country thing, but it’s something Shaun never understood. 
 
    As far as telling people about my relationship woes, I’ve decided to keep busy by trying my hands at selling cars when I don’t have class.  
 
    College has become a nightmare considering I have to sit in the same room as Shaun and wonder where it all went wrong. One day we seemed happy, and the next he was starting a huge fight and telling me he was done. I’ve spent countless hours wondering what could have possibly set him off with no result.  
 
    My first day on the job and I’m already getting hit on. He’s older than me, at least by a year, well known in these parts for being a player. I knew I’d seen his face before, but couldn’t place him until I saw the license. Everyone knows where the Mitchell-Healy Ranch is. They own half of the town’s outer limits, and probably more I’m unaware of.  
 
    He’d be the perfect distraction if it weren’t for his past. I’ve always had this thing for bad boys, but also a sense of reason when it came to guys my friends have been involved with. I can’t change my mind just because he’s sexy and wanting to bide my time. He’s trouble. The end. 
 
      
 
    It’s half past three when I’m able to check my phone for the first time, since I’m desperately trying to impress my father. There’s a message from my friend Kara, so I step out of the building to call her back.  
 
    “Tamsyn, it took you long enough. Have you heard?” 
 
    “Heard what?” She always seems to have some kind of gossip she wants to share. 
 
    “Are you sitting down?” She asks. 
 
    “No. I’m standing outside. Why?” 
 
    “It’s about Shaun.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” My first thought is that he’s been in an accident. 
 
    “No. Well, physically he is, I guess, but when you hear this he probably won’t be anymore.” 
 
    Now I’m worried. Something bad is about to happen, and my stomach knots up as I await the news. “Just tell me.” 
 
    “When is the last time you saw Chrissy?” 
 
    Chrissy is my roommate. We’re not exactly friends. We share the same space. She’s in college with a soccer scholarship, keeps to herself, and hangs in a different crowd of people. “Why? What does she have to do with this?” 
 
    “She’s pregnant, Tam.” 
 
    “Oh my god. She’s going to lose her scholarship if she can’t play. How did you find out?” It takes a few seconds for it all to sink in. “Wait. What does this have to do with…” She doesn’t let me finish the question. 
 
    “I heard it’s Shaun’s. I overheard it, I mean.” 
 
    I’m frozen in place, unable to speak, believe, or even blink. 
 
    “Tamsyn. Say something. Oh my god are you still there?” 
 
    “I’m here,” I manage to get out. I feel dizzy, as if I’m about to lose my footing and collapse onto the sidewalk beneath me. “It’s not true. Whoever said that is a liar. Shaun would never do that. He doesn’t like her at all.” I’m in disbelief. We’re together too much for him to have the time to cheat on me. It’s not possible. He couldn’t. 
 
    While all the notions run through my mind like a freight train about to plummet through a car stuck on the rails, I can feel the bile rising to my throat. 
 
    “You’ve been sick over this break up for days. If it’s true, you know why he did it. Look, I understand it’s a lot to take in, but maybe you should confront him. Straight up ask him if he’s involved with her. If you won’t do it, I’m damn sure going to seek him out and get to the bottom of it. I won’t have my best friend trampled on because some douche couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.” 
 
    As much as I appreciate her coming to me, and having my back, I’m too disgusted to consider what needs to be done. At this point I need to hang up and breathe. “I have to go.” 
 
    She’s trying to talk when I end the call and shove my phone back in my pocket. The tears overcome me, until I sink down on the curb and stop trying to fight them. I’m emotionally exhausted from the breakup, so this news destroys me. I can’t begin to comprehend how I’m to go about asking Shaun if this is true. Could he have been unfaithful right in front of my face and I not notice? What does that say about me? 
 
    It’s only a few moments later when I decide to take a break and hunt him down. I’m not doing it over the phone. I need to look into his dark brown eyes and see his expression.  
 
    It takes me fifteen minutes to locate him on campus. He’s sitting in the library working on an essay that should have been done days ago. When he sees me he stands abruptly, placing both hands in his trousers. “Tamsyn. What are you doing here?” His husky voice use to do things to me every single time I heard it, but right now it makes me cringe. 
 
    My eyes are welling up with tears, my lips trembling as I conjure the nerve to ask the question I can’t stand to hold in any longer. “Tell me it’s not true.” 
 
    He shakes his head and peers down at an open textbook. “What?” 
 
    I shove the book off the table, grabbing the attention of everyone else in the room, as well as my ex-boyfriend. “Say it’s a terrible rumor, Shaun. Tell me you were never with her?” 
 
    He opens his mouth, but words fail to come out. The truth is written all over his face, and it takes everything in me not to fall to the ground and weep. This is the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, to have children, and even grandchildren. I can’t abstain from running around the desk until I’m able to beat and punch every part of him I can reach. “You son of a bitch. How could you do this to me?” 
 
    He takes hold of my arms to prevent me from hitting him. “Tam, please. It’s not what you think. It was an accident. We were drunk. I thought she was you, and everything afterwards just kind of happened. I couldn’t stop. It was just sex. She meant nothing to me.” 
 
    If this is supposed to soften the blow, it’s not working on me. “Bullshit!” I back up. “That’s bullshit.” 
 
    “She blackmailed me. She wants me for herself. She said if I didn’t break up with you, she’d tell you the baby was mine.” 
 
    “Is it? Are you the father of her child? Did you stick your dick inside of my roommate?” I know I’m being irrational in a public place, and it’s inappropriate and unlike me, but I’m not about to be made a mockery of and not defend myself. “You’re disgusting!” I jerk away from him and point. “You stay away from me.” 
 
    He puts his hands on his head and peers around the room at all the spectators. I’ve kicked him in the balls without having to actually do it.  
 
    “Tamsyn,” he’s pleading while chasing after me. I need to get out of there. The love of my life impregnated another woman. I feel wretched. I’m crumbling and need a safe place to come to grips with it. I need to find Chrissy and give her a piece of my mind. 
 
    Shaun catches up to me as we exit the building. He grabs me by the arm and forces me to stop. “Please listen to me. I broke up with you because I made a dick move and screwed up. I knew once you found out there would be no room for reconciliation. Baby, I’m sorry. It’s not that I don’t love you. I fucked up.” 
 
    “Yeah, you really did.” For the second time I pull my arm from his hold. “You succeeded screwing up everything. Congratulations. You’re the bastard my father always told me you were. Tell your new girlfriend she can have you. You both make me sick. I hope she traps you into a loveless relationship you’ll never be able to escape from.” 
 
    I leave him to sulk while rushing back to the dealer car I used to drive to the college. Upon climbing inside, I let it all out. My makeup burns as it seeps into my eyes, and I do my best to wipe it away without making more of a mess for me to have to clean up before I make it back to the dealership.  
 
    It hits me like a rushing hurricane, the memories, the petty fights, and the makeup sex. Every beautiful moment we shared, the good and the bad. It’s all gone. One poor decision has ruined an opportunity for a future. Like I blinked and woke up in another person’s horror, my life is ruined.  
 
    I manage to calm down enough to make it back to the dealership. It’s easy to avoid my father since he’s working with a customer. As quickly as possible, I hurry into the bathroom to reapply my makeup. Doing the best job I’m able to manage, I take a few deep breaths and head out to finish my shift.  I’ve yet to make my first sale, and don’t really feel like trying, but know I have to prove my father wrong even when everything else in my life feels like it’s falling apart. 
 
    A lovely elderly couple come in a few hours later. The gentlemen has retired and they’re looking to purchase a corvette for the two of them to cruise the country roads in. I swallow back my pain and focus on them, how cute they still are, holding hands as we walk through the rows of shiny new vehicles. They choose the cherry red convertible, and after a long test drive they decide to make the purchase. Not only have I sealed my first sale, but it’s one of the most expensive cars we offer. After the congratulatory wave goodbye, I’m met by my father. He pulls me into his arms and lightly pushes me away to give me a special proud smile. “That’s my girl.” 
 
    “I told you I could do it. I’ve been watching for years.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s tough though. One sale doesn’t make you an expert. It’s a good start though.” 
 
    He’s proud, but hell-bent on making me earn every single sale without his assistance. Before I can counter with a snarky comment, I see him move to the side with a snicker. “Looks like someone else has come to celebrate your first sale.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I see him. My heart begins to patter, but not because I’m excited. I feel revolted seeing him put on an act for my father and everyone around us. He’s waving with a smile on his face as if nothing has happened between us. I amble toward him, pressing on his chest until he spins and walks in front of me. Waiting until we’re outside, I start giving him shit. “What are you doing here? I told you to stay the hell away from me. You can’t show up like this. Not here.” 
 
    He tries his best to change my mind. “We need to talk. Now that you know the truth we can try to fix this. I don’t want Chrissy.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you want, Shaun. You betrayed me. You slept with my roommate. You told me you hated her.” 
 
    “Because she was blackmailing me,” he defends. 
 
    “There isn’t an excuse in this world that would make me forgive you. I can’t look at you right now, much less deal with the repercussions of your actions. I need you to go.” 
 
    He begins to speak, but is distracted by a raised Ford truck pulling into the parking lot with loud country music blaring from the speakers. The vehicle makes a fast turn and stops right in front of where we’re standing. The passenger window rolls down and that’s when I see him.  
 
    “Hi. It’s seven,” he says with an uncertain grimace. “You got somewhere else to be?” 
 
    I glance at Shaun and then back to Josh, and I don’t know what makes me do it, but I push my cheating ex to the side and put my foot on the side step in order to open the door and climb inside of the four-by-four. I don’t look at Shaun when I make the order for Josh. “Get me out of here.” 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    There was some time during my afternoon where I considered not showing up to see this female again. The chances of me getting laid are pretty slim, especially knowing she’s friends with Liv. I can’t expect for it to come easily, and I’m not sure the work will be worthwhile. How good can she be? Comparable to Liv, no one has ever gotten close. Nonetheless, I prefer not to miss an opportunity to get my dick wet, no matter how selfish I may be. 
 
    Wes and I had a late lunch, and several bottles of beer before we parted ways, him driving away in his new vehicle. Afterwards, I stopped home and got involved in a long conversation with my good old dad about where I want to be in the next five years. If he’d get off my back for a second, maybe I’d be able to give him some sort of answer. Like other times, I stormed off in my truck, while determined to put some distance between us. 
 
    It’s not that I hate my dad. I get it. I’m in my twenties, didn’t go to college, and haven’t made an ounce of effort when it comes to being independent. I rely on my parents for everything. I don’t know the first thing about cooking, keeping up with a house, or doing my own laundry. It’s not that I’m incapable, I just prefer to let everyone else keep doing it for me. I’m spoiled, and they all know it. As far as I’m concerned, they made me the way I am.  
 
    When I arrive at the dealership, I’m surprised to find Tamsyn outside. I assume she’s waiting for me to pick her up, so I pull to the curb where she’s standing. She proceeds to scream something at a guy I recognize from our family church. His name is Shaun, and he’s from a prominent family on the other side of town from where I reside. I haven’t seen him since high school, not that he’s changed much, all except for a bit more facial hair. We were never friends, so I don’t offer a wave. Tamsyn climbs into the passenger side of the truck like her ass is literally on fire. She slams the door, and lets out something like a wail. I’m unsure what to think. 
 
    She’s in my truck, but disturbed about something that is going down, or was before I showed up. 
 
    She doesn’t have a clue what she’s about to get into. By simply allowing me to pick her up, she’s involved me in whatever this is. We’re pulling out of the lot, she’s turning around watching out the window, staring at the guy who still remains where she left him. “You know him?” I don’t lead on that I’m familiar with the person. 
 
    “He’s my boyfriend,” she exclaims. “My ex.” 
 
    I can sense hostility in her voice, and it says a lot since I know nothing about the woman. I chuckle at the way it comes out of her pretty little mouth. “Is he going to come after you? Should I watch my back?” 
 
    “If he knows what’s good for him, no. Just keep driving. Please.” She’s starting to cry. There’s nothing more annoying than hearing a woman sob, especially about a man. If I’m not the cause, I don’t want to be involved. “You need me to drop you somewhere?” 
 
    She turns to me with makeup running down her cute cheeks. “No. I can’t go back to the dorm. Take me anywhere you want, just not there.” 
 
    I pull the truck over into the closest parking lot and turn to face her. “Look, lady, I can tell you’re having a hard time. I’m getting the feeling I rolled up on something I’ve got no business being apart of. If you don’t mind, I’d rather not make this any harder for you than it already is.” 
 
    Her pained eyes widen. “No.” She’s wiping her face, her pleads making me strain to be able to comprehend what she’s saying. “I need to keep busy.” 
 
    “Keep busy? I can think of some ways that can happen, but I don’t think you’re up for that.” 
 
    She crosses her arms over her chest and glares out the window. “Wow. You’re admitting it only minutes after picking me up? You’ve got nerve.” 
 
    “I thought I made it clear earlier. I have no reason to hold back. I’m almost always  looking for a booty call. There’s no harm if it’s cordial, right?” 
 
    “Just stop talking.” She scrunches her face and rubs her frustrations away. “I can’t …” 
 
    “Alrighty then. How about I drop you off and we hook up another time?” I’m still willing to make it happen if she is. I mean, she’s so easy on the eyes it’s hard to give up on the chase. I’d regret not hitting it if I saw her around in the future. 
 
    She’s shaking her head while peering into my eyes. “I just found out that my boyfriend knocked up my roommate.” 
 
    “Say what?” I’m finding it difficult to imagine a guy cheating on her, so I’m wondering what this roommate must look like for it to have happened. I’m shallow, so I’m obviously only assuming it had to do with sex appeal.  “Were you friends with the girl?” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “Damn.” I feel sorry for Tamsyn. I can tell she’s in shock, so I decide to play the sympathy card. “You okay? I can be a good listener if you need one.” Drama can be entertaining, especially when it earns me brownie points. 
 
    She shakes her head again, her eyes squinting as she fights to hold back more tears. “No. I’m not okay at all. I want someone to tell me it’s all a sick joke.” 
 
    “Were y’all together long?” It’s a friendly question, one that might explain why she’s this broken up. “ 
 
    “Three years,” she explains with a few sniffles in between. “You must think I’m a crazy bitch for jumping into your truck like I did. To be honest, I wasn’t planning on going with you. I thought you’d be a no-show, but you weren’t, and I needed to get away. I get it if you’d rather drop me off somewhere and be on your merry way. I wouldn’t blame you. I’m not good company, and there’s no way in hell I’m going to sleep with you, not tonight, and maybe not ever. I’m not desperate for revenge.” 
 
    Challenge noted. 
 
    I take a few seconds to think about the situation. I could drop her off and go home, where I’d have a few more beers and kick back in my room, probably falling asleep in the wee hours of the morning after online gaming. My cousins, Jake and Jax, twins, make fun of me as much as possible. Working on the ranch with them makes it difficult. I’m the youngest of the cousins. Ten kids, and I’m the spoiled rotten baby. Most of the time I love it, unless my parents are getting on me to grow up, or my family is ragging on me about being immature. 
 
     “You hungry?” I can at least buy her a meal. 
 
    “No. I feel sick.” 
 
    “Don’t puke in the truck, please. My sister did it a few months back and it took weeks to get the smell out.” I realize immediately that I sound like a dick, so I keep talking to change her mind. “You sure you’re not into revenge, because I’m fairly certain I can get your mind off of the asshole that hurt you.” 
 
    She’s curious. “How?”  
 
    “I can take you back to my ranch and do things to you that your piece of shit boyfriend has only seen when he’s beating off to porn. Give me one night, and I’ll make you forget all about him, or…” I pause for a second. “We could go somewhere quiet and let you calm down. I’ll pick us up something to drink and we’ll hang for a time.” 
 
    She snarls at me.  “You’re relentless.” 
 
    “Sorry, I usually get what I want.” I take my hand and drag it over a new set of tears that have escaped her eyes. “Or maybe I really hate to see a beautiful woman distraught over a douche who couldn’t see what’s right in front of them.” 
 
    Now I’ve gotten her attention. A smile forms in the corner of her mouth. She shyly glances out the window, refusing to look at me. “You can’t say stuff like that. I don’t know you.” 
 
    “Have you considered I’m being honest?” 
 
    “I told you I’m not interested in sleeping with you. You dated Livvy. I’m in a bad place. I’m the last person you should want to spend time with.” 
 
    I start to put my hand on her thigh in a supportive sort of way, but retract it and leave it sit on the cushion next to her instead. “I’ve got nowhere else to be. So, do you want company or not?” 
 
    She nods, her sullen eyes meeting mine. 
 
    I’m driving again, headed for the first liquor store I can find. Maybe I’m asking for punishment. There’s a big chance I’m never going to see this chick after tonight, but for some reason I’m interested in hanging around. I might be a dickhead on most days, but she has nowhere else to go. Like it or not, she needs my company, so I’m going to make the best of it and make her want to let me in between those sexy legs of hers. 
 
      
 
    Once we’ve left the liquor store, picking up enough tonic to get the both of us shitfaced, I take her to the one place I know she’ll find solace. 
 
      
 
    The family ranch. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what I’m doing here with a complete stranger. It feels wrong in every way, but there’s no place else I’d rather be. I’m doing my best to cope with what’s been thrown at me. My heart feels like it’s being ripped to shreds, and then there’s this guy who still wants to spend time with me. He’s innocent in all of this. He doesn’t know the people who betrayed me, which makes him safe. Sure, he may ask questions I’m uncomfortable answering, but I’d rather talk to this man I know nothing about than have to face any of the people who will constantly remind me of everything I’ve recently lost.  
 
    For four days I kept thinking our breakup was temporary, but now I worry if it’s permanent. I can’t imagine falling out of love with Shaun. He once promised me a forever and now it’s all gone. Our commitment is severed, leaving me in despair and completely alone.  
 
    I don’t want to start over. I certainly can’t see myself jumping right into another relationship, but for tonight I need this company. Without Joshua Healy to occupy my time, I’m afraid where I’ll end up.  
 
    He’s in this for the possibility of sex, and as much as I refuse him, a part of me wonders if his offer would actually work. Could he make me forget about everything I’m going through, even for a short period of time, because I’m lower than I’ve ever been, so the possibility of reprieve would be welcomed. I’m pathetic, desperate, but more to the point, I’m crushed. 
 
    Josh parks his truck next to a big red barn. He takes the bag he purchased from the liquor store and climbs from his side of the vehicle. In a matter of seconds he’s at my door, opening it and offering me his free hand to help me out. The little gesture causes me to smile. At least he has the decency to act right before trying to get into my pants. “Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he says while starting to walk toward the dark building. The sun has now set, but the moon hasn’t risen enough for it to light up the sky, so I’m relying on him to guide me in the right direction.  
 
    “Are you taking me somewhere to kill me?” It’s not a serious question, but going into a vacant building with a stranger isn’t exactly a smart decision. 
 
    “Na. I’m too lazy to clean up a mess like that.” We enter in a normal sized door on the side, and when a light flickers on I notice it’s set up more as an entertaining area than for farm use. He points to a set of wooden framed stairs and proceeds to climb them. I follow behind, coming up into a more suitable area to hang out. Two couches face one another. There’s a TV on a stand against the only window, and a couple fans standing on either side. He turns them on first and then the television before sitting on a sofa and digging into the brown paper bag. I take the seat across from him and watch as he cracks open a beer and pushes it across the coffee table in front of me. “When you said you were taking me to the ranch I imagined your house.” 
 
    “There’s too many people there.” 
 
    “Oh, so you live with your parents?” 
 
    “Yep. Is that a turnoff?” 
 
    “No. I’m not here because I’m interested, remember?” 
 
    “You don’t need to keep reminding me.” 
 
    “So,” I look around while trying to think of something we can talk about. Luckily he takes the lead. 
 
    “You think you’ll get back with Shaun?” 
 
    Suddenly I realize he knows my ex. “Why didn’t you tell me you were friends?” 
 
    He’s already finishing his first beer before responding. “We’re not. Small town. His parents and mine attend the same church, end of story.” 
 
    “I wonder if he recognized you?” 
 
    He raises his eyebrows. “Perhaps.” 
 
    For some reason this pleases me. I don’t want to be the pathetic girlfriend he destroyed. I want to come out of this looking strong, at least from the outside. A half smile forms as I think about what Shaun would feel if he knew I was with Josh. Would he feel threatened? Would he regret everything? Do I even want him to? 
 
    I guzzle my full beer, hoping to catch a fast buzz to make this awkwardness a bit easier to handle. The man sitting across from me leans forward and takes me in. I feel uncomfortable. Not only have I not dated for years, but I’ve never been alone with a man I hardly know. “You must think I’m a mess.” I try to fix my face and run one hand over my hair, knowing how bad of shape I’m in. “I’m usually more put together.” 
 
    “When I saw you walking in my direction earlier today, I thought you looked like you belonged on a cover of a magazine.” 
 
    “And now?” I hate asking, in fear of what he may say. 
 
    “And now I think you’re just as pretty. You don’t need to cake that shit on your face. You’re cute the way you are.” 
 
    “Really?” I’m unsure if he’s hitting on me or being genuine. “You probably say that to all the girls you bring here.” 
 
    He shrugs, proceeded by a cackle. “Think what you want. I never said I was a saint.” 
 
    “What about you, Josh? Ever cheated?” 
 
    He leans forward, exuding confidence as he does it. “Never needed to.” 
 
    “How is that?” 
 
    “I don’t put labels on my relationships.” 
 
    “So, you just screw around all the time?” 
 
    “I should have known you’d take it that way.” It’s like he’s making fun of my assumption. It aggravates me. 
 
    “How should I take it?” 
 
    “To each his own, I suppose. I don’t like the drama, so I tend to avoid it. I prefer the company of a woman without strings; two people enjoying one another without a commitment. You might say I’m horrible, but think about it, no one is ever going to hurt me, and I won’t hurt them. It’s a win win.” 
 
    “But how many women think like you?” I’m actually wondering if it’s possible. 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” He snickers, displaying a set of matching dimples on either side of his cheeks. They’re hard to make out under the patches of facial hair. As I focus on his features, I watch him lick his lips before taking another swig of beer. He finishes his second and crushes the can before tossing it directly into a nearby wastebasket. “Don’t tell me you’re some kind of prude.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I defend. 
 
    “You don’t believe me, that’s a given.” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s a nice theory, but I don’t see how a respectable woman would be able to live like that. We all want the fairytale. I don’t care what anyone says.” 
 
    “Your friend Liv doesn’t. There’s your example.” 
 
    I’m not shocked. Livvy is difficult. She’s crazy like that; beautiful and independent. Nothing stands in her way. I admire that about her, but distanced myself a long time ago because I couldn’t understand it. “Do you still talk to her?” I want to ask if they’ve screwed within the past couple years, but I’m not about to say it. 
 
    “It’s been a while.” Josh adjusts in his seat, flipping a music station on the television and filling the room with a light ambience of country music. “You really want to talk about who I’ve screwed?” His question embarrasses me. Do I want to hear about it? Have I become so desperate to avoid my problems that I want to dig into his past? 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He sits his third beer down on the table and stands, extending his hand to me. “This doesn’t have to be weird.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you take me to bed.” 
 
    He chuckles and shakes his head, but leaves his hand waiting for mine. “I’m a little more experienced than you give me credit. This isn’t about fucking. Take my hand and I’ll prove it to you.” 
 
    What could go wrong? I’m already at my lowest. I sigh and let my hand slide into his. He pulls me to stand in front of him and stares at me, while his opposite hand rests on my hip. “Do I make you nervous?” He inquires. 
 
    When he’s looking at me like this it’s a definite. “Yes.” 
 
    He starts to smile, but lifts his hand and focuses on dragging it against the skin of my cheek. “Relax. Close your eyes and breathe. I’m not going to try anything. You have my word.” 
 
    “I’m finding it difficult to trust anyone at this point.” 
 
    He’s leading me somewhere, so I peek to make sure it’s not over a ledge where I’ll fall to my death. When we reach a window he lets go of his hold. “Open your eyes.” 
 
    I’m staring out into the dark night, a sky full of stars surround us. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Close your eyes again and listen.” 
 
    I can still hear the music playing at a low decibel, but what’s clear is the critters outside, the crickets, and bullfrogs. It’s the sound of a country evening, away from people, city life, but mostly automobiles.  
 
    “This is where I come to clear my head.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful. Is that what everyone says when you come here?” 
 
    “I don’t bring chicks here, except for Liv and we sort of grew up together. Her brother has been my best friend since we were kids. In fact, he’s married to one of my sisters now, so he’s family.” 
 
    “Wow. Is that weird being around Livvy?” 
 
    “I told you. I don’t see her. We were never official. I’m not her type.” 
 
    A giggle escapes me. This guys is everyone’s type. He’s sexy as all hell, witty, and determined. He’s rough around the edges, which makes him more appealing to us women who love a challenge. “I highly doubt that.” 
 
    “Believe what you want. Liv and I are history, if we were ever anything at all.” 
 
    “You were her first. I know that much.” 
 
    His face shows amusement. His smile is almost ornery. “Yeah, that I was.” 
 
    “Was she yours?” 
 
    “You really want to know?” 
 
    I nod. “As long as we’re not talking about me it’s a good conversation.” 
 
    “Yeah, she was my first. It happened here on the ranch, but I won’t disclose the exact location. It was a lifetime ago. I might have been thirteen.” 
 
    “So she was twelve?” 
 
    He shrugs while I think about what I was doing at twelve years of age. I certainly wasn’t thinking about boys. “I was still playing with Barbie dolls at that age.” 
 
    This gets him going. “She might have been thirteen. I can’t remember. We were kids. I’m lucky I knew what to do, and it sure as hell wasn’t anything spectacular.” 
 
    I don’t know why this talk makes me feel like I’m getting to know him. It’s not exactly a normal conversation between two people who are supposed to be on a date. “My first time happened when I was sixteen. His name was Justin Timmons. He played varsity football our junior year. We went out for nine months before he gave me an ultimatum. I had to sleep with him or he was going to break up with me.” 
 
    “So you gave in?” 
 
    “Stupidly, I guess. I mean, I was ready. I wanted it to happen. I think I needed the push.” 
 
    “Losing your virginity isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” 
 
    I shrug again. “My first time was okay. He said he loved me. He was gentle, and I’d like to think I didn’t embarrass myself too much.” 
 
    He moves a long piece of hair away from my face, while staring deeply into my eyes again. I’m not used to men looking at me like this. It’s intimidating, like he’s peering into my soul, if that’s possible. “I’m sure you had him by the balls.” 
 
    “Why would you think that? I had no clue what I was doing.” 
 
    “Because, if you look anything like you do now, he was probably freaking out. If I had to make an educated guess, I’d say he was only able to last twenty seconds.” 
 
    I place my palm over my mouth and laugh. “Probably less,” I correct him. 
 
    Josh shakes his head and shares in my amusement. “I knew it had to be something like that.” 
 
    The room is quiet as I peer out the window into the distance. He leans on the sill, his arm muscles flexing around the tight short sleeves of his shirt. I close my eyes and wonder what it would be like for him to really hold me. He’s built this way from years of working on the ranch. He doesn’t require a gym membership, or do it to impress the women. He’s naturally born and bred to look this way. I can literally imagine him driving me up against a wall and having his way with me. My whole body aches, but not in the way I’d like it to. I feel beaten and bruised. I’m exhausted, drained to the point of wanting to sleep for a week at a time. “I should call it a night, Josh. I’m not good company, and I can’t expect you to keep distracting me like you are. I’m sorry I’m not what you first expected.” 
 
    He stops me from walking away. “Tamsyn, hold on a minute.” The way he says my name gives me chills. I stop dead in my tracks and wait for his green eyes to lock in on mine. Right then I think about the way Livvy used to describe them when she spoke of Joshua Healy. She said his eyes were the color of a lime. She was right, but maybe a bit on the lighter side. The inner circle surrounding the pupils has a dark trace along the edge. They’re magnificent, and as he blinks it’s like slow motion. I’m captivated by his beauty, but also the fact that I’m standing this close to him, in such a strange predicament, not knowing how I’ve gotten to this point. “A woman as gorgeous as you are doesn’t deserve to feel the way you do. I may not be great at a lot of things, but I know for a fact I can make you forget about him tonight.” He lets his index finger drag over my lips. He’s so gentle. It’s all consuming. I’m falling victim to his charm. He’s seducing me and he knows it. 
 
    “I can’t. I don’t sleep around.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to.” 
 
    “Yes you are,” I say as I lightly shove him away. “You’re taunting me, and I’m not having it. I just broke up with my boyfriend.” 
 
    He puts his hands in the air. “Okay. I get it. You’re not interested, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to give up. Say the word and I’ll take you places you ain’t never been before.” 
 
    The sentence sends chills over my entire body. Is it bad that I’m picturing it; that I’m actually wondering if he can live up to his promises? “What word are you looking for?” I tease. 
 
    He approaches me again, making me wish I would have finished a second beer. “It’s a simple yes. Say the word and I’ll make you forget. There’s just one problem if you do agree to it.” 
 
    “What?” I curiously ask. 
 
    “You might like it so much that you want it to happen again.” 
 
    “You’re that good?” I imply while an air-filled laugh escapes me. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I really am.” 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have her undivided attention. She’s biting down on her lip, thinking about everything I’m telling her. The idea of being able to forget her troubles for a time is appealing to anyone in her situation. I’m not pushing the idea, but simply feeding her enough to keep the curiosity going. If I’m anything, it’s loyal. I enjoy the company of a woman a little too much, but I also like feeling needed. Truth be told, I’m the only family member who doesn’t have someone to call my own. I’m not saying I want to get strapped down to one person, but it would be nice to have a beautiful woman by side when I want companionship. She may not be in the market, but it won’t stop me from offering. 
 
    “I’ve never had a one night stand.” 
 
    “Neither have I.” I can sense she doesn’t believe me. “I’m serious. It’s always been at least three nights, most more than that.” 
 
    She opens her mouth to respond, but words don’t come out. This pleases me. I’ve rendered her speechless. What I’ve also managed to do is keep her from crying for over an hour now. She’s entertained, which is a start. This one isn’t going to be easy, but now that I’ve started, I refuse to give up. She needs me just as much as I want to give it to her. She just needs to admit it to herself. “I’ve never been around someone so sure of themselves.” 
 
    “Turn off, or turn on?” 
 
    Her lips part, but it takes her a few seconds to actually answer. “I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “Want to wager something?” 
 
    I have her intrigued. Her right brow cocks as she looks at me inquisitively for a moment. “A wager? For what? My innocence? You’re crazy if you think I’ll fall for that. No bet in the world could convince me to sleep with someone the first night after meeting him.” 
 
    She’s funny when she’s nervous. I get a kick out of seeing how far I can take my taunting. “The wager is minimal in the large spectrum of things. It’s just a kiss.” 
 
    “A kiss,” she chokes as she repeats it. 
 
    “Yeah.” I stroke her cheek again. “A friendly kiss.” 
 
    She’s shaking her head, but I can already tell she’s considering. “No way.” 
 
    
“Come on. Are you afraid you’ll like it? You scared you might want another, or possibly something else?” 
 
    “Yeah right,” she argues. “You’re too full of yourself. I think you need a reality check. Not every woman falls for your fake charm.” 
 
    “Honey, there ain’t a damn thing fake about me.” 
 
    “I’m not your honey,” she states. 
 
    I take her by the chin and force her to look at me. Those blue eyes are tainted from her tears. “You think I’m sexy, don’t ya?” 
 
    “I’m not answering that,” she exclaims with a straight face. 
 
    I’m finding it difficult to keep my composure. The more she fights, the harder I’m going to try. “I want that kiss.” 
 
    “I’m not giving it to you.” 
 
    “What if I lean forward and take it?” 
 
    “You might get slapped,” she warns. 
 
    “Might? That means there’s a chance you could like it, right?” 
 
    “A slim one at that.” 
 
    I inch forward. “This isn’t how I wanted it to happen.” I keep going, watching as her eyes begin to slowly close. She’s giving in, her heart too broken to deny attention.  
 
    My bottom lip courses over hers. I’m precise and gentle, making sure her hand isn’t coming up to knock me sideways. When she doesn’t move I proceed, sucking her lower lip in between mine. I graze them both again, sliding my tongue out to test the waters, then I back away and wait for a response.” 
 
    Her lids flutter open and we’re right back to staring at each other. “Wasn’t so bad was it?” 
 
    She wipes it away, as if it erases what happened. “Not terrible.” 
 
    “And?” I expect a reaction. 
 
    “And what? It wasn’t spectacular or anything.” 
 
    That’s when I take matters into my own hands and let her have it. My lips crash into hers. My tongue intrudes until hers is there, warm and welcoming. I feel hands coming up my chest and pull her closer. She’s getting into it. Her eyes are closed, and we’re starting to get a rhythm between us. About thirty seconds later she’s pulling away out of breath. I’m turned on at the idea of getting my way. She’s sexy, her soft skin a reminder of how long it’s been since I’ve shared my bed with a woman. Maybe I’m lonely, possibly a bit desperate. I’m going to extremes to convince someone who probably should run in the opposite direction from me. I want her, and I’m going to have her, maybe not tonight, but somewhere in the near future. I’m going to make her forget all about that Shaun guy. She’ll thank me later. 
 
    “And now?” I request. 
 
    She shrugs. “I may need another go to compare.” 
 
    The next kiss is nothing like the first two. She initiates it, and I’m silently celebrating my success. I knew I could get to her. Desperate or not, I have her exactly where I want her. 
 
    This time she pulls away with confidence. “This won’t change me.” 
 
    I kiss her once before responding, “Keep telling yourself that.” Then I’m right back to loving on those puffy lips again. 
 
    Our heated make out session leaves me anxious for more, but I know there’s a line I’m not about to cross. I can’t have her hating me in the morning. I’m too proud to take advantage of woman like that. She’s messed up in the head at the moment, so I’d rather her simmer with temptation than regret. 
 
    We’re sitting close on one of the couches, a movie playing on the small flat screen television in front of us, but I don’t think either of us are paying attention. I can’t stop kissing her. She feels good in my arms, her tiny frame fitting easily in my hold. The fruity smell of her shampoo makes my mouth water as I nuzzle my tongue over her earlobe. She’s slow to make a move on me. Her hands travel up and down my chest until she gets the nerve to lift the fabric over my head. Then I watch as she takes in my bare chest, her fingernails tracing over the sculpted muscles I’ve always seemed to have. “Wow.” 
 
    I chuckle against her cheek. “I get that a lot.” 
 
    She snickers as our lips meet. “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    When I play with the buttons at the front of her shirt, I hear her take in a deep breath letting me know I have to slow down again. We take one step forward and then wait an hour for the next move. “Sorry,” I manage, even though I’m not. 
 
    “It’s okay. I didn’t see this happening. I can’t believe I’m here with you, at your family ranch. Growing up, all the girls talked about the Mitchell and Healy boys. It’s a little terrifying for me, especially given my circumstance for coming here.” She closes her eyes and seems to be struggling. “I don’t want to want you, Josh. Does that even make sense? I know I shouldn’t do this.” 
 
    “Is it taking the pain away?” 
 
    She bites down on her bottom lip while thinking about it. “So far, but I’m thinking we may need to break out the hard liquor before I start freaking out again.” 
 
    I pull the bottle of whiskey from the brown bag and hand it to her. “You can take the first shot.” 
 
    “Out of the bottle?” She questions. 
 
    “Yeah. We’re rednecks. We don’t need a glass to do shots. Take as much as you can and pass it over. When the bottle is gone we’ve had our limit.” 
 
    “I can’t drink that much. A few beers and I’m shitfaced. I’ve never had whiskey.” 
 
    I’m amused by this, because I know exactly what will happen after a few guzzles. “You sure you’re up for this? Before you know it we’ll be waking up naked.” 
 
    She smirks, as if to doubt it’s capability of making her do things she normally wouldn’t. “Yeah right.” 
 
    “Okay.” I toss up my hands. “Don’t say I didn’t warn ya. I’ve had my fair share of next day regrets from tearing into a bottle like this one.” 
 
    “You can’t scare me. I know when to stop.” 
 
    “Then have at it.” 
 
    She takes one sip and I watch her face curl. Tamsyn gags, but manages to keep the burning liquor down. “Oh my god, that’s terrible.” 
 
    “Nah, it takes a while to get used to.” I grab the bottle and take the level of the alcohol down a few inches before handing it back to her. “We still going?” 
 
    She jerks it away and takes a bigger drink of it, having less affect as she swallows. I do another extra large shot, knowing I’m good as long as we stop soon. I don’t want to get to where I can’t stop myself. I’d never want to get out of control. 
 
    Tamsyn carries the bottle over to the couch across from me. She crosses her legs and sips at the whiskey again. “What do you look for in a woman?” 
 
    Her question is out of nowhere, but I oblige with an answer. “I like strong women. I prefer ones that aren’t easy, because I enjoy the challenge.” 
 
    “Blondes or brunettes?” 
 
    “Either.” 
 
    “What about boobs? Big or small?” 
 
    “I enjoy a hand full, but it doesn’t matter either way.” 
 
    She adjusts the way she’s sitting, and actually looks down at her own chest like she’s measuring her cup size. I chuckle to myself and decide to start asking my own questions. “What about you? What do you look for in a man?” 
 
    “I haven’t been looking in a long time. I don’t know. I want him to have a job, or at least know what he wants to do and be working toward it. I like to be pampered, but not spoiled. I don’t want my man to feel like I depend on him. He has to be tall. I’d prefer him to be handsome, but if he has a great personality I could possibly date someone just average looking.” 
 
    “Hair color?” I ask. 
 
    “Dark, I guess.” 
 
    “Eyes.” 
 
    Tamsyn giggles. She’s starting to get a buzz already. This is going to be fun. “Green,” she teases. 
 
    “I see where this is going.” 
 
    “Oh really,” she expresses. “Where?” 
 
    “Someplace you’ve said we weren’t going to go.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure, cowboy. I’m a hard one to crack.” 
 
    “Maybe you should slow down on the booze,” I say as I reach for it. She moves it away and takes a bigger shot. I watch air bubbles take the place of where the bourbon once was. “When you start stripping, don’t blame me.” 
 
    Tamsyn stands and approaches me. She brings her hand up to touch my jawline and I fasten my hand over her wrist to halt her. “The moment I saw you in those heels I imagined bending you over and having my way. Don’t test me. I’m struggling to keep my hands to myself. I haven’t seen someone as sexy as you in a long damn time, but I can’t fuck you tonight, not when you’re intoxicated.” 
 
    She’s almost sad. “Really?” 
 
    I lift her chin with my free hand. “Woman, don’t think for a second it’s not going to happen. You have my attention.” I point to my hard cock, trying to burst from beneath my jeans. “It’s just, I’m used to being selfish, and sometimes an asshole, but you deserve better. I won’t take advantage of your vulnerability.” 
 
    “For someone who says he doesn’t want a girlfriend, you sure are working hard to impress me.” 
 
    “I’m being realistic.” 
 
    She frees her hand and runs it over my mouth, causing my lips to part. Upon sitting, she kisses me with her eyes staring into mine. “What if I change my mind? What if I want to use you?” 
 
    I grab her hands and put them in her lap. “It’s getting late.” 
 
    “So now you want to take me home? Is this how you work? You get me going and then give me the cold shoulder?” 
 
    “The only thing cold I want, is a fucking shower. You don’t know how hard it is to deny myself the delight of taking what I want from you.” 
 
    She begins unbuttoning her blouse, and the second I see the lace fabric of her bra I start rethinking my decision. She knows she has my attention now. “I changed my mind, Josh. I think a one-night stand is exactly what I need to feel better. If Shaun can screw around on me, then I deserve to have a little fun too, right?” 
 
    She has a point. 
 
    I stop her again, but indulge in the smoothness of the skin between her supple breasts as I speak. “You’re talking out of your ass and you know it. It’s the liquor.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No. You’re right. I want you. I’d be a fool to pass up this opportunity. You’re the sexiest piece of Carolina ass I’ve ever set eyes on. We’re both adults, right? Would it be so wrong to let it happen? Two people with a strong attraction? This could be your only chance with me.” 
 
    “Don’t do that. I wouldn’t have regrets, because I know I’d have another chance.” 
 
    “Do the right thing, Joshua Healy. Show me how to forget.” She stands up and finishes removing her shirt. She’s borderline drunk. It’s so obvious I can see it without searching. I know it’s wrong, but I can’t keep it in my pants much longer. She’s making me crazy. I asked her out for this exact purpose. 
 
    “Old habits die hard, darlin’.” I pick her up into my arms and walk us both over to nearby wall. She’s pressed against me and the plywood, her legs clamping around my ass, shoving my pants down as they move. Tamsyn kisses me like she’s desperate, only fueling me to continue. This is a bad idea, and it’s all my fault for what comes next. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    It’s like my body is starved for attention. I’ve managed to yank his pants down with my feet, only making it difficult to focus on our kissing when something hard is pressing right where it’s not allowed. I’m really doing this. It’s exciting, distracting, but mostly something I’ve never experienced before.  
 
    Joshua Healy isn’t a college boy working to become a man. He already is one. He’s strong and burly, hardheaded, but determined. It doesn’t hurt that he’s gorgeous to look at, like a fine piece of grade A meat. I want a taste of him, just a little smidge of what he has to offer. If anyone can take the edge off of my pain it’s this man, and with the help of some nasty bourbon, I’m about to let it happen. 
 
    He stops when I nudge my lower regions against his. “Slow down, woman. I’ve done some pretty stupid things before, but this won’t be one of em’.” 
 
    I take him by the hair and force another hot kiss over his lips. He allows me to slip down, but only so he can crouch and tug on my pants. He takes his time at my panties, kissing the outside fabric before getting his first glimpse of my pussy. I put one palm behind my back on the wall to steady myself. Seeing this man I hardly know taking in such a private part of me sets me on fire. 
 
    Next thing I know he’s standing again, unfastening his pants to free his hard cock from seclusion, then lifting me up where I was before. My legs cling to his body, and in a matter of seconds I can feel him positioning himself to enter me. “Is this what you want? Say it, beautiful. Tell me what you want from me tonight.” 
 
    “Just fucking do it before I change my mind.” 
 
    I’m having palpitations. The room is spinning. I’m about to sleep with someone I just met and I can’t stop myself. Then I feel it. A hard shove, added with a large amount of pressure. He’s bigger than Shaun, so much that it almost hurts. I’m overwhelmed. There’s no turning back after penetration. Even if I pushed him off of me we’ve technically had sex, so why stop it now? It’s done. I’ve gone and allowed the unthinkable to happen. Knowing I’ll hate myself in the morning, I decide to give my best performance. What do I have to lose? My dignity? That went out the door the moment I put my lips on a whiskey bottle and let that fiery concoction coast down my throat. 
 
    Josh’s kisses are ravenous. He has a sturdy hold as he drills into me again and again. With one hand free, and the other keeping me on his level, pressed against an unfinished wall in the barn, he yanks my bra down to reveal my bare breasts. The fabric sits right at my nipples, so he breaks away from our kisses to rectify the situation, bi ting the lace until it’s ripped away completely. I can hear it continuing to tear until he’s manage to free both. Then he proceeds to suck one into his mouth, only to bite down and pull. My head rears back until it’s slamming into the wooden wall. I squeeze my thighs and tighten my hold while he continues to pound at a vigorous pace. This isn’t like being with Shaun. I’m being fucked, and I like it. I’m hot all over, sweat covering every inch of my exposed skin. My breathing is strained, and when I try to comprehend what I’m doing, I’m finding it impossible to fear the repercussions.  
 
    I didn’t force myself on him. He came to me with the offer. I have nothing to feel bad about. 
 
    I have a hold on his hair as he continues to work. He’s really going at it, my body slamming into the wall with each thrust. It hurts so good I’m in ecstasy, moans and air-filled squeaks escaping me. Low growls coming out as he continues kissing me. His skilled tongue distracting me further. I drag my nails down his shoulders, clinging to him for dear life when I feel his body tightening. Then it happens. Hot lava fills my channel and I lose my grip on all reality and come with him.  
 
      
 
    We collapse onto the barn floor still tangled together. Gentle kisses are being placed on the side of my face, and I’m so relaxed I let my eyes close. I know it’s the alcohol. It has to be, because I’ve never connected with Shaun like this when we’ve had intercourse. I feel alive, excited, and overwhelmed all at the same time. 
 
    A few minutes later, after he’s given me his shirt to clean up with, Josh stands and leads me over to the couch. He sits down and guides me to straddle him. Once I’m overtop of him, he pulls a blanket from the back of the sofa overtop of both of us and holds me close. I lean my head on his shoulder and feel the tears coming. His large hands cover my back and start rubbing. “It’s expected. Just let it out. It’ll get easier.” 
 
    And I do. I lose it while this stranger holds me, comforting me exactly the way I need it, and I know there’s no place else I’d rather be.  
 
      
 
    I wake up to the sound of a rooster crowing. I’m wrapped in a blanket, completely naked, but most importantly alone in a barn. It takes me a few seconds to realize how I got here, and what I’ve done. Before I can begin to evaluate my next move, or how I’m going to have to make the walk of shame to ask for a ride, I hear voices from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “No way she’s with Josh.” One announces. 
 
    “He’s a fucking liar,” the other agrees. 
 
      
 
    They’re identical and I’m pretty certain they’re the twins, Jake and Jax, though it’s been a few years since I’ve seen them on television playing college football. I cover my body more with the blanket and face them. “Where’s Josh?” It will settle their assumption at the least. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit. He was telling truth.” The first one says. 
 
    “What the hell? Get out of here and let the woman be.” Josh climbs the stairs with a thermos in his hands. He’s still shirtless, his belt missing, but wearing the same jeans as the night before. The top of his hair is messy, and I kind of like it better than the way he’d slicked it back when he came to the dealership. “Don’t mind my cousins. They don’t get out much.” 
 
    He opens the thermos and pours hot coffee into the plastic cup. “Mom wouldn’t let me bring another cup from the kitchen. We always forget to return them. Hope you like cream and sugar. It’s how I drink it, and I didn’t want to have to explain that it wasn’t just for me.” 
 
    “You went to your house? Did you sleep there?” 
 
    He scratches his head as I take a sip of the hot beverage. “You don’t remember?” 
 
    “I remember enough,” I admit. 
 
    “Then you should know I woke up right here next to you. You’re cute when you’re drunk. You whimper when you sleep.” 
 
    I’m embarrassed. He must think I’m gross. “I do not.” I defend. 
 
    “I didn’t think you could get any sexier, but you’re proving me wrong.” 
 
    “Stop.” It hurts to hear him still hitting on me. “I know what this was. It was a pity fuck. You got what you wanted, and I was able to make it through the first night without committing suicide.” 
 
    “You weren’t a pity fuck. I wanted to fuck you way before I pitied you,” he corrects. 
 
    “Thanks. That makes it ten times better.” 
 
    He grabs the cup from my hands and sits it on the table in front of us. Then he starts tugging on the blanket. I immediately check the room for his cousins. “I sent them away. They’ve got work to do.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “I have company. They’ll survive without me for a couple hours.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to be nice to me.” 
 
    He strokes my hair away from my face, and I’m freaking out about having morning breath, especially when I get a whiff of toothpaste as he speaks. “I don’t know what you’re used to, but I was hoping we could at least have a meal together before you tell me it’s been fun.” 
 
    I cover my mouth as I speak. “What makes you think I had fun?” 
 
    He snickers and smiles, displaying those damn dimples I’m finding it difficult to resist. “Really? That’s how it’s going to be? You’re going to make me work for every second we spend together?” 
 
    “I never said I was interested in seeing you again, did I?” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “You’re relentless.” 
 
    “That I am.” 
 
    “Fine.” My stomach growls when I think about food. “I don’t have any clothes to wear, and I’m not going anywhere until I brush my teeth.” 
 
    He stands and reaches for my hand. “If I were you I’d put on the clothes you were wearing last night. I mean, it’s up to you. I wouldn’t want to meet my mother naked. She’s liable to sick the dogs on you for molesting her only son.” 
 
    I’m shocked. “What? Hell no. I’m not meeting your mother with hangover breath and wrinkled clothes.” 
 
    “I’m kidding. The house is empty. Mom is at the salon and my dad is in the field tilling. You can change into something of mine, after you shower and brush those pretty white teeth. My mom keeps extras for unexpected guests.” 
 
    “Wow. How many women do you bring home?” 
 
    He’s laughing again. “There you go again, assuming the worst. If you haven’t heard, I’ve got a large family. They show up without planning all the time. We buy toothbrushes and linens in bulk.” 
 
    I flash him an unsure grimace. “Your cousins must think I’m a whore.” 
 
    “One of them married a stripper. How do you think she felt?” 
 
    “Is that supposed to make it easier for me?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I think you’re afraid to be naked in front of me, which is funny since I’ve seen everything you’ve got last night.” 
 
    I bring the blanket back up to my chin. “Go away and let me change. Turn around.” 
 
    It doesn’t bother me that he’s laughing. I’m not the same person who threw caution to the wind and let him have his way with me the night before. I’m back to being the innocent girl who swore he’d never have a chance. 
 
    He crosses his arms, but refuses to move. “Would it help if I said I liked what I saw? I even had a few peeks this morning when you were spread out beside me.” 
 
    “What?” I’m appalled. “Please say you’re joking.” 
 
    “I’m definitely not. You can’t let someone see you naked and then take it back.” 
 
    I shove the blanket down enough to pull my shirt on both of my arms.  I’m buttoning it while pretending he’s not watching me. There was no sense trying to get my bra back on, because he did a good job ripping it with his teeth. He leans forward and picks up my thong, flinging it in my direction. “Don’t forget these.” 
 
    “You’re such a jerk,” I mumble. 
 
    He sits down beside me, his warm body like a beacon to mine. I take in his smell, something fresh resonating from his skin. “Does this mean you don’t want to go out tonight?” 
 
    “Go out? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Is it too soon? I mean, you did break up with your boyfriend yesterday.” 
 
    I correct him. “He broke up with me five days ago to prevent me from finding out he knocked up my roommate. I mentioned it last night.” 
 
    “What was he doing at the dealership?” 
 
    “Trying to convince me to forgive him I suppose.” 
 
    “Wow.” He stands and walks away, only to turn and face me as he continues. “So will you?” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “Absolutely not! I can’t look at him. Everything I felt for him is destroyed. I hate liars and cheaters.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “About last night,” I say while putting on my underwear. “I don’t think…” 
 
    “Stop. It was sex, Tamsyn. We had fun. I’d like to see you again, but it’s probably a good idea that I give you some time to recover first, not from the sex, but the douchebag ex.” 
 
    “Yeah, I knew what you meant.” I feel like he’s suddenly changed his mind about me. 
 
    He saunters in my direction and lifts my chin until we’re peering into each other’s eyes.  
 
    “Hey, don’t do that. Don’t assume I won’t want to see you again. I already said I wanted to take you out. The timing sucks, even if it’s just for fun. You know where to find me.” 
 
    “Actually, I think dinner would be nice. Maybe it’s pathetic, but last night, from what I can remember, you were sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet? I’ve never been called that before.” 
 
    “Well it’s true. I appreciate it. I was in a bad place. Maybe we took it too far, but it happened regardless.” 
 
    “Yeah, it did,” he reminds me with that same determined stare. 
 
    “I’m afraid of you, Josh. I shouldn’t want to see you again. You’re trouble. You’re everything I need to stay away from.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But when I woke up thinking you left me alone I realized how it felt when I was in your arms. You saved me.” 
 
    “You repaid me with interest, trust me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say with a smile. “I suppose I did.” I hold out my hand for him to shake it. “Friends?” 
 
    He obliges. “Yeah. I’m good with that.” 
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    Chapter 7 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    I drop Tamsyn off at her parent’s house, where she leaves me with another tantric kiss. For someone hell-bent on playing hard to get, she sure does have me wanting more. 
 
    I don’t usually stick around to be the support for an emotional woman, but the chick had no one else she could turn to. She’s embarrassed and afraid. Her life is a mess. She has to face people that betrayed her. I wouldn’t be surprised if she moved off campus to get away from it all. 
 
      
 
    By the time I make it back to the ranch I've decided to pursue my new friendship with Tamsyn to see where it can go. I enjoyed her company enough to be patient with her relationship situation. She needs time to sort out her feelings and be able to enjoy herself the way I'd like her to. 
 
    Halfway through the day I receive a text from Wes inviting me over for dinner. I don't usually visit my sister and her husband, especially since they've had their second child. It's not that I don't like kids. I love my family, but there's too damn many to keep track of. My cousin Jax is on number three, while his brother Jake has a son named after him that we call Jr. My sister Callie just found out she's expecting with her husband Cob. That's not even all of them. There's so many little ones running around I feel threatened. I'm no longer the baby. Instead, I'm the cool uncle that feels obligated to spoil them and buy them shit, all while my parents pray I'll have a family for myself one day once I have my life in order. 
 
    Since its been a while, I agree to make the forty minute trip to their house. I haven't seen the new baby Gabe, or my niece Madison in weeks. She's getting huge. At the age of two she's into everything. Last time they came over for a visit, she picked up a few curse words when all the guys were cutting up. My sister claims she ran around for days yelling bitch and ass. I thought it was funny, but them, not so much. 
 
    It's after six when I arrive at their house. The fall sun is beginning to make its descent into the horizon. I knock on the door and hear the sounds of little footsteps to greet me. Wes comes to the door with a newborn in his arms. He hands him to me. "It's about time." 
 
    I glance down and see that Madison is running around naked with her father's shoes both on the wrong feet. She falls but gets back up before I can offer a hand. 
 
    I follow her into the living room to find my sister folding clothes. She offers her cheek for me to kiss, so I oblige. "It's like a zoo in here." 
 
    "You should be used to it by now," she teases. 
 
    I snicker. "Your kid is naked." As soon as I say it Madison laughs, spreads her legs and pees right in her father's sneaker. 
 
    I smack my forehead lightly from being so shocked, while Cammie rushes over to tend to the mess. 
 
    Wes is back in the room, taking the shoe by the edge and carrying it to the laundry room. I sit on the sofa with Gabe and shake my head as he stares at me. "You poor thing. You live in a crazy house. Maybe Uncle Josh should take you to Grandma's house for a break." 
 
    Of course Cammie is offended. She thinks she's superwoman, managing a marriage, a medical degree and two small children at the same time. It's no wonder she's not medicated. 
 
    It takes both parents a few minutes to clean up the mess, dress Madison and get dinner out of the oven. As soon as we sit to eat, Gabe starts crying to be fed, so Cammie breaks out her bare boob at the table, causing me to gag on my first bite. "Jesus, put that shit away!" It's not every day you see your sister's nipple. 
 
    “I’m breastfeeding. It’s how my child eats. Get over yourself.” 
 
    I’m covering my eyes. “I’ll never be able to rid myself of that image. You’ve damaged me for life. I need therapy.” 
 
    “You needed therapy way before Cammie showed you her tit, Josh,” Wes comments. 
 
    “Keep that shit to yourself.” I throw a paper napkin toward my sister, hoping she’ll use it to cover up, not that I’m ever looking in that direction again. 
 
    I change the subject quickly. “So that chick at the dealership yesterday…” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I was wondering how that went last night. Did you go back?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And?” I hear Cammie ask. 
 
    “And she ended up spending the night with me in the barn.” 
 
    “Josh! You slept with the car salesman?” 
 
    “Saleswoman, and she’s a college student. It’s her dad’s dealership.” 
 
    “Whatever. You’re ridiculous. I hope she doesn’t expect you to ever give her the time of day again. We all know how you roll.”  
 
    I take offense to her comment. “No. She’s different. I might like her.” 
 
    “Dude, for real?” Even Wes is surprised. “I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to know if you like the person before you nail them, so your sister tells me.” 
 
    We both get a kick out of the comment, while Cammie looks like she’s about to come across the table and whip her husband’s butt for supporting me. It took me a while to get used to having to share him. We were once inseparable, but life changed that. Now he’s settled and happy. He’s married to the girl he always wanted, with a couple of beautiful children he loves more than life itself. I envy him and what they’ve built together. I wish I had his motivation. 
 
    Instead I’m unsettled. I’m constantly badgered to do something constructive. My argument seems to only get me so far. I claim that since I’m the youngest and the only son, I’m going to get the house anyway, so why bother moving out? There’s plenty of room now that my three sisters have all moved out and started their adult lives. It’s a win-win for me. 
 
    “I thought you were holding out for Liv,” Cammie rudely announces. 
 
    I can already feel the blood boiling in my veins. Liv is a hard topic with Wes. To some degree I think he’s got every right to feel the way he does. I’m terrible with women, but she’s the reason. She’s always been the reason I couldn’t commit. Up until a couple months ago I had hope that maybe she’d come to her senses and realize I could be everything she needed. She’s that one girl I’ll never be able to get over, probably because I was in constant limbo with what we were to each other. 
 
    “That ain’t going to happen.” 
 
    “If you can’t be with the one you love, love the one you’re with, right?” My sister’s question makes Wes shake his head. He knows better than to say something to piss her off, so I know it’s my job to settle suspicions.  
 
    “We’re no good for each other anyway.” 
 
    “Does this new girl have a name?” 
 
    “Tamsyn,” I reply. 
 
    Wes spits his drink halfway across the table. “That was Tamsyn Ebling?” He’s in disbelief. “I never met her father, and she’s changed her hair. It was always brown when we were kids. Man, I never would have known that chick yesterday was Tamsyn.” 
 
    “She said she was friends with Liv.” 
 
    “Friends?” Wes counters. “They were inseparable. I guess it was middle school. Liv got sent to that private academy and they stopped hanging out. You sure know how to pick them. Wait until my sister hears who you’re dating.” 
 
    “Man, don’t even tell her.” I know he’s going to, and a part of me can’t wait for it to happen, because in the past she came running back to me. I can only hope that it will change her mind. The truth is, I miss her terribly. It would be nice to see her after all the time that’s past. 
 
    Following the conversation and dinner entertainment, I stick around to play cards with the adults. My sister drills me for more information on Tamsyn, while Wes remains shocked he knew her all along. When it’s time to go I say my goodbyes and head out. My sister stops me before I can climb into my truck. “Josh, hang on.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She waits until we’re face to face. “I know you care about Liv, so I wanted to be the one to tell you. She got engaged.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” My voice cracks as I say it. 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie about it, Josh. You’re my little brother. She called Wes yesterday as soon as he got home. We’ve been arguing about telling you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? You really have to ask? Josh, you’ve been obsessed with her. It’s like you’re holding out because you think someday she’ll come back to you.” 
 
    “I am not,” I fight. 
 
    “Yes, you are. Wes knows the signs. He says you’ve been in love with Liv since you were teenagers, but tried to hide it. Apparently she told her brother all about the two of you a while back. Once she came clean it all made sense.” 
 
    “I’m not obsessed.” 
 
    “When is the last time you’ve been in a relationship?” 
 
    I shrug. “Never been interested.” 
 
    “Come on. It’s me you’re talking to, not Dad. Be honest with yourself. This news can’t be easy.” 
 
    Finally I forfeit the argument. “Fine.” My teeth grit together as I consider what this news means for my future. Liv is getting married. She loves another man. It’s never been me. I’ve been wrong this whole time. “It sucks.” I scratch my head and peer in another direction. “What do you want me to say, I’m happy for her? I am.” My brows furrow when I try to be positive. It’s obvious I’m nowhere near okay with it. 
 
    “Could’ve fooled me. I know it’s hard…” She reaches for my shoulder, though I move away so she’s unable to comfort me. I don’t want to feel like this in front of anyone, especially her. She’ll tell Wes, and right now I’m too ashamed to admit I’ve been a fool. There’s nothing they can say or do to make this easier for me.  
 
    “I don’t know what Liv told you, but we’re nothing. We never were more than a good time to each other. Stop reading more into it. I’m good.” I begin to climb into my truck. 
 
    “If you’re so good, then why are you running?” 
 
    “I ain’t running. I’ve got somewhere else I need to be.” 
 
    “Be stubborn. If you need us just call. We love you.” 
 
    “Yeah, love you too. Thanks for dinner. Next time keep your shirt on.” I slam the door and start the engine to prevent from being able to hear anything further. I need to get out of there. It’s impossible to comprehend all the emotions going through my head. I feel sick to my stomach, and I know it’s my own fault. 
 
    Well after midnight, I’m out driving around. My head won’t clear. I’m a mess. I want to smash my fist into something. I want to drive to New York and shake some sense into her. I just want someone to understand what it’s like to lose hope. 
 
    Then it hits me. I know someone going through a similar situation. I pull out my phone and look for the number she left me before we parted ways. I have no clue where she might be, or if she’s even going to answer, but I’m desperate for company. 
 
    “Hello?” Her voice is groggy. 
 
    “Tamsyn, it’s me, Josh. Look, I know it’s late.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I haven’t been able to fall asleep.” 
 
    “Can I see you again?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to? I’ve spent all day reminding myself how much of a mess I was last night.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be asking if I wasn’t certain.” 
 
    “When? I’m free most evenings.” 
 
    “What are you doing right now?” 
 
    I hear a muffled sound on her end of the line. “Right now? Josh, I’m a mess.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what you look like. You look good no matter what. Just tell me where to pick you up.” 
 
    The line is silent for a few seconds. “I’m actually at a hotel. I grabbed my things from the dorm when my roommate wasn’t there. My car is packed to the brim, but I couldn’t face my parents.” 
 
    “Can I come there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Are you all right, Josh? I know we’re not exactly the best of friends, but you sound off.” 
 
    “Just tell me where to go.” 
 
     She gives me directions before the call ends. I know it’s like adding fuel to the fire, but I need to be around someone who won’t be able to make matters worse. Maybe she can lighten the blow. It’s all I can hope for at this point. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Description: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:bigstock-Horseshoe-and-four-leaf-clover-25566524.jpg] 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    I never expected to hear from Josh this soon. Now I’m scatterbrained as I try to primp before he arrives. I jump in the shower and wash every crevice, before applying makeup and dressing in a matching pajama short set. 
 
    Unlike the previous evening, I’m semi-sober, and a lot less distraught. I’ve always thought I was a good judge of character up until yesterday. I have no idea why this man wants to spend time with me, but since I can’t get a lick of sleep, I’m up for the company, even when I know it’s a terrible idea. 
 
    The hotel I’ve checked into has a keycard entrance. Josh shoots me a text when he arrives and I hurry down to get him. The moment our eyes meet I know something is bothering him. He manages a smile, but it’s forced, not like his normal amusing grimace. We stand face to face for a second, awkwardly wondering how to greet each other. He finally opens his arms and welcomes me with a hug. I hear him smelling my hair like he did the night before, obviously looking for something familiar, so I ask right away. “Are you okay, Josh?” 
 
    “I should be asking you the same thing. You’re the one hiding out in a hotel.” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s better than home.” I pull him into the elevator, and as the doors close we part ways and stare at each other from afar. He’s leaning on one side, while I rest my head against the other. I yawn, which causes him to smile. “Have you slept at all?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not really.” 
 
    “You slept last night,” he reminds me. 
 
    “We … The elevator doors open to my floor, so I drop the subject. “This is us.” 
 
    He follows me to the room, and as we walk I know exactly what will happen if I let him inside. This isn’t me. I don’t do this type of thing, but in this instance I can’t imagine being with anyone else. 
 
    It’s strange, wanting the company of this man, and knowing he brings me comfort. We step inside the room, the door closing behind me. I lean on it and wait for him to take in the surroundings. He turns to face me and draws one hand up to stroke the side of my face. “You put makeup on when you knew I was coming, didn’t you?” 
 
    I shrug. “Habit.” 
 
    He sighs heavily. “My day went to shit the moment I dropped you off.” 
 
    I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks. He’s got me flustered already. “What happened?” 
 
    Josh shakes his head. “It’s not important.” He brings both hands up into my hair and brings his lips to mine. He’s slow, his tongue stroking mine once before pulling away. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “What makes you think I can?” 
 
    He pulls me toward the bed. “I’ve seen it happen.” He kicks off his boots and lifts his shirt over his head. I honestly don’t know what to expect. Is he stripping because he thinks we’re going to screw again? Is this how he lives his life. “Hang on. I’m not…” 
 
    “Do you want me to sleep in my jeans?” 
 
    “So you don’t want…Never mind. I thought…” 
 
    “You thought I came for a booty call? It crossed my mind. It would probably help take the edge off my day.” He shakes his head. “I just want some company, Tamsyn.” 
 
    I nod quickly, still unsure of his intentions. “Okay.” 
 
    He finishes undressing until he’s in a pair of boxer briefs, then slips under the covers on one side of the bed. I keep my shirt and cotton shorts on and join him, feeling a bit uncomfortable. He pulls me against his strong, warm body and holds me in a comforting hug. I bring my hands around his back and we lay there saying nothing.  
 
    After a while his gruff voice speaks as softly as he’s able. “Love sucks, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I keep my eyes closed as I say it. “It hurts.” 
 
    “It makes you wonder why people give it another go.” 
 
    “Crazy.” I’m beginning to feel so relaxed that I’m falling victim to my exhaustion. I can feel him playing with the ends of my still damp hair. Something is on his mind, but I don’t want to ask. “I’m glad I met you, Josh. I don’t know what I would have done last night without you around to pick me up.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual.” 
 
    Suddenly I’m wide awake. I sit up with my elbows on his chest and peer into his open eyes. “What are we doing? If this is just sex for you…” 
 
    He kisses me before I can finish, and in those seconds I’m lost again. His hands dig into my hair as he holds me close. Next thing I know my shirt is being lifted over my head. He sits up so I’m straddling him and buries his face in my chest, pressing my breasts together so that he’s able to lick and suck them at the same time. I throw my head back and let him have his way with me, because I can’t deny how good it feels to be wanted. When he begins to work his way down my abdomen I suck in a heavy breath. I know where he’s headed, and it’s freaking me out.  
 
    My fingernails comb through his thick dark hair, while Josh gets comfortable between my legs. He kisses around my right inner thigh, blowing warm air over my exposed pussy. I can feel my body reacting, desperate for this man I hardly know to give me pleasure. I’ve spent the entire day wishing I could regret being with him, yet he’s giving me more reasons not to. 
 
    With the skill of his tongue, he flicks over my lower lips, drawing his saliva around while his gruff face tickles my most sensitive area. I’m going crazy and he hasn’t even gotten to the good part. A tiny cry escapes me when I feel his warm tool circle over my clit. My nipples tingle, my back arching as two fingers dive into my channel. Josh brings his head up to look  for my reaction. He snickers, those dimples full, before ducking down and getting to work.  
 
    He’s going at it, causing my toes to curl as I begin to experience my first orgasm. I’m crying out, one hand digging into his hair while the other clings to the sheets beneath us. My body trembles as he kisses his way up, removing his fingers, but still petting the tender area. His mouth courses over mine as his sex-drunk eyes try to read my expression. “I can’t get enough of you.” 
 
    I bite down on my lip and come to the realization that there’s no way I can ask him to stop. I want him, every single bit of what he has to offer. He’s a distraction from my terrible life, and like it or not, I need him. 
 
    “Then why don’t you get back down there and do it again.” 
 
    He snarls. “My pleasure.” He starts, only to stop and say one more thing. “Don’t fall asleep on me. The best is yet to come, beautiful,” he whispers while dragging his lips over my wet pussy until I crumble again. 
 
    The next time Josh’s body slips up, he’s shoving his boxers off his legs. I place both hands on either side of his face and pull him into a kiss, while he focuses on being inside of me. He’s slow, steady watching me as he fills my tight walls. I hold my breath until he’s as far as it can go, then exhale before his lips crash over mine again. 
 
    Josh is a great kisser. His tongue is always soft and slow. After a few minutes he flips us around so that I’m able to ride him. I sit up straight and catch him taking me in. My long blonde hair falls down covering my breasts, so he shoves it off each shoulder for a better view. I bring his hands up so they’re cupping my nipples as I begin rocking back and forth. I start with a good rhythm, but immediately begin to feel another orgasm hitting me, so I go with it. He’s helping me go faster by grabbing onto my hips. I’m grinding against him, skin on skin, feeling my own release trickling down as we go at it. My cries are matched by his own moans. Sweat begins to form over my skin, as well as his. I’m determined to keep at it, no matter if my thighs ache and I’m panting for a break. Josh cups my ass cheeks. I can feel his fingernails digging into my skin, and can tell from the look on his face that he’s about to explode. In that instant I’m caught off guard by another bout of my own ecstasy. I’m whimpering against his chest when he kisses me on top of my head. “You okay?” His fingers tickle my back when he continues. “With this, I mean?” 
 
    I close my eyes, refusing to come down from the high to consider this could be a terrible idea. “Yeah. I’m good.” 
 
    “Good. Get some sleep, beautiful.” 
 
    “What about you?” I manage to ask. 
 
    “You helped.” 
 
    It’s nice to feel like I’ve done something right for a change, especially when I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure out what I did to warrant my boyfriend to cheat on me. 
 
      
 
    A rumbling snore awakens me. My cheek is stuck to his chest as I attempt to sit up. Suddenly realizing where I am, and who I’m lying on top of, I smile. It only takes me a few seconds to realize he’s still inside of me, semi-erect. The thought of it sends quakes to the inner walls of my channel, causing me to slowly start moving again. I brush my lips over his, feeling him stir as I do it. His eyes flicker open, a smile forming across his handsome face. “Well hello to you too.” 
 
    I keep moving, sitting up with my back sort of arched to give him a better angle to watch. He puts one arm behind his back and lets me do all the work this time. I sway my hips around, dually pleasuring us both simultaneously. He’s groaning and focused, but stops me abruptly. “Flip over.” 
 
    “Huh?” I wonder if I’m boring him. 
 
    “My turn.” He slaps on my ass and helps me get into the new position, with my butt in the air and my face against the mattress. He wastes no time entering me while he teases my rear entrance with his thumb. I’m crying out against the white sheets when I feel the pressure of it penetrating my hole. My pussy quakes as waves of delightful bliss rip through my core, continuously while he pumps into me again and again. 
 
    A little later we’re famished. I have no idea of the time, and I don’t care. That’s how being with Josh is. If I could live like this every day there would be no need for coping with the loss of my previous relationship, yet I know this isn’t the answer. It’s a temporary solution, and just like every good thing in the world, it won’t last. 
 
    Josh and I adjust in the bed.  
 
    He suggests we order a pizza. He even goes down to the lobby to meet the delivery man and pay for it. While he’s gone, I hurry into the bathroom and quickly shower, cleaning every orifice the best I’m able to. When he returns, he sees what I’ve done and shakes his head. “I would have been up for a shower if you’d only asked.” 
 
    “Sorry. I wanted to freshen up, in case you wanted to, well you know.” 
 
    He tosses the pizza box on the bed and takes my hand. “I think you’re starting to like me, Tamsyn. It’s a terrible idea.” When he says it he looks away, as if he can’t stand to see the look of disappointment in my eyes. 
 
    I challenge him. “What are you afraid of, Josh? Does it bother you that you came to me this time?” 
 
    “It’s not that. You’re the type of woman who expects more than I’m capable of giving.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a relationship. You’re the one who wanted to see me again.” 
 
    “True.” He finally looks at me again, those green eyes making me wish I wasn’t standing in a towel wondering if this is the end of our encounter. 
 
    “I played hard to get because the idea of wanting another man terrified me. I wasn’t looking for whatever this is, but I also never thought I’d sleep with someone I barely knew. You’re here. You came to me. I obviously have something you want. Maybe I’m selfish for using you to deal with what I’m going through. Maybe you’re using me to fill some sexual void. I don’t care.” I feel empowered, as if this epiphany has provided me with the power to overcome any obstacle standing in my way of happiness. 
 
    Josh sighs. He pulls me closer and leans forward to kiss my awaiting lips. “I don’t have a sexual void.” 
 
    My brow raises. “Oh really? Do you have an entourage of women at your beck and call?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No.” 
 
    This surprises me. “Are you lying to me?” 
 
    He repeats the same process, his head moving from side to side, with the same response. “No.” 
 
    I swallow a lump in my throat and ask what’s on my mind. “When is the last time you were intimate with another woman?” 
 
    “Months.” He snickers. “You done?” 
 
    “Are you clean? We’ve obviously been having unprotected sex. It’s partly my fault, because I let it happen. I just don’t want to wake up with herpes or worse.” 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about. I’m usually pretty careful.” 
 
    “Why me then?” 
 
    Josh shrugs. “I didn’t expect it to happen last night. You were a fucking mess. I got carried away.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    He brushes my hair behind my ear on one side. “I’m selfish for coming here. I know that.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came.” 
 
    He motions toward the bed. “Get back in bed and prove it.” 
 
    The towel drops, leaving me completely naked and vulnerable. He crouches down and plants a soft kiss on the skin of my pussy. “Maybe I don’t like leaving things unfinished.” 
 
    He backs me up on the bed and immediately joins me. We wrestle around, until we’re mangled in between the sheets and each other. When it’s quiet again I ask one final question so I know where we stand. “What happens when you finish? Is this over? Will I just be another notch in your bedpost?” 
 
    He counters with a reply I’d never expect. “There’s a possibility it might never happen. We’ll just have to keep spending time together until we can figure it all out. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I should, but I don’t.” 
 
    He takes my hand and kisses it. “I’d like this to continue, Tamsyn.” 
 
    “This could be bad for both of us.” 
 
    “Yeah, well nothing good ever comes easy.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to do this, you and me?” I’m giddy talking about it, not the way a woman should feel after breaking up with someone she thought she loved. 
 
    “Sure.” He seems confident. 
 
    “I have nothing left to lose, so give it your best shot.” 
 
      
 
    We face one another and talk for hours about life. I tell him about Shaun and everything we’d been through, the good and bad. He talks about being in love once, but how she didn’t feel the same way toward him. I think it was Livvy, but I’m too afraid to ask. I’d rather not know than worry if he compares every other woman to her. Since she’s always been beautiful and independent, I’m threatened by her. I can remember wishing I had her life instead of my boring middle class parents. Knowing she’s been with Josh only makes it harder to digest. I’ve always been a little jealous, not like the stalker type, but worried about other women wanting the men I’m involved with. Joshua Healy is the type of man who could have anyone he wanted. Women have probably thrown themselves at him and his cousins. Far be it from me to assume I’m the only person he’s currently seeing, even if he says it’s true. I have to go into this with one eye open, because if I don’t I’m afraid I could lose myself in him.  
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    Chapter 9 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    If Liv can walk away from what we had and marry someone else, I need to reevaluate everything I’ve ever believed to be true.  
 
    She never loved me.  
 
    It’s a hard blow for anyone with feelings to endure, but especially difficult for me, because she’s the only person I’ve ever had that type of connection with. It’s mostly my fault. I’ve never given another woman a chance.  
 
    After leaving Wes and Cammie’s house, my mind is all over the place, but there was one constant that kept me feeling as if it was time to throw in the towel and start over fresh. I can’t dwell on what will never be, but I can find someone else that enjoys my company as much as I enjoy hers.  
 
    I didn’t expect much when I picked Tamsyn up from the dealership. She was a blubbering mess, with her mind set on getting sloppy drunk until she couldn’t think about her problems. Not only did I successfully help her achieve those goals, but I somehow fell victim to my own desires. 
 
    In some perverse way, I think Tamsyn represents a part of Liv I always wanted to hold on to. She knew her when we first started whatever it was between us. It's sick. I don't want the reminders, in fact I'd prefer it if I could forget they ever happened and focus solely on this beautiful woman in front of me. She's extremely my type; attractive, outgoing, thoughtful, and straight forward. She's a victim of her own heart, which is something else we have is common. Wanting her is dangerous, but I know if I stop for a second I'll be forced to walk away, because it's what I've always done. For some reason this time feels different. When we part I have the urge to run right back. As she stares into my eyes I'm getting lost in the moment, forgetting the real purpose that I've sought her out. 
 
    I don't have to pretend with her. She doesn't expect me to live up to some false image because of who my family is. She's not out to change me, or tell me I'll never be good enough. I realize it's new and things could change, but for the time being I'm content, and that says a lot. I'm never comfortable like this. Sure, I wanted to fuck her from the moment I first set eyes on her, but now that it's happened, I can't find a reason good enough to stay away. 
 
    Neither of us get much sleep. In the morning, Tamsyn checks out of the hotel room, and I treat her to a pancake breakfast at a local restaurant before she needs to head to class, while I have to show up for work on the ranch. I’ve already gotten a few calls wondering where I’ve been, not that I’m worried about it. It’s not like they can fire me. My mom wouldn’t have it. She’d raise hell to my father and I’d be back in the fields after several days. I know this, because it’s happened a couple of times before. I suppose it’s to teach me a lesson, not that it has. 
 
     At breakfast, I sit across from a gorgeous blonde I want to know better. We talked for hours, which is something I’m not used to doing, with anyone, much less a women. She’s interesting, and aside from her recent breakup, she’s pretty damn fun. We like the same music, and when I heard she’s into video gaming I swear my dick got hard. Every once in a while we catch gazes and all I can think about is her being naked in my arms.  
 
    I actually like this girl. What started as some kind of ridiculous conquest could turn into something neither of us expected and it excites me, especially when there is nothing left to fall back on. Liv isn’t going to show up and give me more false hope. That part of my life is over, and like my parents have been telling me for years, it’s time to grow up and take responsibility of my life. I can’t depend on other people to be happy, or find some sort of independence. I don’t know where this relationship will go, but I’m willing to give it a try if she is. Knowing we’re both in a bad place, it worries me, though I’ve never done anything by the rules, so why start now? 
 
    It’s a little discouraging when we stand next to our two vehicles in the parking lot of the diner and have to say goodbye.  
 
    I run my hand through her wavy blonde locks as I speak. “What are you doing this weekend?” 
 
    She shrugs. “My schedule is open. I mean, I probably have to work for a bit on Saturday at the dealership, but afterwards I’m available.” 
 
    “I’d like to take you out if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “It’s okay with me, Josh.” 
 
    I kiss her on the forehead and close my eyes as I do it, holding my lips there for an extended amount of time.  
 
    Her arms come around to my back and hold me near. We remain this way for quite some time, neither of us speaking. Then I back away so I can look into her fearful eyes. “If for some reason you change your mind, at least shoot me a text. I can handle rejection much better from afar.” 
 
    She manages to smile. “Should we call each other tonight, or did you want to just wait to speak again this weekend?” 
 
    I take her by the chin and plant a much needed kiss on those pouty lips. “I’ll call you tonight.” 
 
    I start walking to my truck when I hear her call my name. “Josh…” 
 
    I turn and see her standing in the same position as before. “You will call me, right? I mean, this isn’t goodbye?” She shakes her head. “Sorry. This is so new to me. I’m not really sure how to date, if that’s what you’d call this.” 
 
    I don’t move closer when I reply. “Is that what you want to call it?” 
 
    “Is it too soon?” She asks. 
 
    “Would you rather say we’re fucking?” I announce while a guy our age is walking by. 
 
    She covers her mouth with one hand. “I can’t believe you did that.” 
 
    “Ashamed of me?” 
 
    She hurries toward me, getting on her tippy toes to be able to kiss me on the cheek. “Overwhelmed is more like it.” 
 
    “I’m like a storm. I come rolling in with little warning, and when I’m done there’s usually a mess to clean up. You may want to take that warning and run while you still have the chance.” 
 
    “It’s my decision to make.” 
 
    “That it is, beautiful.” 
 
    “I’ll text you my gaming name tonight. Maybe you can hit me up on Xbox.” 
 
    “Damn, hook, line and sinker, woman.” 
 
    She’s laughing when she climbs into her car. I wait for her to back up before proceeding to mine, waving as I watch her driving away. 
 
      
 
    I catch hell back at the ranch. We’re tilling the field to plant winter wheat, so thankfully I hop on a machine to drown out the wise cracks for a while. My father, Uncle Ty, and cousins, Jake and Jax already know I’m involved with someone new. The twins have done a bang up job spreading the word throughout the family. I’ve even gotten text messages from my other two sisters, Callie and Cassie. They’re all the same.  
 
    Be nice to this one. 
 
    Don’t screw this up. 
 
    When can we meet her? 
 
      
 
    After my work is done, I head to my mom’s hair salon to get a trim. I can already tell she and my aunt are ready to gossip. 
 
    I sit in her chair and wait in anticipation, because unlike the other women I’ve involved myself with, she’s an exception. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you stay last night?” My mom asks while messing with the top of my head. 
 
    “I was out with someone. I thought once I hit my twenties I could come and go as I please.” 
 
    “We’d still like to know what you’re doing. I’ll never stop worrying.” 
 
    “I’m seeing this new girl.” 
 
    “The one from the dealership?” My Aunt Miranda inquires from across the room.  
 
    “You must have seen one of the twins if you know about that. They’ve got big mouths, and Wes never should have told everyone about it.” 
 
    “Your Uncle Ty told me about it last night.” 
 
    “Is it serious?” My mom interrupts. 
 
    I keep my head still while responding. “I only just met her a couple days ago.” 
 
    “You should bring her to Sunday dinner,” Aunt Miranda suggests. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    My mom is shocked. “It would be great, especially if you plan on bringing her around the ranch again. We don’t have secrets here, son.” 
 
    “So I’ve gathered.” 
 
      
 
    Then I’m bombarded with questions. 
 
      
 
    What does she do for a living? 
 
    Who are her parents? 
 
    Have I met them? 
 
    Am I seeing her tonight? 
 
    Does she know about my track record? 
 
    Is something wrong with her? 
 
    Am I ready to settle down? 
 
      
 
    I’m drained when I leave the salon, but optimistic when a text comes through my phone. It’s from Tamsyn and I recognize it as her gamer name. The message says nothing else so I don’t respond. I know where to find her. 
 
      
 
    After a hot shower, I grab something to eat and head to my room. I should probably tidy up, but I’m too focused on seeing if Tamsyn is online to worry about the petty shit. It takes me a few minutes to plug in her information, and I’m disappointed when she’s not online, so I shoot her a message. 
 
    You playing? – Josh 
 
    Still setting everything up in my new dorm room. Oh yeah, I’ll tell you about it in a second. Give me five. – Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    I stare at the screen like my life depends on it, also reminding me how interested I am in this new woman. I couldn’t have picked her better if I had a selection. My only fear is that I’m going to screw it up, because I don’t know the first thing about being a boyfriend, if that’s even what I am. At this point I’m just taking it day by day and seeing where it leads.  
 
    My stomach jumps when I see her online. I immediately turn on the game we talked about and we start on a joint mission. 
 
    Then I hear her sweet voice on my headset. “You there?” 
 
    “You’ve got me.” 
 
    We start getting in to the game for a few minutes, me throwing some grenades, while she focuses on taking out some enemy forces hiding behind some metal storage bins. When we complete the task I pause my side so I can talk. “You say you moved into a new room?” 
 
    “Yeah. Someone isn’t returning this semester. She was in one of my classes, but I didn’t know her well. When I went to the housing office they told me I could move in right away. It was just a matter of paperwork.” 
 
    “That’s great, right?” 
 
    “I may still run into them, but it’s better. Now I can stay in my room and avoid them if I have to.” 
 
    “What about the new roommate? Is she hot?” I tease. 
 
    “Do you want me to bitch slap you through the television screen?” 
 
    “I might like it.” 
 
    “You would,” she laughs. “I met her this morning. She’s a sophomore. I’m pretty sure she’s into girls. If you saw her you’d think she was a guy. She dresses and talks like one. 
 
    “Maybe I should feel threatened. They say most girl on girl experiences are in college.” 
 
    “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    I keep on her. “If it does, make sure you call me, or at least video it.” 
 
    “Josh, be serious.” 
 
    “I am, darlin’.” 
 
    “How was your day?” She changes the subject. 
 
    “Not good at all.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I was missing you,” I say with an ornery grin. 
 
    “You’re crazy. It’s only been hours. I’m sure you’ll survive.” 
 
    “I think I may need mouth to mouth. You better brush up on your CPR technique and come right over.” 
 
    After she laughs the line goes silent again, only the music from our paused game remains.  
 
    “Is it bad if I miss you too?” 
 
    “It’s real good to hear.” 
 
    My stomach knots up. I’m excited. It’s unlike me to react this way, and it’s how I know I’m going to be able to get over my unresolved feelings for Liv. It may not be with Tamsyn. At some point we could part ways, but at least I’ll know there’s a chance at me finding someone who wants me. It’s all I could hope for at this point. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    It’s now been six days since Joshua Healy swept in to save me from myself. In that amount of time we’ve talked every single free moment. We’ve made a pact not to see each other until tonight, but it hasn’t been easy. I can’t remember wanting another man the way I crave him. Just hearing his voice over the phone or an internet connect gets me all hot and bothered, and heaven forbid some other person was listening to our online gaming conversations, because they tend to get a bit racy, and dirty. 
 
    He hasn’t told me where we’re headed tonight, but said not to get too dressed up. He’s also asked me to bring a change of clothes, so I can’t begin to guess what I’m about to experience.  
 
    I hardly make it through a few hours at the dealership because I’m so eager to get to the date. 
 
    My new dorm room has been a blessing. I keep to myself, and appreciate that the girl I share the room with is hardly ever there. Apparently she’s part of a sorority, but still spends half her time at the dorm.  
 
    She’s nice. I can see myself being friends with her while I’m in school. I’ve made her aware of my situation, so she’s been pretty supportive, always asking if I’m okay. It’s nice to feel cared about. She even offered to beat Shaun’s ass, which I don’t think is entirely possible, but I appreciate the thought just as much. 
 
    I’ve changed my clothes so many times that I’m running out of options. Josh is due to pick me up any minute, and even though I’ve showered, done my hair, and applied a little makeup, I’m standing in my underwear dumbfounded. 
 
    A knock on the door causes me to jump. I run in the direction, but don’t open it right away in case it’s someone else. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Just a lonesome handsome cowboy, looking for his beauty queen.” 
 
    I crack up, move out of the way, and allow him entrance. 
 
    He immediately takes me in. “I’m good with the clothing choice, but I’m not sure it’s allowed in public restaurants. You at least need shoes and a shirt.” 
 
    I pat him on the chest as he pulls me into a welcomed embrace. “I forgot how nice you feel.” We kiss slowly, as if nothing else is waiting. “It’s good to see you, Tamsyn.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    I back away and open my arms. “I’ve tried on everything in my closet and you show up here in a pair of jeans.” 
 
    “I told you don’t get too dressed up. Wear anything. I’m sure you’ll look fantastic. Just hurry up. Our table is ready in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Our table?” 
 
    “Did you think we were going to a drive-thru?” 
 
    “No,” I hesitate. “I honestly didn’t know what to expect.” 
 
    He clenches his jaw as he attempts to read me. “Normally I’d take a female to a nice place to eat with hopes that I’d impress her enough to warrant a late night thank you, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    I smirk. “Yeah, I get it.” 
 
    He lifts my chin so I’m unable to look away. “It doesn’t apply to this date. Unless you think I need to work to get into these panties.” He tugs on them as he explains.  
 
    “What if I said I wanted to slow things down?” 
 
    Josh takes a step back. He crosses his arms and shakes his head with a big smile forming at each side of his lips. “Then I’d have to respect your wishes, but I won’t like them.” 
 
    “Because you’re used to getting what you want?” 
 
    A nod says it all. “Yeah, that’s right. I am.” 
 
    “Because you’re used to being with people who will give you what you want, and if they don’t you’ll move on, right?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I reckon that’s right.” 
 
    “So by me saying I want to slow down, it’s possible I could be ending whatever this is between us.” 
 
    “You’re putting words in my mouth that I didn’t say.” 
 
    “I just need to make sure this isn’t all fun and games for you, because if it is, we need to quit while we’re both ahead.” 
 
    I can tell he’s shaken by my buoyant behavior, so I reiterate. “Sorry. I’m only saying it because I don’t want to get to hurt.” 
 
    “I can’t promise I won’t hurt your feelings. I’m a simple man with simple needs. I’m interested in you and I’d like to keep seeing you, but if you’re having second thoughts I’m willing to step back.” 
 
    “Let’s start with dinner.” 
 
    He points to a pair of jeans on the bed. “Wear those. Oh,” he states while sitting down in a chair to wait. “Don’t forget a change of clothes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a while.” 
 
    I want to trust this man, because he’s beautiful and wholesome and a lot more things I’d love to explore. That’s what scares me. I feel like he’s too good to be true, and far be it from me to assume any man would want to change for me. 
 
    Regardless of my doubts, I dress quickly and pack a bag of necessities, including my toothbrush that he has me toss in at the last minute. “What are you up to?” 
 
    “You’ll see. By the way, you look gorgeous.” 
 
    I’m blushing again. “Thanks.” 
 
    He pulls his fingers through some of my long hair. “How long have you been blonde?” 
 
    “A couple years, why?” 
 
    “No reason. I just wonder how you’d look as a brunette.” 
 
    “Plain,” I reply. 
 
    He snickers. “I highly doubt that’s possible.” 
 
    “It’s true. Are you into brunettes?” I suddenly want to know, like I’d go and change my hair if it would win his heart. How silly is that? 
 
    “I don’t have a preference, but in my honest opinion, after seeing you without makeup, I’d say you don’t need to do all the work you put into your hair and face every day.” 
 
    I shove him. “You’re totally trying to have sex with me, aren’t you?” 
 
    He nods. “No. As much as I’d enjoy it, I’m being serious.” 
 
    “I thought it was my blonde hair that got your attention.” 
 
    “I wasn’t looking at your hair.” 
 
      
 
    After a short drive down long country roads, we pull into a packed parking lot. The building itself looks rundown, but it’s obvious the place is popular, so I’m optimistic I’ll like it. 
 
    Josh meets me at the front of the truck and walks beside me. When it’s time to walk inside he takes my hand. We’re greeted by a hostess who leads us to a room in the back where candle lit tables are all that aluminate the space. As we’re seated, Josh orders a beer, so I follow his lead and get the same, but change my mind at the last minute when I see they have a wine menu.  
 
    I wait until we’re alone again to speak. “So, what kind of food does this place have?” 
 
    “The best steak you’ll ever sink your teeth into. The filet minion is what I always order.” 
 
    “What if I don’t eat red meat?” 
 
    He closes his menu and slides it forward. “This date is over.” 
 
    “What?” I’m a bit taken back. 
 
    Then he laughs and picks it up again. “They have vegetarian meals and other entrees to choose from. Pick something you’d like.” 
 
    “I happen to enjoy eating meat, Josh. I was only kidding.” 
 
    “I knew that,” he taunts back. 
 
    Josh’s mild mannerism continues as we order and start enjoying our meal. When we finish, I’m on my third glass of wine and feeling a bit buzzed. He pays for the meal and holds my hand as we exit the establishment. Then, much to my surprise, he walks me to the passenger side of the vehicle and helps me inside. When he joins me in the driver’s seat, he waits to start the truck. “How am I doing?” 
 
    I smirk. “So far so good. Are you sure you haven’t done this before?” 
 
    Josh leans on the steering wheel while keeping his gaze on me. “I’ve only ever eaten here with my family and Wes. That’s the truth.” 
 
    “Should I feel honored?” I’m speechless. It certainly makes a girl feel special, that’s for sure. 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    “Where to next?” 
 
    He starts the ignition. “I’m taking you home, beautiful.” He waits for me to react before continuing. “To my home, I mean. You and I are going to hang out.” 
 
    “In the barn?” 
 
    “No. My house.” 
 
    “Are your parents home?” I’m worried. I’ve stuffed my face. I’m bloated. Not to mention having way too much to be able to keep my composure while they look me up and down and judge me. 
 
    “They’re playing cards with my family over at my Uncle’s place. They won’t be home until after midnight. Besides, I thought you might be interested in checking out this new game I picked up earlier today.” He reaches in the back seat and pulls a video game from a plastic bag. I can hardly believe my eyes. It’s been sold out since it released on Tuesday. I know, because I’ve had one ordered and got a notification that it was delayed.  
 
    “How did you get this?” 
 
    “I preordered it. My buddy works at the game shop. He called to tell me it was there earlier in the week and I’ve been too busy to pick it up.” 
 
    “Tell me you have more than one paddle at your house.” 
 
    “I’ve got a lot more than that. So are you up for an all night duel?” 
 
    I bite on my bottom lip and smile from cheek to cheek. I know it’s nerdy and most people won’t understand, but this makes me giddy. “You bet your ass I am.” 
 
    Even though I've been to the ranch before, I still feel a bit overwhelmed when we enter the property. It's dark, so I'm unsure exactly which road we've taken to arrive in front of his parents large country home. From the outside lights, I can see it has a wrap around porch, and that the color of the house is either yellow or tan. Josh waits for me to grab my bag before he leads me up the stairs and then inside. 
 
    Immediately I smell cinnamon. A small lamp has been left on in the front living room, and one of those wax warmers sits beside it, probably where the scent emanates. A set of stairs face me, and up them are tons of pictures strategically hung on either side of the walls. In the distance I can see the entryway to the kitchen, but Josh doesn't give me the tour. Instead he takes my hand and pulls me up the stairs. We get to a foyer at the top and he turns to face me. "Promise you won't judge me?" 
 
    "How bad is it?" I'm picturing naked posters and bottles of Vaseline on his nightstand with porn magazines all over the floor. Instead he opens the door and I realize it's nothing less of a disaster. 
 
    "Wow. Is anything dead in here?" It doesn't smell. I'm just praying that there's nothing under the heaps of dirty laundry that's going to jump out and attack me. 
 
    He's laughing, like my disgust amuses him. "Another thing you don't like about me. You wanted honest, well it doesn’t get much more real than this." 
 
    Being a neat freak has its benefits. I don't lose things. "You bring women up here like this?" 
 
    "On occasion." He sits down on his bed. "Deal breaker?" 
 
    "That depends," I say as I pick up a few empty cans of soda. 
 
    "On what?" 
 
    "On if you're willing to help me clean it, because there is no way I’m sleeping in here with it like this. I feel like I’ve entered my fifteen year old boyfriend’s room. Your mother must want to hog tie you up and bleach you." 
 
    "I like it this way," he argues. “When it gets too bad, my mom comes in and straightens up.” 
 
    "And you think that’s okay? Wow. I knew you were spoiled, but this…” I shake my head some more. “I really hope you don’t expect me to stay here with you." 
 
    Josh shrugs. "I was going to suggest you sleep down the hall, since you want to take things slow. Your words, not mine." 
 
    I pick up a pillow and throw it at him. "If you want to ever have permission to get in my pants again, you’re going to have to tidy this place, or else I'll be forced to take this body somewhere else." 
 
    "You wouldn't dare," he tests. 
 
    I probably won't, but he doesn't know that. 
 
    "Try me." 
 
    He mumbles something under his breath and shakes his head. "I've got a better idea. Go on down the stairs and look around. I saw you eying up the photographs. When you're done you won't recognize the room. You'll see." 
 
    “I’d rather help.” 
 
    “No faith that I can get the job done?” 
 
    “I’m a bit scared I may never see you again. Someone could get lost in the heaps of laundry.” 
 
    He points at me and chuckles. “I want you to know, I wouldn’t do this for just anyone.” 
 
    “I feel unequivocally special. Beyond words,” I say sarcastically. 
 
    Josh takes my hand and pulls me on top of him. We’re wrestling around in the sheets, him tickling me until I scream for him to stop. Then he’s hovering over me, those lime green eyes peering into my soul. My hands reach up and rest on each of his cheeks, his stubble tickling my palms. In that moment nothing matters. This is how he affects me. It’s how I know I can’t let this beautiful man slip away, not when I need this. I’m desperate, but not because I need some boyfriend void filled. It’s something else; something more powerful than I’m willing to wrap my head around. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    I’d do anything to impress Tamsyn, and as much as that bothers me, it’salso another reminder that it’s time to grow up. She strips the bed of it’s sheets, while I grab her a new set to put on. While she’s focused on one task, I gather all of my dirty clothes, which is most of the mess, and take them to the laundry room. While downstairs, I gather some cleaning supplies and a broom, but lastly a trash bag. By the time I’m back upstairs, she’s putting clean cases on each pillow. 
 
    Tamsyn smiles when she sees my hands full of items that will get my room in top shape. I shake out the bag and put it over my head, pretending to suffocate myself like being made to do this is enough to warrant a suicide. When I don’t get the response I’m hoping for, I take it back off and begin picking up the packages, cans, and other trash in the room. 
 
    Not even ten minutes later it’s looking pretty damn good. Tamsyn has parked her sexy, petite body on my bed, and it’s distracting, to say the least. If I miss a spot, she points and orders me around. Normally I’d be taking the female home with plans on erasing her number as soon as her ass left the seat of my truck, but she’s an exception.  
 
    When I locate it, I toss her the remote control, so maybe she’ll be distracted from watching what I’m doing. She crosses her legs and begins searching the channels. When I hear screaming my focus turns to the screen. She’s watching a zombie flick and I’m already interested, so I slip in the bed beside her and rest my head on her lap. Her fingers play in my hair, and from this position I could fall asleep easily. 
 
    We’re quiet for most of the movie, but as soon as the credits roll she’s patting me to sit up. “Are we going to play the game or what?” 
 
    “You’re the one who turned on the movie.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and points to the matching gaming chairs at the foot of my bed, which she can now see because they aren’t covered in laundry. 
 
    A few moments later we’re going at it, each of us being timed on our separate missions. When I’m doing better she opts to physically distract me, by climbing on my lap and grinding her ass around. As much as I’m into the game, she knows she’s messing with a ticking time bomb. I can only take so much humping before I lose my shit and have to have her. 
 
    The game is still on, but we’ve ditched our paddles. We’re rolling around on the floor, our clothes coming off quickly and scattering around the clean space. When she’s shirtless, I lift her body so that I’m able to savor each of her perfect breasts. She’s got her arms around my neck while I work, tiny sounds escaping her lips each time I suck on her hardened nipples.  
 
    We’re too distracted with each other to hear someone at my bedroom door. When I know it’s been opened, I quickly shield her from whoever is interrupting. “Do you mind?” 
 
    My mom spins so her back is turned to us. “Oh god! I didn’t know you had company. I just wanted you to turn the volume down on your game.” 
 
    Tamsyn locates my T-shirt and throws it on, patting her hair down as she tries to regain composure. With my pants unzipped, belt hanging, and no shirt on, I stand and reach for her to join me. My shirt looks like a dress, not that I’m worried. “Mom, you can turn around.” 
 
    She moves slowly, as if she’s worried she’s going to get another eye full. 
 
    “This is Tamsyn. Tamsyn, this is my mom, Amy.” 
 
    The girls say hello, but I can tell both are downright uncomfortable. “We were...” 
 
    “Joshua, I’m not naïve. Just keep it down, that’s all I ask.” 
 
    As soon as the door shuts I feel Tamsyn leaving my side. She’s sulking in the gamer chair, worried she’s made a terrible impression. “Don’t be like that,” I tell her. 
 
    “She hates me. She thinks I’m a whore. My god, I think I am too.” 
 
    I’m laughing at her assumption. “You’re not. My mom ain’t like that. You’ll see. By morning she’ll forget all about it.” 
 
    “I can’t face her. She’s probably telling your father you have a floosy in your room.” 
 
    It’s hard to keep a straight face when she’s being this irrational. “You’re not the first female she’s walked in on.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to make me feel better or worse?” 
 
    I shrug. “You’re the one who wanted to get frisky.” 
 
    Her hands go up in the air. She’s pissed, and I can either calm her down, or prepare to drive her back to her dorm. 
 
    “Okay, that’s not fair. Look, I’m sorry. This whole dating thing is new to me. I’ve brought other women home before. I’ve never lied about the person I am, Tamsyn. I’m an adult. My mom has tits. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “It is for me,” she argues. “I don’t want to make a bad first impression. You may not care because in a week you’ll tire of me, but I could see her somewhere in the future and would like her to think of me as a good person, not some slut her son screwed around with for a while.” 
 
    I can see how that would be a problem for her. I clear my throat before attempting to make peace. “You’re right. You’re not like the girls I’ve brought home before. Get dressed and come downstairs when you have your things with you.” 
 
    “Wait? What? You want to take me home?” She thinks I’m rejecting her. 
 
    “Just do what I ask. I’ll explain when you come downstairs.” 
 
    While I leave her to get in a respectable condition, I locate my parents in the kitchen. Mom is doing some dishes while my father leans on the counter next to her facing me. “Hey,” I announce so I have both of their attention. “So, that new chick I’m seeing is sort of freaked out about the situation we were in. She’s worried you’ll think negatively toward her.” 
 
    “I don’t know her,” my mom admits. “Why would I be negative?” 
 
    “Just do me a favor and start over fresh. She’s about to come downstairs, and I know it’s late, but I need you both to formally meet her. It’s important to me.” 
 
    This gets both of my parents’ attention. 
 
    My dad is the first to respond. “Are we hearing you right, son?” 
 
    I smirk and shake my head. “Yeah, you are. Come into the living room with me and put on a smile. She’s a nice girl, better than I deserve.” 
 
    My parents follow me into the living room at the same time Tamsyn is coming down the stairs. The first thing I notice is that she has tears in her eyes, so I meet her before she’s at the bottom step. “Why are you crying?” I whisper. 
 
    “Because I screwed up and now you want me gone.” 
 
    I wipe her eyes with my thumbs and turn to face my awaiting parents. “Mom, Dad, this is Tamsyn, the woman I’ve been seeing.” 
 
    My mom walks over and takes Tamsyn by the hands. She’s smiling, friendly, but mostly doing her best to make her feel like she’s welcome. “We’re very happy to meet you.” 
 
    My dad is still in the same position. I can tell he’s had a few drinks while playing cards with the family. “What’s a pretty little thing like you hanging out with this guy?” He jokes. 
 
    She snickers. “He’s not that bad.” 
 
    “He cleaned his room, Conner. Give the guy a break.” 
 
    My dad chuckles while approaching Tamsyn. “Darlin’, if he cleaned his room for you, it must be serious. You kids have fun. I’m hitting the sack.” 
 
    Mom mother waits until he leaves to speak again. “Do you eat breakfast?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. If you stay the night, make sure you join us. It’s always a big to-do here on the ranch.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, is it okay if she sleeps in Cammie’s room? She packed a bag in case it got too late for me to want to drive her back to campus.” 
 
    My mom is shocked. If I could pick her jaw up from the floor, I would. “Well, of course. The sheets are clean. I just put them on last week. Just make sure her bathroom has toilet paper.” 
 
    “Thank you. I won’t be any trouble,” Tamsyn explains. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. See you both in the morning.” 
 
    When my mom passes by us she turns and gives me a thumbs up. I’ve never see this kind of response and wonder if it’s a show or she actually likes Tamsyn. At any rate, I think I’ve managed to make amends with my new lady friend.  
 
    I lace our fingers together. “How about we finish our game before bed?” 
 
    “I thought you were taking me home?” 
 
    “Do you want me to?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our second attempt at playing a video game in the same room ends the way the first did. We’re fully engulfed in a make out session for quite some time before we stop for air. “If we keep at this I’m going to ask you to sleep in here with me, and I’m really trying hard to be a gentlemen tonight.” 
 
    I’m on my gaming chair, with Tamsyn straddling my lap. My hands are down around her ass, while hers sit at the back of my neck. “Tell me something I don’t know about you, Josh.” 
 
    “I used to be a huge pot head in high school, and up until a couple months ago I was still doing it often.” 
 
    “What changed?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If it’s around I’ll have a couple hits, but it doesn’t work as good anymore. Maybe I’m immune.” I paused for a second. “What about you? Tell me something I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Every man I’ve ever cared about has let me down, my father included.” 
 
    “Wow. Really?” 
 
    She nods. “Every boyfriend I’ve ever had cheated on me one way or another. Maybe I’m just a bad girlfriend.” 
 
    “Nah. I didn’t choose to spend time with you because you were the first person I came in contact with after making the decision. I think you’re great.” 
 
    “Give it time. You’ll change your mind eventually.” She yawns, but keeps talking. “I should probably head over to the other room now. It’s going to be morning soon.” 
 
    I check the clock and she’s right. It’s nearly three. “Time flies when you’re in my arms.” 
 
    She’s stroking my face, peering into my eyes. “Promise me this isn’t a game to you. Look me in the eyes and tell me that you’re not going to toss me out when someone better comes along. I’m not asking for a commitment. I just need to know I’m going into whatever this is with both eyes open. If it’s just sex then admit it. I might even be okay with it. It’s the not knowing that drives me nuts, Josh. I’m fully aware of how you live your life. I don’t expect you to change, but I do enjoy being with you.” 
 
    It’s hard for her to understand my way of thinking, because it’s not normal. I know I shouldn’t have problems committing, but for some reason I always have.  
 
    “Like I said before, I’m not seeing anyone else. If I’m anything it’s honest. I’ll tell you if something changes for me, but right now you don’t need to worry. You surprise me every single day with how much we have in common. I can’t remember getting along with a chick like we do.” 
 
    She’s finally smiling. “You think I’m totally cool, don’t you?” 
 
    “Just say you ride four-wheelers and I might blow a load right here and now.” 
 
    She leans close to my ears and whispers so it tickles. “I prefer dirt bikes.” 
 
    I’m a goner. She doesn’t know it yet, but she’s reeling me in without effort. This woman has come out of nowhere and she’s turning my life upside down, making me see there’s more to women than a fast fuck. There’s only one problem with knowing this; she’ll never be Liv, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing, or one that could rip our new friendship to shreds. 
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    Chapter 12 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    He’s tucked me into the quiet room nearly a half an hour ago, but I can’t get comfortable, not when I know he’s right across the hall. The house is quiet, rain is coming down, with an occasional flicker of lightening across the field in the distance. I keep watching, wondering if I’ll ever be able to close my eyes. 
 
    A creaking sound catches my attention. I see a figure, tall and broad in the doorway. He’s standing there, watching, as if he’s waiting for a sign that I’m still awake. Before I can make a peep, he’s coming toward me in only his underwear, kneeling down so we’re face to face. “Hey,” he whispers. “You awake?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I know we’ve decided to slow things down, but…” I’m already leaning over to kiss him. I can’t stand it. It’s impossible to be this close to him and not want more. Before I know it he’s pulling me from the bed, lifting me into his arms and carrying me, all while his lips continue to crash against mine. 
 
    He’s gentle when I’m placed in his bed and watch him enter from the opposite side. His warm body pulls me close, my back up against his hard chest. One arm comes around to lace with my fingers, as his lips coarse over my earlobe. “I’m getting hard. How do people sleep like this?” 
 
    I adjust so that I’m facing him, shove him flat on his back and proceed to move under the covers. He’s been generous with me, so it’s only fair if I level the playing field and take care of his predicament without it ending in intercourse. Like any man would, Josh doesn’t stop me from lowering. Instead, he pulls the sheet away so he’s able to watch what I’m doing. Even though we’ve been together before, this sort of exploration is new for me. I’m diving face first into uncharted waters, knowing darn well I’m not experienced enough for him to think it’s anything outstanding. With that being said, I’m determined to do my best, so against my better judgment, I take his thick shaft into my hand and start jerking it up and down. This is the easy part.  
 
    He’s already adjusting, playing with my hair so it’s out of my face, yet never taking his eyes off of what I’m doing. It’s not like I haven’t done this before; I have plenty of times, but Shaun never liked it. I’d do it until my cheeks were numb and he wouldn’t get off. My boyfriend before that asked for it all the time, so I hated it. Now I’m doing it without the request, and knowing his track record, I fear I’ll be nothing but a disappointment, giving him more reason to walk away. 
 
    I lick the tip, spread the saliva around the top of the shaft before taking it fully in my mouth. I suck and bob, repeating the process until I hear him making sounds like he’s into it. Josh holds my hair away from my face as I keep at it, stroking while moving to the same vigorous rhythm.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” he orders. 
 
    This gives me motivation, so I proceed, going at it, praying my cheeks won’t catch on fire from the friction. This goes on for minutes. I’m ready to take a break, or possibly try something new when I feel a change occurring within my hand. He’s forcing my head down now, I’m gagging, but taking more of his length, until it happens. His hot lava pours down my throat until he finally releases his hold on me. I keep my eyes closed and swallow before he’s out of my mouth to avoid the taste of his cum. I don’t want to embarrass myself by gagging, but fear it’s still going to happen. 
 
    Josh reaches over on the bedside table to fetch me a bottle of water. I take a few swigs and swish the last bit around to clean any remnants that could have been left behind. When I finish I close the bottle and smile back at him. “Feel better?” 
 
    He pulls me close again, kissing me on the head as he speaks. “You already know the answer. That was unexpected.” 
 
      
 
    Moments later, I’m nestled in his arms starting to fall asleep. His breathing has calmed, his heartbeat slowing. “Josh, if I’m not good at something will you tell me? I mean, I like that we can talk to each other. I feel like we’re friends.” 
 
    “Stop worrying about everything, Tamsyn. I think you’re great. Now go to sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun is shining when I feel him get out of bed. Out of panic, I sit up and wonder if I should rush into the other room. While admiring the rear view of Josh, he starts talking. “You should go back to sleep, Tamsyn. I’ll come wake you when breakfast is ready.” 
 
    “What about you? Will you come back to bed?” 
 
    He leans over and kisses me on the lips, with no regard for morning breath. “I’ve got some stuff to do. It’s Sunday. We have a big dinner and my parents are in charge of the meat tonight. Dad and I are smoking some prime rib. He’s been cooking it since last night.” 
 
    My mouth waters. “How much beef does your family eat?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Have you not noticed the cattle? We grow award winning steers. It’s only proper to keep some for ourselves.” He slips a boot on before finishing. “If you must know, we eat chicken more than anything else.” 
 
    “Are you sure I should go back to sleep? Should I offer to help your mom?” 
 
    “Na. She likes catering to guests. Besides, I like the fact that you’re still in my bed. I may have to take advantage of that when I come back.” 
 
    “What if your mom comes in while you’re gone? Maybe it’s best if I go back to your sister’s room.” 
 
    He halts me. “Nonsense. You’re fine, and I’m going to tell her I moved you to my room so you wouldn’t be disturbed. Oh, before I forget, I need to make sure you’re good with kids.” 
 
    “Kids? Why?” 
 
    “Well you’re staying for the festivities, and there will be a shit ton of little ones tearing up the place.” 
 
    “Babies?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “I love babies.” 
 
    He starts to leave, only to stop and turn around with a furrowed brow. “When you say you love babies, you’re not implying that you…” 
 
    “I’m on the pill, if that’s what you’re wondering. I’d like to wait to have my life in order before I think about being a parent. How about you? Any kids out there?” It sucks I haven’t thought to ask this before. I’d still date him if he did have a child out there somewhere. 
 
    “No kids for me.” 
 
    When he sees my expression he keeps on. “What? Don’t believe me?” 
 
    “You’re not exactly careful.” 
 
    He’s scratching his head. “Check the nightstand.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Open the drawer.” 
 
    I do as he says, getting a shock when I see an entire case of condoms. He then reaches in his back pocket and tosses his wallet toward me. “Open it.” 
 
    He’s got two rubbers in different places. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    
Josh puts a hat on backwards. He takes a second and then grins. “Sometimes I get carried away. It’s true. I need to be more careful. If you think we should cover up, then I will. I won’t be offended if my track record scares you.” 
 
    I’m sitting straight up in the bed now, and I know I won’t be able to fall asleep with this on my mind. “If I asked how many, would you be able to answer?” 
 
    “I think the better question would be, would you be able to look at me the same?” 
 
    I cover my mouth. “Is it that bad?” 
 
    He’s laughing. “I’m kidding. I can already tell you think it’s some astronomical number. Sure, I’ve picked up women for the sole purpose of getting laid, but I’ve also mentioned that I don’t have one-night stands. That being said, the number would surprise you, because it’s mostly with the same people. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Now I need that number. “So, would you say, twenty, fifty, or more like triple digits?” I’m wondering if I need to make an appointment at the clinic immediately if he answers high. 
 
    “Go with the first number, plus or minus a few.” He winks, before disappearing.  
 
    It’s not as bad as I thought. 
 
    When he’s truly gone I think about what he’s said to me. He’s so honest it’s scary. I’ve never had that before. As much as I want to be able to trust a man, it’s going to take a lot longer than a week’s time for it to happen. For now, I’m content, happy even. I feel lucky, hoping that there might be a chance for us. He wants me to meet his whole family. He’s talked about all of them in depth. I feel like I already know most. It’s still a bit overwhelming. 
 
    Against his wishes, I dress in different clothes and find my way to the kitchen. His mother Amy is sitting at the kitchen table looking at her phone. When she sees me she puts it down and gives me all of her attention. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “We stayed up too late playing video games.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me Josh made you play video games. That boy will never grow up.” 
 
    “I play actually. It’s something we do together,” I correct her. 
 
    “Really? Well that makes me happy.” 
 
    I shrug, feeling a bit shy, but open-minded. “I wondered if I could help cook breakfast? Josh said you have a huge dinner to make, and since he’s invited me to hang out, it’s the least I can do.” 
 
    She’s very pleased by me. The truth is written across her face like a neon sign. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I’m in a bit of shock. You must be doing something right with Josh. That’s all I’m going to say.” 
 
    “I know he’s had quite of few…um.” 
 
    “He’s very popular. He gets those looks from his daddy. It’s not his fault. Plus he’s the baby. He’s the youngest of all the cousins, so he’s spoiled beyond belief. I’m paying for that now.” 
 
    “He’s been kind to me.” 
 
    “Good. You might just be exactly what that boy needs to get his act together. You’re definitely a good influence. He’s been walking around with a smile for the past week, and usually he’s hotheaded and starting with his father.” 
 
    “I can’t take the credit. We’re friends.” 
 
    “I had a friend once,” she starts. “Twenty some years later and he still makes the earth shatter.” She winks afterwards, as if I’m supposed to get the innuendo.  
 
    I hear her loud and clear, but fear she’s going to get her heart broken when or if things don’t work out with me and Josh.  
 
    He was right about one thing. She didn’t make me feel uncomfortable, and for that I’m grateful. 
 
    After our first chat, the conversation between Amy and I got a lot more relaxed. She gave me a rundown of what to expect when the whole family showed up later, and also spoke of her excitement to have all of her children together after several months of scheduling preventing it to happen. Josh's sister Cassie is a detective and her new husband is now an FBI profiler. Amy explained that their hours are crazy. She spoke highly of her daughter Cammie, who now has two children and a degree in internal medicine. Callie cuts hair with her mom occasionally, but stays home for the most part since her husband recently got a promotion with his new company. Instead of working for the government, he's put his skills to use and manages a crop production crew. I'm not exactly sure what it means, but they must do okay. During our conversation I got the inclination that she wanted more for Josh. Sure, he'll always be set with a job, but I could tell she wants him to have his own life aside from the ranch. 
 
    I also feel like I’ve entered into his life when he’s at a crossroads, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing, or terrible. 
 
    A bit later, the four of us are sitting at the large kitchen table enjoying breakfast. Amy has made a huge spread including pancakes, two meats, potatoes and biscuits.  They each watch me taking my first few bites. Amy sips at her coffee, while the men dig in. I keep looking at Josh with that fitted baseball hat sitting backwards and he’s every bit of or even possibly more sexy than he is without one. When he smiles and those sugar bowl dimples fill his cheeks I’m in awe.  
 
    His father is quick to start up a conversation with me. “So, Josh tells me you’re in college.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve changed my major a couple of times, but hopefully I’ll be finished in the next year or two, depending on my course selections next semester.” 
 
    “Do you know what you want to do?” 
 
    “I think I want to teach.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s admirable. Good for you. We’ve only had one child graduate college, and she has a tough time. Do you have help paying for it?” 
 
    I look from Josh to his father. They’re so similar. Those eyes. My god they both have them. It’s crazy. 
 
    “My parents help me out, and I work part-time at my father’s dealership. I have some student loans that pay for half of my boarding. I’ll probably be paying them back for the next twenty years, but it will be worth it.” 
 
    He motions to me with his fork. “I like that you have a plan. If only my son could take some pointers. He’s going to be living under my roof until the day I die.” 
 
    “Dad, come on. Not at breakfast. At least wait until dinner.” 
 
    Josh’s mom begins to laugh. “Don’t mind them. This is an every day conversation.” 
 
    I feel comfortable with them, and I can see that Josh knows it. He winks at me as we continue enjoying our meal. 
 
    I help with dishes, even though I’m told it’s no need. Once we’re finished, Josh pulls me up into his room, closes the door and then plants the biggest kiss on me. As he pulls away I can’t contain my emotions. “Breakfast was nice.” 
 
    “Lunch will be better.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    He checks me out for a second. “You’re going to need to change your clothes, and then you’ll find out. Let’s just say it has to do with hills, and mud, and possibly a late afternoon dip in the family pond, clothing optional of course.” 
 
    “Optional?” 
 
    “When are you going to learn to trust me?” 
 
    I take him by the collar of his shirt and pull him into another maple-flavored kiss. “I’m working on it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This is terrible. I don’t want to like him this much.  
 
    But I do. 
 
    I’m crazy about him; like I want to throw caution to the wind and go for it without fear. 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    She’s the ultimate distraction from everything negative I have going on with my life. I’m starting to wonder if all the negative could have been left behind a long time ago, especially when I’m having this much fun. 
 
    Tamsyn has this way about her. When she walks into the room it does something to me, and for the few days we spent apart it felt like something was missing. I'm pissed at myself for never letting another woman into my life, but also glad because the one I'm getting to know now is the best of them all. 
 
      
 
    I have a full day planned. Ever since learning she's into dirt bikes and mudding, I'm determined to get us into some serious trails. I offer her one of my old long sleeved shirts, and manage to borrow a pair of pants from my mom that will fit her better than mine. She ties her hair back, but I offer a hat to pull it through anyway. She looks so damn cute I almost don't want her to get dirty -until I do. 
 
    We walk together toward the pole building where we keep the four wheelers. It's obvious  she's a bit nervous about meeting my whole family. It's not like I asked if she wanted to. Since I'm used to getting what I want, I hadn't considered it would be difficult for her. This is one of my issues. I’m always in control, except now I can’t be. It’s tough. I’m walking on eggshells, afraid to say the wrong thing. I’m not used to dating a nice girl. The ones I’ve brought home know their purpose and oblige accordingly. 
 
    Now I’ve met someone who challenges my beliefs. She puts me in line by simply implying I could hurt her.  
 
    My family has an agreement about the equipment we all share. We’ve got to keep up with their maintenance, and always gas and clean them when we’re done. Figuring I have time to replenish, I toss her a set of keys, while I hold onto the other. “You ready?” 
 
    “I was born ready for this. Don’t pout when I leave you in my dust.” 
 
    Some of the things she says gets me worked up. Video game dominance and being awesome at motor sports. I mean, what guy wouldn’t want a girl version of themselves, just much prettier? 
 
    “I’m up for the challenge, but if I were you I’d let me lead. Some of the turns are tricky and come up out of nowhere. I’d hate for you to get hurt on my watch.” 
 
    “I’m going to hold you to that statement, Josh.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Helmets?” She asks. 
 
    “How rough are you planning on riding?” 
 
    She smirks. “Oh, I like it rough.” 
 
    We both get a kick out of it.  
 
    “I bet you do.” 
 
    We take the helmets along, just in case we start to get adventurous. For the most part I want to ride out to the hole, the family pond, and bask in a day of quiet. It’s been raining at night, so we’re bound to kick up a ton of mud. A refreshing dip will clean us off, and hopefully get me an afternoon delight. 
 
    I take her all through the trails in the backwoods, some of them created before I came along. While she follows behind me, my mind travels to the last time I brought a female back in these parts.  
 
    Liv.  
 
    My memories of her refuse to fade. I’ve compared her to every single female I’ve ever been involved with. She’s untouchable for me. She’s the one thing in this world I can’t have, and even though I feel as if I’m moving forward, I know a part of me will always wonder what if. It’s not like Tamsyn is a consolation. She’s everything Liv isn’t. We’re friends, which is a lot more than I can say for Olivia Parrish. 
 
    She taught me the meaning of a fuck buddy, and I loved every minute of it. 
 
    My family says that when the right person came into my life I’d know it almost immediately, like I’d be able to sense that it’s just different than the others. I’m beginning to wonder if that’s what I’m experiencing with Tamsyn, and if it is, I want to do everything I can to be the man she needs, even if I have to change my ways, clean my room, and learn to put her first. 
 
      
 
    By the time we make it to the hole, we’re covered from head to toe in muck. We both take off our hats and sit them on the dirty vehicles. “That was fun! I thought you were going to get stuck in that one low area.” 
 
    “I can hold my own, thank you very much.” 
 
    She’s trying to wipe the filth off her cheeks, so I offer a hand. “Let me help with that.” 
 
    As I’m doing it, she peers into my eyes. “I shouldn’t want this with you, Joshua Healy. My gut tells me to run before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” I hate asking, but I get why she’s scared, and why this conversation always seems to come up. 
 
    “Everything I’ve ever heard about you is different than the man I’m standing in front of. I don’t know what to believe. I’m scared shitless. Shaun hurt me. I’m still reeling over his betrayal, but this, whatever this is, I want it. You make my three year relationship with him seem like it was a waste of time. I know it’s only been about a week, but tell me I’m not going crazy. I’m certainly not some stalker girlfriend obsessed with falling hopelessly in love. You’re my first guy friend. I feel like I can tell you anything, and it makes no sense.” 
 
    I feel like I’ve been slapped, but in a good way. “Yeah, I get it. Trust me, I do. I’m a little confused myself. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve brought women home to meet my family, or more less annoy them. I’ve even hung out with some more than once, but it was for the sole purpose of sex. We never talked. I’m a selfish asshole, and I’ve been okay with it up until you’re ass climbed into my truck. Now I’m cleaning my room and doing everything I can to prove I can be right for you, if you’ll just let me try.” 
 
    “I don’t date, Josh. Sure, I go on dates, but what I mean is that I’m not interested in other people. I’m a one guy kind of girl. That’s how it is. You won’t change my mind. I don’t share. I hate being lied to, and I’m not interested in booty calls, contrary to what happened the first night we were together. I was tipsy and distraught and you were there, saving me, so damn hot and wanting me. It just happened.” 
 
    I trace my thumb over her lips. “I’m sure glad it did.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I could fall for you, and it scares the hell out of me, because I know you’re not the type of man who wants that kind of relationship.” She backs away. “Maybe we should be friends for now. Just hang out like this. I like seeing you. We have fun.” 
 
    “I can’t be your friend anymore, Tamsyn.” My jaw clenches. “You can’t take away what you’ve already given me.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” She looks at me with worried eyes. “Because I want a real monogamous relationship or just to be friends, you don’t want either?” 
 
    “I told you I’m selfish.” 
 
    She backs further away and looks out at the water instead of me. She’s upset, but I’m struggling to make sense in all of this. “I have to stop this before I won’t be able to. I’m just getting out of a relationship. I’m already emotional, Josh. I don’t like feeling helpless. I get that you don’t understand it, but I’m not a rag doll. I’m not over resilient. I can’t pretend this distraction will amount to something real between us, even if I think I want it to.” 
 
    I walk up behind her and wrap my arms around the front of her body, resting my chin on her shoulder. “What if it’s what I want too? What if I’m ready to see where we can take this?” 
 
    “We have so much in common, except the most important thing. I’m a one of a kind type of girl, and you enjoy freedom and selection.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m tired of it.” I adjust and take her hand, leading her onto the pier. She follows my lead as I sit on the edge with my feet dangling. “I’m going to talk to you about something I’ve never told anyone, because I’m hoping it makes sense.” 
 
    I think she can tell this is hard for me. She takes my hand and holds it tight, while waiting for me to start.  
 
    “When I was around eleven years old, Wes started coming back to town to visit his grandfather, which really meant we could hang out again. I’d gotten my best friend back, and that first summer he actually moved into the mansion so he was able to come to the ranch every day. There was only one problem with our plan. His kid sister had to tag along. Liv was no trouble, because she got along with Callie, so we pretty much ignored her. The next summer they showed up and I was no longer looking at that same flat chested little nuisance. She’d blossomed into a young lady, and from that moment on I was determined to make her mine. Granted we were children, but puberty got the best of me. We kissed after everyone fell asleep one night when we were camping in tents. We’d secretly made plans to meet in the woods. From that night on, we snuck around to make out as much as possible without our families finding out about us. It became our little secret. When she visited we’d mess around, each time going a little further than before. Then the summer ended and I thought I’d have to wait until the next year to see her.” 
 
    “You didn’t?” 
 
    “No. We’d been in touch through text messages and she’d talked about some party she was going to with her friends. You were probably there. It was the first time she ever told me she was interested in another boy. I freaked out. I got my friends to drive me two hours away to that party so I could see it for myself.” I pause for a second as my memories take me back to that exact time and place. “That was the first night we slept together. To this day Wes doesn’t know. He’s my best friend in the world, but I couldn’t tell him I slept with his younger sister.” 
 
    “She told me when she lost her virginity. My parents didn’t allow me to go to co-ed parties, so I’m afraid I wasn’t there that night.” 
 
    “From that night on, whenever either of us talked about seeing someone else, we’d find a way to hook up. Each time we’d promise that we were saving ourselves for each other, until one day she just stopped. The older we got, the more she made it clear I was her toy and nothing more. I let that bitch walk all over me and she knew it. I’d kept the relationship a secret for far too long, so I did what I thought would bring her back to me.” 
 
    Tamsyn finally gets it. “You hooked up with anyone you could to get her attention?” 
 
    “It worked for a while until she moved to New York.” 
 
    “Livvy was your first love.” I hate hearing her say it, which tells me more than I was bargaining for. 
 
    “Yeah. She’s my first everything, Tamsyn.” I squeeze her hand to remind her Liv isn’t with us. “She’s the reason I’ve never settled down.” 
 
    “God, that’s awful.” 
 
    “I never minded it until I met someone I genuinely enjoy spending time with.” 
 
    She shyly smiles at me. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “Are you telling me this so I understand why you can’t be with just one person?” 
 
    “No. I’m telling you this so you understand why I’m ready to change. It’s not about you, not directly. It’s about me waking up and seeing I’ve been a terrible person for far too long. That part of my life is over. I can’t promise what will happen between us, but I can assure you that you’re the only woman I want to spend my time with.” 
 
    She leans her head on my shoulder and I kiss it immediately. “We’re a mess, and I mean that both ways. We’re filthy and a disaster waiting to happen.” 
 
    “We can rectify at least one of those predicaments.” I take her by the arm and pull her into the freezing cold pond water with me. 
 
    She comes up and wipes her hair away, her arms wrapping around my neck. “What if I couldn’t swim?” 
 
    “Then I’d be the hero and save you.” 
 
    “You already have.” It’s quiet. Her words are powerful. She’s counting on me to pick up the pieces of her last failed relationship, and for some reason I want to do it. 
 
    Our first kiss is intense. I pull away and take her in for a second. “Are you cold?” 
 
    Tamsyn shakes her head with an ornery grimace. “Not at all.” 
 
    “I think we should rid you of these heavy clothes.” She backs away from me and goes under the water, coming up with the shirt she was wearing in her lifted hand.  
 
    She tosses it on the pier. “Your turn.” 
 
    I go under, managing to take off my pants and shirt before needing air. I rise near the wooden deck and plop my dirty, wet clothing near hers. When I turn around she’s tossing her pants in the same area, then using her finger to motion for me to come back. 
 
    God, I’m in awe. Any other chick would be freaking out to fall into an old pond in the fall at that, but not this girl. She’s awesome.  
 
    I wait until she’s back in my arms to speak. “Is it weird that I think you’re as cool as a dude?” 
 
    “Only if you mean it sexually,” she answers. 
 
    I cup her pussy under the water, dragging two fingers to slip her panties to the side. When I rip them she lets out a squeal. “They were in the way,” I say while tearing them down her legs until they’re in my hand and able to top the pile of wet clothing on the pier. 
 
    Tamsyn begins kissing my bare chest, running her puffy lips up my neck until her wet mouth is smacking over mine. I take her by the hair and twist her around while treading water. We back ourselves into the floating deck, so I’m able to use the ladder for support. Her legs wrap around my waist, her arms strongly clung to my back. We’re staring at one another, the only sounds around us is nature. She bites down on her shiny lips and then licks them. “Are you going to fuck me, Josh?” 
 
    “You bet your ass I am.” 
 
    She shoves me away and climbs the ladder, before I can realize what’s happening. I watch her naked body running to the opposite side of the floating deck. “You have to catch me first,” she states before diving into the murky water. 
 
    I’m addicted to the chase, to the idea of what catching her results in. When I get close she goes under and comes up in another area, until she finally concedes, appearing right behind and jumping onto my back. I easily bring her around front of me, where she proceeds to dunk me. We mess around like this for a few minutes until I can’t stand it anymore.  
 
    We’re engulfed in each other, our kisses hungry, wet, leading us right to the next step. 
 
    I lead her to the water’s edge, where I can lay her down and have the ability to touch her when she needs me to. We’re both naked, not that I worry about anyone happening upon us. No one comes out here anymore. The wind is blowing, making it a bit chilly, and I’m not minding it. I’m too damn hot to think about the weather. My skin is on fire and there’s only one way this is going to end; with me inside of her. 
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    Chapter 14 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    We’re filthy. I can feel the sand and mud in my hair, but for once I don’t care. I dig my hands into the ground on either side of me as Josh enters me for the first time. I can feel the dirt going into my manicured fingernails and I’ve never felt more relaxed. He’s moving slow, kissing me constantly. My hands come up around his back, leaving a trail of mud as they cling to his skin. We’re wet. It’s breezy. Leaves are falling around us, and the sounds of trees moving echoes from the thick woods.  
 
    We go at it like this for a while, until Josh sits up and pulls out of me. He takes my hand and lifts me, pushing us both over to a nearby tree. He lightly shoves me against it, raising my hands above my head so he can take me in. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “I’m covered in dirt.” 
 
    “It’s fucking sexy.” 
 
    “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.” 
 
    His eyes light up. “Can I?” 
 
    I’m not surprised he’s taken me seriously. “Are you going to show people?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about blowing it up and putting it on my ceiling over my bed,” he taunts. “I’m kidding. It’s just for me. I need a reminder when I’m having a hard day.” 
 
    I take my hands and run them over my breasts. “Go get your phone before I change my mind.” 
 
    He’s snapping pictures, me posing for each like I know what I’m doing. His smile does something to me. We’re like nudists, relishing in the idea of how comfortable this is for us. 
 
    Josh tosses his phone in a patch of grass and comes at me with intent filled eyes. He lifts me up, pressing me hard against the tree. He’s positioning himself, slipping back inside of me without warning. I gasp when I feel him stretching my tight walls. He’s grumbling something as he works, his strong arms keeping my feet off the ground.  
 
    Suddenly he drops me, and I’m being spun around, my cheek against the bark. He’s drilling into me from behind, his hands both cupping each breast. My nipples feel like tiny pins and needles are taunting them, my legs feeble and ready to collapse. My orgasm strikes me, and as I fight to keep a loud moan from coming out, he tightens and holds me still. We come together. All of my senses are on overdrive. When he spins me around again I’m a puddle in his arms, fighting to keep from falling to my knees. “We should have brought dry clothes. It’s going to suck putting that shit back on,” he mentions. 
 
    “We could always shower when we get back.” 
 
    He smirks and crashes his lips into mine.  Our tongues begin to mingle, and I’m already hoping we’re going to go again. When we stop we’re both out of breath. His forehead is pressing on mine, our noses touching. “Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    “Heaven,” I respond. 
 
    His brows raise. “I believe it.” 
 
      
 
    There’s nothing like putting dirty, wet, mud filled clothes on your body. The girlie side of me takes over as I exhaust myself trying to get my body covered enough to head back to the house. 
 
    We take off into the woods on the four-wheelers, me passing by Josh early on just to prove I can. By the time we return the ATVs we’re almost dry. We’re coming out of the pole building when we spot a man heading in our direction. “I thought I heard them drive by this morning.” He extends his hand while giving me a once over. “I’m Josh’s uncle.” 
 
    Josh finishes for him. “Tamsyn, this is Uncle Ty.” 
 
    I have to think for a second. “Jake and Jax are your sons, right?” 
 
    He nods. “And Iz, Isabella. She’s the oldest.” 
 
    “It’s a lot to learn.” 
 
    “Miranda is my wife. Are you sticking around for dinner? I think the whole bunch is coming.” 
 
    I smile. “I’ll be there as long as I can get this dirt out of every crevice it’s managed to find a new home in.” 
 
    He chuckles. “I’m sure my nephew can help with that, right Josh?” 
 
    Josh playfully shoves his uncle. “Get out of here, old man.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Tamsyn. Watch out for that one. He’s been known to …” 
 
    Josh doesn’t let him finish. “Don’t make me tell her all the shit you’ve done.” 
 
    The man tosses his hands in the air. “I have no secrets. Have at it.” 
 
    When we see Josh’s father rounding the corner I’m worried they’re both going to pick on him, but it turns out it’s the opposite. “Is this guy giving you a hard time?” He asks me. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Rumor has it, he can’t get it up anymore. It’s been real tough for him,” he whispers so only I’m able to hear it. 
 
    I giggle, but don’t repeat what he’s said. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up,” Josh suggests. 
 
    I wave to the two men, who seem to still be cracking on one another. “Are they always like that?” 
 
    “Always. We’re hardly ever serious. You get used to it.” 
 
    My parents are stiffs. They don’t joke about anything. It’s always money or church, not that I’m against either, but sometimes it’s good to laugh. 
 
    To avoid making a mess in his house, Josh and I remove everything we can. His long shirt allows me to take off everything from the waist down without revealing my goods. Assuring me that his mom is busy in the kitchen, he picks me up and carries me the entire way up the stairs. He doesn’t sit me down until we’re in his bathroom. It’s obvious his mother keeps it clean. It smells like bleach, and there are fresh towels sitting on the single vanity.  
 
    He doesn’t say anything while running the water and stripping until he’s stark naked in front of me. I can’t help but to take him in, every single inch of sculpted beauty. He has muscles in places I never knew existed. When he turns to check on my progress he finds me salivating. Josh takes his thumbs and rubs my cheeks. It’s rough, reminding me I’m covered in dirt. “Round two awaits you, just as soon as I make sure all those crevices are spotless.” 
 
    “How will you be sure?” I taunt.” 
 
    “That’s easy. I plan on double checking with my tongue.” 
 
    When he speaks his mind my body ignites again. Parts of me beg to be touched, while others tremble with anticipation. 
 
    The hot water washes away the cold hardened dirt, leaving me vulnerable to Josh’s touch. As he strokes my bare skin with soap I rake in the pleasure it gives me. He takes his time when he reaches my pussy and ass, his finger toying with each hole, but leaving after he’s gotten a rise out of me. I return the favor, lathering every inch of his hard body, while getting aroused as I go. We rinse off, until we’re caught up in each other again, kissing until the water turns to cold. He shuts off the shower and leads us to his bed, where we climb under the covers, our wet bodies sticking to the fabric. We’re rolling around, finding a comfortable position, and forgetting about everything except for each other. I have no idea what time it is, or if someone could walk in. All I care about is being with this man for as long as he wants it to happen. 
 
    We fall asleep tangled together, the ceiling fan keeping us cool and comfortable. Josh wakes first, kissing me until I open my lids. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Almost five.” 
 
    I suddenly realize I went to bed with a wet head and rolled around. My hands come up and feel the mop I’ve managed to create. “Holy shit. I’m never going to be ready for dinner in time.” 
 
    “Ponytail and hat.” 
 
    “Says the man with perfect hair.” 
 
    “I happen to think you’re sexy as hell with your hair back in a hat. If you want to spend an hour in front of the mirror, have at it. All I’m saying is that you don’t need it.” 
 
    “I don’t want your family thinking I’m just a tomboy who likes to romp around in the mud.” 
 
    He’s laughing at me. “I happen to find that very attractive.” 
 
    I toss a pillow at him as he stands. It’s hard to be frustrated when my view is this distracting. “You really need to put some clothes on.” 
 
    He poses. “What’s wrong? Haven’t had enough of me yet today?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s possible to have enough of you.” I throw off the covers and stretch out, giving him exactly the same reaction. 
 
    He climbs on top of me, his lips finding mine immediately. “Damn, you’re making it hard to want dinner, when dessert is staring me right in the face.” He reaches between my legs and caresses the tender area he’s already been in twice. 
 
    His finger slips inside of me, driving deep only to pull out and repeat it again. I’m gasping, squirming, and in utter ecstasy. “This is a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Mmm, but it’s so much fun. I enjoy making you crumble.” His thumb circles my clit and I lose it, my back arching as I fight the urge to scream at the top of my lungs. 
 
    Then we both hear it; the sounds of people coming in the house. Lots of voices. Someone is yelling his name. We both look at each other, and at the same time begin searching for clothes. “Oh my god. They’re going to hate me.” 
 
    “Dress normal. We’re eating in the family barn. It’s relaxed. T-shirt and a baseball hat. That’s all you need.” 
 
    “And pants,” I remind him. 
 
    “Again, optional.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh as I say it. 
 
      
 
    One at a time I meet his siblings. The first to arrive is Cassie and her man Logan. Right off the bat I can tell they’re in law enforcement. They have this process with me, asking questions pertaining to my background, and even my intentions with Josh. Before they finish interrogating me, Callie comes in. I’m familiar with her, so feel a bit more comfortable. It’s weird that her husband is named Jacob, but I’ve been told to call him Cob so I can keep better track of all the guys. Callie has a baby bump, and the couple seems to be on cloud nine about it. The last to arrive is Cammie and Wes. Since growing up with his sister, I expected him to recognize me at the dealership, when he didn’t I felt a bit mad. I’d spent so many nights at his house when we were all kids. Maybe it’s the blonde hair. Maybe he never paid attention to me. I was never interested in him so it shouldn’t matter anyway. I’m more inclined to think my issues with Wes are more about his sister. Cammie rushes over and hugs me. She’s holding her newest addition, while a little toddler runs right up to Josh for him to lift her. He plants kisses on her face while she tries to tell him about something that sounds like gibberish. 
 
    We help Amy, Josh’s mom carry all the food down to the barn, where we’re met with the rest of the crew, and wow it’s a ton of people. I don’t know where to begin. The twins are obvious, both their wives tending to the children. I recognize Amber from the magazine covers she’s been on, though she’s much different in person. Without makeup she appears to be just a pretty face in the crowd, instead of a supermodel and actress. It’s still unreal I’m here to meet them. Jake’s wife, who I’ve been told is Reese. The woman is gorgeous. She’s got dark brown hair and a body that I’d die for. I’ve heard she was with Jax first, but don’t know the whole story surrounding that. Now they all seem happy, which is what matters the most. 
 
    Reese is playing with her baby son, leaning him over to kiss on his cousin that Amber is holding. The little girl acts excited when they touch, and I wonder if they’ll grow up and be the best of friends. I see the twins’ father, and who I think is his wife. Then there’s another blonde. A little girl is tugging on her pant leg, while a gentlemen approaches and hands her a cup of something to drink. “How you doing?” Josh’s voice is like a breath of fresh air. “I’m trying to take it all in. Is that Isabella?” 
 
    “Yeah, and her husband Rusty. Little Sarah is the one that’s still attached to the umbilical cord.” 
 
    “Okay. I think I’ve got it.” 
 
    “We could go back to my room and ignore them.” 
 
    “No. This is nice. Thanks for inviting me.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re the first woman who wants to know them. All the others were quick to want to leave. It’s nice. I hope you’ll show up next week.” 
 
    “Seriously? I’m the only person who wanted to know your family. That’s ridiculous. Where did you pick these women up, and why?” I’m sort of confused as to how he could pick all the wrong kind of women to spend his time with. 
 
    “Walmart, silly. That’s where I always shop for women on a budget.” He hands me a drink as he says it. “It’s tea. Aunt Miranda makes the best. She learned it from Ty’s mom, the older couple who just walked in.” 
 
    I nod like I’m getting it all, but know I’ll be confused later. “I’m sure that’s where you found them.” I sip at the tea, while he pulls me along, a little toddler following us. 
 
    “Don’t mind my sweet Madison. She has a crush on her uncle.” 
 
    The little blonde is adorable, just like her uncle. They have the same dimples. Before I can reply, someone comes from behind us. “You two would make the cutest set of parents.” It’s Callie. She’s winking at her brother, as if I won’t notice. 
 
    Josh reacts quickly. “Shut your mouth. I ain’t having kids for a long time.” 
 
    I’m uncomfortable. It’s not exactly the conversation two people have after a week of being a couple. We’re struggling to find a common ground on the labeling. I don’t plan on missing one single birth control pill for the next couple years, at least. 
 
    When dinner starts it’s easier to handle the crowd. I sit next to Josh, who keeps me close to his sisters. 
 
    They let loose, cutting up on each other and then laughing it away. It’s beautiful to see them together, but what’s the most wonderful sight is turning to see Josh smiling at me when our eyes meet. It just feels right. 
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    Chapter 15 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    I’m hugging her goodbye, wishing I was able to go along with her and family for their vacation. After six weeks of seeing each other as much as possible, I’m standing at the airport kissing my girlfriend one more time before she boards a plane for Mexico. “Call me when you land.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Are you sure there’s Wi-Fi?” 
 
    “That’s what the brochure says, but I doubt it’s high speed. I’ll be lucky if we can Skype.” 
 
    “It’s only a week and then you’ll be home.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to buy a ticket and come with me?” She asks. 
 
    “Your parents paid for this trip before we were together. It’s important to them. I’m good. Our cattle shipment goes out on Tuesday, so I’ll be busy for the most part. It’s only at night where it’ll hit me hard.” 
 
    Tamsyn makes a sad face, her bottom lip protruding. “You’re sweet when you get all sensitive.” 
 
    “What can I say? You bring out the best in me.” 
 
    She giggles.
“Don’t go hooking up with any island dudes. I can’t compete with those tans.” 
 
    She slaps me on the ass. “Stop it. They don’t compare to the man I have waiting back at home.” 
 
    It’s been over a month since we started dating each other, and not one of those days have I ever considered being with anyone else. She gets me. She loves my family, and they love her right back. I feel lucky, blessed even. She’s all mine, and she reminds me as much as possible. I’ve fallen for her, and without saying it I think she’s fully aware. I don’t hide it. There’s no reason to. I’m happy, content, and optimistic that there’s so much more for us to come. “Tell me you’ll miss me again.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you,” I say against her lips. “So much.” 
 
    “When I get back we’ll spend the whole weekend in bed. I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    She laces our hands together and looks into my eyes. “I know this is probably stupid, but in case the plane goes down, there’s something I want you to know.” 
 
    “Don’t say it.” 
 
    She’s laughing at me, because she knows it scares the shit out of me. “What? Why can’t I say it?” 
 
    “Because. The plane won’t crash. Don’t you dare say it. It’ll make it worse.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor baby. Am I still allowed to feel it? Can I mouth the words?” 
 
    I place my finger over her lips to prevent it from happening. “No.” We’re both smiling. We’re always smiling. That’s how I am certain it’s real.  
 
    “Fine, but I do. Just so you know. Maybe I’ll text it before we take off.” 
 
    She starts backing away. “You better not. I don’t want to hear it until you’re back in my arms.” 
 
    “Six days, babe. Then you’re going to hear it all the time.” 
 
    “Okay.” That will give me enough time to practice in the mirror. I have to get it right, because I don’t want to fuck it up. 
 
    “I’ll call you in a couple hours. Tell your mom I’ll look for that art she was talking about. Oh, and I’ll pick your dad up some good tequila.” 
 
    “Bye, beautiful.” 
 
    I hate watching her walking away with that suitcase in tow. When she turns back she waves and blows me a kiss, which at least makes me smile. I’ve never felt like this before. It’s like a piece of me is leaving with her, and I hate it. 
 
      
 
    When I pull back into the ranch my dad is out front trimming the weeds. He turns off the machine and looks me up and down. “You’re pathetic, you know that?” 
 
    “Don’t start.” 
 
    “Wow, she’s got you by the balls.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    My phone chimes that I have a message, and when I see it my stomach knots up. 
 
      
 
    I’m in love with you, Joshua Healy. You better miss me. – Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    I’m in my twenties and never had a woman tell me she loves me, except for my family. I look to my father and struggle to speak. I’m in a trance. “She loves me.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell us something we don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m crazy about her,” I say while responding to her message I’ll never delete. 
 
    I’m not saying it until you get home, smartass. – Josh 
 
    “How long will she be gone?” 
 
    “Almost a week.” 
 
    “We’ve got a heavy workload coming up. It’ll go by fast and keep you out of trouble.” 
 
    “I haven’t gotten into trouble since I met Tamsyn.” 
 
    “Yeah, your mom tells me. She says she’s never seen your room so clean before. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “You staying for dinner?” He asks. 
 
    “No. Cam and Wes invited me over. Actually, I’m babysitting for a few hours while they go somewhere.” 
 
    “How did they con you into that? You could have them drop the kids off here instead. We’d love to have them.” 
 
    My father is crazy about his grandkids, and it’s funny because he was such a hard ass with his own children. “I’ve got it tonight, Dad, but thanks for the offer.” 
 
      
 
    Mom makes me a plate of food before I leave, insisting I need to eat like she always seems to do. My forty minute drive to my sister and Wes’ place leaves me feeling depressed. I don’t understand why I’m this upset over Tamsyn leaving. We’ve gone almost five days without seeing one another and everything was fine. I’ll hear from her as soon as she lands, and after the week is over she’ll be back in my arms where I like having her.  
 
    I think my problem is finally being able to completely open up to someone. She knows everything. We don’t keep secrets. I used to think I had to lie to keep someone happy, but I’d been wrong. I talk to Tamsyn more than Wes, and I’m not sad about it. I get why Wes and my sister have such a strong relationship. What I once envied, I now get to experience through my own relationship. The best thing I ever did was hit on Tamsyn at the dealership that day, because I can’t imagine her not being a part of my life. 
 
      
 
    Wes and Cam are waiting for me at the back door, as if I’m late. As soon as I’m inside, I’m handed a crying baby and given a list of what I need to do for each kid, before they leave.  
 
    Madison is always a big help. She gets me the diapers and shows me where to find the bottles of breast milk in the refrigerator. Once my nephew gets that nipple in his mouth he starts to fall asleep. It takes me three tries to put him in his crib without waking him. After the final attempt, I find my niece crashed out on the couch. I carry the precious little girl to her princess decorated bedroom and tuck her in before going back out into the living room. 
 
      
 
    My phone rings, and I don’t have to look to see who it is calling. I pick up before the second ring happens. “You still my girl?” 
 
    “You know I am. Miss me yet?” 
 
    “I’m drowning here. I’ve spent the past two hours trying to get these kids to sleep. I’ll be crashing soon.” 
 
    “Are you staying there tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, I reckon I might.” 
 
    “We just got checked into the hotel. It was about a forty minute ride without air-conditioning from the airport. I think I may take a shower before we have dinner. Do you want me to call you later tonight?” 
 
    “No. You don’t have to.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Stay out of trouble, beautiful.” 
 
    She’s quiet, so I check to make sure we’re still connected. She wants those words. She’s ornery like that. Tamsyn has started something that can’t be taken back. “Are you upset I said it first?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Josh…” 
 
    “I’m not,” I say with a reassuring chuckle. “It made me smile.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say it back.” 
 
    “I told you, I’m waiting until you get back. Don’t spoil it.” 
 
    “As long as I know it’s how you feel I don’t need you to say it back. I know it’s tough for you.” 
 
    “It’s not tough at all, Tamsyn. It’s so damn easy.” 
 
    “Ugh, you’re making me miss you already. I’ll call you tomorrow. Sweet dreams.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    She follows our call up with a text of a single heart. I send one back, typing out those three words she wants to hear, and then erasing them before hitting send. It’ll be better this way, I tell myself.  
 
    Then I crack. 
 
      
 
    She answers on the third ring, reminding me she mentioned getting a shower. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    She clears her throat. Knowing Tamsyn like I do, she’s probably tearing up, because she knows how important those words are for me to express. “I know you do.” 
 
    We’ve talked about our feelings, just avoided the words. The build up was way worse than the release. “It’s true. I don’t want you thinking any different.” 
 
    I can hear the water in the shower in the background. “Can I call you back?” 
 
    “I’m headed to bed. Just couldn’t wait any longer.” 
 
    “It means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Well goodnight then.” 
 
    “Goodnight again.” 
 
      
 
    When we hang up I head to the guest room and strip down to my briefs. I play on my phone, scrolling through pictures I’ve taken of me and Tamsyn. She’s always snapping shots of our adventures. We’re pretty active, so there’s a lot to go through. Then I get to the ones I took of her. The muddy ones in the woods, where she’s naked. My dick jumps at the sight. I close out my phone so I don’t have a predicament I have to take care of myself. It can wait. My girlfriend will be home in six days.  
 
      
 
    I don’t know what time it is when I hear the back door opening. I sit up in bed and listen for my sister or Wes’ voice but neither say a word. Just to be sure, I head toward the back of the home to make sure everything is okay. That’s when I come face to face with the last person in the world I want to see. 
 
    “Hey handsome. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “Liv?” I smack myself in the face to make sure this isn’t a dream. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Hard to believe I’m here?” 
 
    I shake my head and begin to walk back to the bedroom. “I don’t necessarily care. Congrats on the engagement, by the way. I hear he’s just your type.” 
 
    She’s following behind me, and I somehow wish I wore pajamas so this wouldn’t be awkward. “Are you jealous? Is that why you started dating my childhood friend? Did you think if you fucked Tamsyn I’d come running back to you?” 
 
    The mention of her name pisses me off. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    She steps forward, making it entirely too close for comfort. “No. I’m not. You forget that I know you better than anyone. Look me in the eyes and tell me the thought never crossed your mind. That you didn’t think about being with her to get a rise out of me.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I lie. It’s irrelevant. Things have changed. “We’re together. I’m fucking happy too, so don’t think you’re going to run your mouth and change my mind.” 
 
    She takes her hand and tries to touch my cheek. I swat it away, my eyes wide and expressing my animosity. “You and I both know you’ll never be over me. You might think you are, but the moment I leave again you’ll be wishing you had another chance.” 
 
    “No. I won’t.” I’m almost laughing as it comes out. “This bullshit is done. Leave it be.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” she assumes while chasing after me, stopping me before I’m able to slam the door in her face. “I know you don’t mean that. Out of all the people in the world, I know you wouldn’t push me away.” 
 
    “Who do you think you are? I waited half my life for you, and for what? You walked all over me. You made me miserable. I’ve got something good now, and I’m not about to stand here and listen to you try to convince me otherwise.” 
 
    “You think you love her?” When I look at Liv she has tears in her eyes. “Do you, Josh?” 
 
    “I’m not doing this with you.” 
 
    “Just answer the question. Look at me and tell me you don’t love me anymore. Say it one time.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She throws herself in front of the door to keep me from passing without touching her. I take her by the wrists and try to make my way past her. “It’s always been you. Maybe I needed you to love someone else to see it, but it’s true. I can’t believe this. Her of all people.” She’s crying now. I’m pissed, but feel bad at the same time.  
 
    “Don’t cry. Some things aren’t meant to be.” I try to convince her. Liv falls into my chest, and I have no choice but to let her cry. She’s sniffling, then breaks down again. All my life I’ve waited for this type of response from her and she shows up when my heart belongs to someone else. This is bullshit. 
 
    “Why are you here, Liv?” 
 
    She shrugs and backs away. “I came to visit.” She corrects herself quickly. “Fine. Cammie told me you were involved with Tamsyn. She showed me pictures of the two of you when I didn’t believe her. Tell me she’s like the others. Say it’s not true. You’re using her like you do everyone else, right? Don’t you want to take me in that room and have your way with me like old times.” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” I shake my head. “I’m not using her. I love her. I’m in love with her, Liv.” It comes out easily this time. 
 
    “No.” Her head is shaking and she’s pacing around me. “No. You love me. You’ve always loved me.” 
 
    “I thought I did. Things change.” 
 
    She pushes me hard. “No! Bullshit! It’s always been me and you. You promised.” 
 
    “Damn it, Liv. Listen to yourself. You’re the one with the broken promises. You’re sick in the head. I’m done being your puppet. I’ve moved on. I’m happy. Besides, you’re getting married. Why the hell are you even here? What did you think would happen when you got me alone? Did you figure you could show up and have your way with me again after all the time that’s past? You’re a fucking joke.” 
 
    “You can’t blame me for trying.” She shrugs. “It’s always worked before.” 
 
    “Not this time. Not with her. You won’t screw this up for me. She’s different. I’m not fucking it up. You need to back off.” 
 
    “Before what? You fall victim to your old ways? You can’t change the cowboy, right Josh? Isn’t that your old line?” She’s laughing. “You’re pathetic, you know that? You always have been.” She steps close again. “Let me tell you something about your sweet little girlfriend.” 
 
    I put my hand over her mouth. “I’m going to stop you right there, Liv. Whatever happened in the past stays there. Desperate doesn’t look good on you. Now, take your fake crying somewhere else. Call your fiancé and whine to him. We’re done here.” 
 
    I close the door but remain standing on the other side of it. It’s hard. All of it. Everything. She’s my past. She used to be my everything; my little secret love I swore I’d end up with. Seeing her again, being able to reach out and touch her, brings back a ton of pent up emotions I’ve tried to bury. The problem is that they’re unresolved. I may have given it to her straight as far as Tamsyn goes, but I haven’t touched the surface of how she ruined me. She told me to wait for her, only to run off and start a life without me. I can’t forgive that. I’ll never be able to get over it, not completely. Because of her, I turned to drugs and alcohol, not to mention the sex I sought out to get from random strangers. I wanted to feel something without having to care. I never wanted to experience the pain again. She destroyed me, piece by piece until Tamsyn came along and showed me what real love was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Description: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:bigstock-Horseshoe-and-four-leaf-clover-25566524.jpg] 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Olivia 
 
    I've been away for a while now working on my career as an artist. I never expected to have a relationship with my curator. Countless hours working together made it easy to fall for him. For a while I thought I could be happy. I've made my bed. I know this is my fault, but it doesn't hurt any less. I left my fiancé to come home to the one man I'll never be able to get over, only to discover he's done a pretty fine job getting over me. When I say I left my fiancé, what I mean is that I caught him screwing his assistant the day after my very first showcase. Devastated and unable to face him, or the fact that I’ve been naïve, I got in my car and didn’t look back. My heart ached for the only man I knew wouldn’t let me down; the one I figured would drop everything to save me from myself. 
 
    But I was wrong, so very wrong.  
 
      
 
    The news rocked me like a vicious hurricane wreaking havoc on a small coastal town. I'm utterly gutted. In one swift blow he's taken me down and destroyed me, and then I came home to this; my one true hope at happiness taken by another I once cared about. 
 
    I thought I was past this. I walked away because it was the right thing to do. Joshua Healy was my first. I love him, but I knew he had the potential to hold me back from everything I've ever wanted for myself, so I let him go. I told him lies and acted like he meant nothing to me. It was the only way. He had to hate me enough to let me go or else one phone call and I'd come running back to him. 
 
    It worked. It worked so damn good that I tricked myself into believing I was over him – until I wasn’t, until I needed a love I knew only he could give me. 
 
    I guess I always thought we'd somehow find our way back to one another. It's pointless to assume someone like him would stay single and wait for me, but a girl can dream. 
 
    Josh hadn't called or tried to reach me. I felt bad, but knew moving on was the right decision. 
 
    Everything would have been fine if he'd just found someone other than Tamsyn to be with. The moment I heard they were an item, I thought it was a sick joke. I was sure he'd figured out we were friends and was using her for one final attempt to get to me. 
 
    Now I've made a fool of myself, not just once but twice. 
 
    Josh doesn't want me anymore. I'm a mess. It's not fair. How could he love her of all people? How could he refuse me? Why? 
 
    Now I’m desperate, willing to go to extremes to prove he still has feelings for me. He may say one thing, but he’s fighting it. I can tell. I always could. 
 
    Now I just have to figure out how to make it happen, because throwing myself at him isn’t working anymore. 
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    Chapter 17 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    That next morning, after making sure my sister and Wes are home, I haul ass out of there, leaving Liv asleep on the couch. I still can’t believe she showed up and tried to get with me. She was jealous. It’s insane. 
 
      
 
    Back at the ranch, I’m riddled with emotions. I heard her crying throughout the night, and wonder if I’m going to hear from my sister about it. We’ve kept them out of the loop. They know we’ve been together, but nothing else. They don’t know how she tortured me for years, making promises and giving me false hope.  
 
    I was in shock when I saw her, unprepared with what to say. I don’t regret telling her the truth, but a part of me hated hurting her.  
 
    I’m so broken up about the ordeal that I remain in my room for half of the day. Tamsyn calls, and I consider letting it go to voicemail, but change my mind before I’m able to make that kind of mistake. “Hey, beautiful. Are you having a good time?” 
 
    “We’re about to go snorkeling. I didn’t sleep good. The beds suck. They’re hard.” 
 
    “You make me hard. I know how the poor mattress feels,” I tease. 
 
    The sound of her laughing cheers me up. “I miss you, darlin’.” 
 
    “You sound like an old man when you call me that. I miss you too, grandpa.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t want to make you upset on your trip, but there’s something you need to know.” I open my mouth to say it and the words won’t come. Why ruin her trip and cause her to worry when nothing happened? 
 
    “Josh, you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What were you going to say?” 
 
    I think of something to replace the idiot move I was about to make. “I wish you were here.” 
 
    “You’re sweet. I’ll call you tonight before bed, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds nice.” 
 
    “Cheer up.”
“I’m good.” It’s the truth. 
 
    “Should we say it?” She cute to ask. 
 
    “I don’t know. Is it supposed to happen after every conversation? Is it weird if we start doing it all the time?” 
 
    “Are there actually rules?” She’s giggling like she gets a kick out of my question. “It’s fine. You’re right it’s weird. Maybe we’ll do it every other time.” 
 
      
 
    A knock distracts me. It’s my mom. She opens the door further to show me Olivia Parrish is standing beside her. I roll my eyes, but ignore the both of them to finish my conversation with Tamsyn. “I love you.” I say it loud enough where Liv can hear. Her face cringes the moment it happens. After seeing it, I turn my attention back to my call, looking in another direction as if I couldn’t be bothered with my visitor.  
 
    “Okay. Didn’t we just agree to not say it?” 
 
    I cackle. “It’s all good. Have fun in the water today. Don’t forget sunscreen. I don’t need that smooth skin red and scaly when you get home. Send me a pic of the tan lines this afternoon.” 
 
    “You’re crazy. Bye, babe.” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    It’s not until I make sure the call has ended that I turn my attention back to Liv. My mom is gone. I double check before giving her a piece of my mind. “Why the hell are you here?” 
 
    “Jeffrey and I broke up. I’m not getting married.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem too broken up about it last night when you were begging me to fuck you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t begging. I don’t beg.” 
 
    “Whatever.” I pick up a paddle and start playing a video game. “You know where the door is when you’re done staring.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving. You never answered me last night.” 
 
    “I thought I made it pretty damn clear where I stand.” 
 
    “You said you loved her, but that doesn’t mean you stopped loving me, Josh.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, take a fucking hint.” 
 
    She’s crying again. The heartless bitch that ruined my life is sobbing in front of me, because of me. I run my hands through my hair and try to rationalize with what’s going on. “I’m sorry. I never expected this.” 
 
    “It was time, Liv. Tamsyn is good to me. I won’t screw it up, regardless of our history.” 
 
    “What if I said I dropped everything to come back to you?” 
 
    “I’d say you’re a few months too late.” 
 
    “Just like that? Your feelings for me, that you’ve had your whole life, are gone?” 
 
    “I’m not talking about it.” 
 
    “Because I’m right.” 
 
    “We’re not kids anymore, Liv.” 
 
    I hear shuffling, but choose to ignore her to play my game, up until she’s standing in front of the screen in nothing but a pair of lace panties. No clothes. No bra. Just the skimpiest of panties. “Look at me, Josh.” 
 
    I throw the paddle down, but refuse to give her my attention. First off I’m pissed. Secondly, I’m scared. This is the type of shit only I could somehow get myself into. I’m trying my hardest to hate her, to hide the residual feelings that will probably never go away. I know right from wrong. She doesn’t belong here. I never asked for this. 
 
    “Please look at me,” she says as her hands come up and force me to do it. I stare into her eyes instead of looking at her body I memorized years ago. 
 
    “Don’t do this to me. Please go away. I don’t want to hurt Tamsyn. I promised.” 
 
    “My sweet Joshua, she never has to know.” Her hands run through my hair, while her breasts lean up against my face. I can feel a sting in my eyes, and know exactly what it implies. This is tearing me apart. For years I’ve wanted this. I’ve waited patiently. I’ve done everything in order to be free when she came to her senses, up until a month or so ago. Now my life is headed in another direction. I don’t want to look back. I can’t let this happen. 
 
    I close my eyes and pray she gets the hint. “If you feel nothing for me, why won’t you look at me?” 
 
    “Because you’re naked and I have a girlfriend.” 
 
    “There isn’t a ring on your finger, so you don’t belong to anyone.” 
 
    I stand, pushing her back until she’s almost falling on her ass. “My heart does.” I rush out of the room, and make it halfway to my uncle’s house before stopping.  
 
    This hurts.  
 
    It’s like daggers shoved into my heart. I’d rather have my dick chopped off then look at either of them and break their hearts, yet I’m doing it, and I feel disgusted over it. 
 
    I’m agitated when I come upon my cousin Jax. He’s unhooking a bucket from a tractor in order to attach another farm tool. He skids out and stands, brushing off the dust as I approach. “Hey, cuz. You look like you’re about to lose your shit.” 
 
    “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Cause I have the same expression when it happens to me. What’s up with you?” 
 
    “I love Tamsyn,” I announce out of the blue. 
 
    “Okay. We all figured it was serious. You don’t keep chicks around for this long.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Liv just came onto me.” 
 
    “Liv? Wes’ sister? That Liv? The one you swore up and down that there was nothing going on between you for years?” 
 
    “Yeah, that Liv.” 
 
    “So, did you hit it?” 
 
    “No!” I scrunch up my face. I’m aggravated he thinks I have. 
 
    “What’s the problem, dude?” 
 
    “This was a mistake. Never mind.” 
 
    Jax stops me before I make it halfway to the barn. “Hold up. I think I know what’s going on. I think most of us do. All these years. You’ve been holding out on us haven’t you?” 
 
    “She didn’t want anyone to know. Nothing personal.” 
 
    “Damn. Does Wes know?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “So she’s back and she wants you?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “But you love Tamsyn?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “And you still love Liv?” 
 
    “You’re fucking genius, Jax. Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    “Holy shit. I’m the last person to ask for advice. Jake’s more loyal. You should ask him.” 
 
    “Ask me what?” Jake peeks his head out from the barn. “I heard my name fuckers. Don’t hold out on me. What are you signing me up for?” 
 
    This is terrible. Now they’re both involved in my problems. I shake my head and let Jax give his twin the rundown. Then we’re all three standing around with our thumbs up our asses. 
 
    Jake comes up and puts his hand on my shoulder. “Tell that bitch to take a hike and stick with Tamsyn. You’ve got something good. Don’t fuck it up.” 
 
    Jax interjects. “Or he could hit it one more time to get her out of his system completely.” 
 
    “Like a goodbye fuck?” Jake adds. 
 
    I’m rolling my eyes. I should have gone to my dad before talking to these two fools. “Can you two be serious? This is my life.” 
 
    “Look,” Jake begins. “You’re in a committed relationship with Tamsyn and you love her. Either move on and have a life with her, or end it and go back to Liv. You can’t have both. I mean, you probably can for a time, but it won’t end well.” 
 
    “I told Liv to leave me alone.” 
 
    “Then you’re good.” 
 
    “She was naked in my room when I left. She’s probably still there.” 
 
    “Well shit on a stick. Naked?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s more desperate than I’ve ever seen. For the first time in our lives I feel like she’s being genuine.” 
 
    “Tamsyn’s out of the country right?” Jax asks. 
 
    Jake stops his brother. “Imagine it’s Amber. Would you cheat?” 
 
    “She’s my wife. We’re talking about our single cousin.” 
 
    “Tamsyn is in Mexico with her parents for five more days.” 
 
    “Then you have four days to make a decision. If I were you, I’d think about the future. A goodbye fuck could ruin everything you have with Tamsyn. If she ever found out, well we all know what good girls do when us men fuck up and screw around,” Jake explains, while Jax pretends to cut his throat to add. 
 
    “I’m going to tell Liv she has to leave me alone. I refuse to stoop to her level. It’s over between us.” 
 
    “Good choice.” Jax says. 
 
      
 
    When I return to my house, eager to get my point across, Liv is gone. I sigh with relief. It’s quiet, and for once I feel like I’ve made the right choice. I went with my heart.  
 
    I find my mom in the kitchen. She and Dad are playing a serious game of cards. They have real money in between them, both of their faces focused on their hands. “Am I interrupting?” 
 
    They stop when they hear me. “No, sweetie. Did Olivia leave?” Mom asks. 
 
    “Don’t know. Don’t care.” 
 
    “That’s not very nice, Josh.” 
 
    I lean on the counter and finally get the courage to explain. “Long story short, Liv came her to see if I’d sleep with her for old times sake. It’s about time everyone knows the truth. I’ve been in love with that girl since we were kids. She broke my heart, and now she’s back because she knows I’m happy. I’m not having it. If she comes here again, don’t let her in. I don’t care if she’s with Wes.” 
 
    Dad is quiet. He’s shaking his head with his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Mom looks upset, as if she’s responsible for Liv being a part of every summer. I feel the need to reassure her she’s not at fault. “Don’t look at me like that, Mom. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I let her in your room. I was nice to her, because I thought it was a friendly visit.” 
 
    “I took care of it, just like I did last night when she tried to get to me.” 
 
    “Does Wes know?” Dad asks. 
 
    “No. To be honest, I’ve kept the truth from everyone. She asked me to.” 
 
    “Son, he’s your best friend.” 
 
    “And she’s his little sister.” 
 
    My dad nods. He gets it. “Your mother and I like Tamsyn. She’s a good girl. I hope you continue to make the right choice. It would be a shame to see her go.” 
 
    This is his way of warning me not to screw things up. He’s giving me that look, the one that says he doubts I can withstand temptation. It’s no secret my mom was married to another man when they got together. Regardless of the circumstances, I’m more inclined to go elsewhere for advice. “I care about Tamsyn. She’s my best friend. No, that’s not all she is.” I correct myself. “I love her.” 
 
      
 
    My mom smiles at me, and it’s like everything stops hurting for a few seconds. “We’ll make sure Olivia doesn’t come for a visit anymore.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    My father scoots out his chair and stands. “I think I need a beer. You interested?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    He kisses my mom on the cheek. “We’re going to the barn. You should join us. We’ll shoot pool and play some cards. I think our son could use the company tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll grab a jacket,” my mom replies. 
 
    When she’s gone my dad pulls me to the side. “Drink the pain away until it doesn’t hurt anymore. By the time Tamsyn gets back you’ll be glad you did.” 
 
    “Coming from someone with a history of drug dependency.” 
 
    “I was younger than you when that happened. I partied too hard, but once I met your mom it all changed. I don’t want that to happen to you. I’d rather you get drunk and pass out in the barn where I know you’re safe, then go out and get behind the wheel, or make bad choices because you’re head is screwed to shit.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “Good. First drink is on me.” 
 
    We both laugh.  
 
    The barn; where the beer is cold and the hard liquor stays stocked. Dad pours us his favorite mix of whiskey and coke, then sits a beer in front of me to chase it down, while my mom takes a fruity can of something out of the beverage cooler. I'm used to having dinners with the three of us since my sisters have all moved out. I think I get along with my parents more now than ever before. They adore Tamsyn. She’s invited to everything. I'm half surprised they haven't asked her to move in. I'm getting used to coming in after a hard days work and finding her helping out in the kitchen. She fits. It’s probably a good part of the reason I'm so crazy about her. 
 
    I don't waste time sipping the strong drink, but gulp it down and request another. I'm with my parents. They'll make sure I'm tucked in somewhere with a warm blanket to keep me toasty throughout the night. 
 
    I just hope my dad’s advice works, because if not, I’m afraid of what I might be capable of doing to my near perfect relationship with my girlfriend. 
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    Chapter 18 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    We finish off two bottles of bourbon and seven beers, and that’s not counting the ones my mom drank. I’m stumbling on my words, making it as far as the couch in the barn before crashing down upon it. The room is spinning, and I’m rambling on but no one is listening. My mom had to help my dad up to the house, and I assured her I would be fine staying the night on the couch. She’s left the television on. I can hear it playing, but I know if I open my eyes I might vomit. It’s best to just pass out and start over in the morning. 
 
    My last thoughts are of Tamsyn, and the way it feels to have her in my arms. She’s turned me into a pussy whipped bitch, and I don’t even care. I’m happy. I deserve this. 
 
    Things get foggy. I’m out one minute, but then hear someone saying my name the next. I attempt to open my eyes, but the light is too bright. I feel pressure. There’s a body on top of me. “Tamsyn,” I mumble. 
 
    “I’m not Tamsyn,” the voice responds clearly. 
 
    My eyes open and I’m pinned down by Liv. I’m trying to sit up, but laugh at myself when I’m unable to. “Let me go. It’s not funny. How did you get here? Mom said you’re not allowed near me.” 
 
    “Your mom isn’t here. It’s just us now, Josh. No more lies. I need you.” 
 
    “No,” I argue. “You have to go. Tamsyn loves me. I made a promise.” I realize I’m drunk, but doing my best to get my point across. “Get off me,” I slur. 
 
    “Make love to me, Josh. Please.” She takes my hand and forces it to touch her body. I look away, like if I’m not watching, it isn’t happening. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    I’m fighting so hard. My heart knows what I want. It won’t fail me. It can’t. 
 
    “Please look at me, Josh. Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t love me anymore.” 
 
    “Stop this. I’m not messing around.” It’s becoming harder to speak. “I love peaches and sweet tea. That’s all.” 
 
    She slaps me. “Be serious.” 
 
    “Fine. I used to love you, until you tore my heart out of my chest. You made me a monster. I hate you.” 
 
    She tries to kiss me and I turn my head. “Josh, I need you. Please don’t do this to me.” She’s crying. “I need you. I need you to come back to me. It’s always been you, baby. I’m sorry I hurt you. We can be good again. This time we won’t have to hide. We’ll make it official. Be with me, Joshua Healy. Come back to me.” 
 
    I can feel that I’m getting emotional. It’s the liquor. Normally I don’t let me feelings show. “Please don’t make me tell the truth.” 
 
    Then it’s done. She knows. A smile forms across her face. Her shirt comes off first before she leans forward and brushes her lips over mine. “Tell me the truth, and I’ll make it up to you for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “I can only choose one of you,” I explain. “She won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Forgive me.” She places my hands on her hips and begins rocking. “Love me, Josh. It’s always been us. Remember our first time? You told me if I slept with you that you’d promise to marry me one day. I’m holding you to that promise, baby. I’m coming home to make things right. All you have to do is let this happen. Stop fighting what we both want.” 
 
    “Please don’t make me do this. I’m weak when it comes to you, Liv. She’ll never forgive me if I fuck you.” 
 
    “You won’t need her now that I’m back.” 
 
    I’m still fighting it. “No. I do. I need her.” 
 
    “You need me.” 
 
    Liv stands. She grabs her shirt and starts running toward the barn door. I manage to sit up and look around the room. I feel like I’m dreaming, but I can’t be too sure. It’s the middle of the night, and I’ve been assured my parents wouldn’t let her near me. This can’t be real. 
 
    Just to make certain, I stumble out into the darkness and search for any signs of Liv. I follow the sounds of sobbing and find her sitting on the hard gravel out back of the barn. She sees me coming and covers her face. “Go away. You’ve said enough.” 
 
    “You did this, Liv. I waited for you. God damn it, I waited years. I sacrificed my own happiness because I swore you’d come back to me one day. You destroyed me. Go get married. Live your life. I’m done waiting for you.” 
 
    “But I’m here. Josh, I’m not getting married.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. I’m moving back to North Carolina. It’s what you wanted.” 
 
    “You’re trying to trick me because I’ve been drinking.” 
 
    She stands and rushes toward me. My reaction time is off, so it’s hard to prepare for her to be up in my face. “I’m not trying to trick you.” She forces my hand into hers. “I’m real. It’s been months. I’ve missed you so much. I didn’t know what I lost until there was a chance I couldn’t get you back. Please don’t do this to us. Give me another chance.” She looks me dead in the eyes and says those words she’s never meant before. “I love you.” 
 
    I can’t stop myself. I know it’s wrong, and that it shouldn’t happen, but I’m helpless. She’s in my arms again. I’m pushing her up against the barn, lifting her while she’s reaching down and unfastening my belt. I’m angry. I loathe what I’m doing, but I have to fuck her.  
 
    She tugs my pants down with her feet, and I do the same with her bottoms. We’re kissing but it’s rough and messy, our teeth clanking together quite a few times at first. Then it’s happening. I enter her, thrusting harder each time. I’m releasing years of pent anxiety. All the heartache and the pain is being washed away with each second. She’s destroying everything I care about and I know it. 
 
    The damage is done. It’s too late to take it back. I’m banging Liv up against the old barn where we’ve spent plenty of nights together. I’m taking the woman I promised to love for the rest of my life, and I fucking hate myself because of it. 
 
      
 
    I wake up on the couch. I’m alone. It’s morning, and the sun is shining in through a window. When I hear the sound of the door I sit up and take in the surroundings. My dad walks up and hands me a cup of coffee. “I feel like shit. How about you?” 
 
    I’m confused. “I slept like shit. I had a dream I cheated on Tamsyn. No more bourbon before bed.” It’s not until I stand up that I realize something is off. My belt is missing. 
 
    Then my dad pulls something from his back pockets. “I found this outside. If you’re going to take a piss, don’t do it against the building. The sun starts beating down and then I’ve got to get the hose out to rid the smell.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I manage, all the while trying to think of any other way my belt could have ended up in the exact spot I dreamed of fucking Liv. “You seen my cell phone?” 
 
    “You had it at the table last night.” 
 
    When I check it’s still in the same area. My stomach is in knots as I try to recap what was real and what wasn’t. I’m freaking out, but I refuse to let my father know. He’d kick my ass for messing things up with Tamsyn. Before she comes home, I’m going to have to face Liv and figure out what the hell happened, if anything. 
 
    I ignore my morning call from Tamsyn because I’m too sick to speak to her. Instead I shoot her a message letting her know that I got drunk with my dad and I’m under the weather. Of course she messages me back wishing she was here to take care of me.  
 
    I’m the worst person on the face of the earth. The longer I’m awake, the harder it is to deny I slept with Liv. By noon I’m forced to call her to figure it out. 
 
    When she answers I cringe at the sound of her voice. “Josh. How are you feeling?” 
 
    She knows I was drunk. This is terrible. “What the fuck did you do to me?” 
 
    “I got the truth. Don’t be mad. We can talk about it later today.” 
 
    “The hell we will. Whatever you think happened between us, didn’t. Do you catch my drift? Are you hearing me clearly, Liv? It never happened. Furthermore, I want you to stay the hell away from me and Tamsyn.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “No. Shut the fuck up and listen for once. We are nothing. I have a girlfriend that I adore. Last night was a big fucking mistake. I won’t let you take her from me. Please, if you ever gave a shit about me, you’ll let me be happy.” 
 
    She’s crying again, and I don’t even care anymore. “Josh. You can’t ask me to do that.” 
 
    “I’m not asking. I’m telling you. I’ll deny it. I’ll lie until I’m blue in the face. Nothing happened between us. We’re over. I don’t love you. Anything I felt for you ended last night when you took advantage of me. You manipulated me while I was intoxicated. What kind of sick and pathetic person does that?” 
 
    “You’re being an asshole. Maybe you need some time to rethink this.” 
 
    “I don’t need time. Pack your shit and go back to New York. There’s nothing left here for you.” 
 
    “You won’t be with her forever, Josh. It’s a fling. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” I say as I close out the call. I’m a nervous wreck, hoping and praying she doesn’t use last night as an excuse to call my girlfriend.  
 
      
 
    Each day that passes gets a little easier, but no better. I’m lying. I’ve cheated. I had unprotected sex with Liv while my girlfriend was out of the country. I’m a sick bastard who doesn’t deserve the love of a good, decent woman like Tamsyn, but I care too much to let her go, or to hurt her because of my stupid actions. Either way I’m screwed. I have to look at myself in the mirror and know what I did to her. I have to accept that I’ll always have a secret she can’t ever know. It breaks my heart. 
 
    I don’t hear from Liv again. Tamsyn comes home and I’m at the airport to pick her up. The moment I see her I have to fight back my emotions. My love for her is real. It’s crippling. I need this beautiful woman to love me back, but I know I carry a burden that could destroy everything we’ve worked to build. In one more week we’ll have been an official couple for two months. In that time she’s shown me more about relationships than I ever knew was possible.  
 
    She kisses me the way romance movies end. I’m holding her close, taking in the way she smells, and how her body fits perfectly in my arms. “God I missed you,” I say against her lips. 
 
    “I missed you too.” 
 
    She’s here in the flesh and I owe her something I promised. “I love you.” 
 
    Her smile is electrifying. Happiness radiates off of her. “A man of his word. I’m impressed.” 
 
    It’s a kick to the gut. I want to come clean, but now isn’t the time. I think about it and decide that waiting is the key. If we can manage to stay together for the rest of the year without conflict, I’ll come clean after the holidays. Time will have passed, and maybe she’ll be able to overlook it since we were just starting off.  
 
    Okay, I already know she won’t be able to let it go. I’m prolonging the inevitable for my own selfish needs, but also because I don’t want to be another guy who broke her heart. I want to be the one guy who did everything in his power to make things right. 
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    Chapter 19 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    It's three days before the annual Mitchell Healy Halloween party and I can hardly contain my excitement. Josh and I have decided to dress up as Batman and Catwoman. I've already seen him in his costume, and it's going to be difficult to keep my hands to myself when he's showing off his fit body in that tight outfit. As for me, I'm saving my special suit for the big night, because Josh is going to go bonkers when he sees me wearing it. 
 
    I'm also excited because I get to meet his extended family from Kentucky. It's great since they'll be hosting Thanksgiving, and even asked my parents to come along, even though they aren’t able. 
 
    Being with Josh has made every relationship before him seem like a waste of time. He's sweet and protective. He puts me first and often compliments me for the strangest things. I barely wear makeup anymore, because he likes me just the way I am. The past several months have been a whirlwind. I never expected to fall in love after four fantastic weeks, but it's true. I love him. We're in sync. It’s like we’re the same people. He gets me like no other ever could. 
 
    After helping his mother make some decorations for the shindig, I find Josh in his room. He's sitting on his bed watching television with one arm behind his head. As soon as he sees me his eyes light up. "There's my girl." 
 
    "Sorry it took so long. We couldn’t get the spiders to sink in the glow serum." 
 
    "I don't even want to know what that means." 
 
    "So your mom mentioned something to me while I was downstairs. She said Wes and Cammie are bringing Livvy with them. She wanted to make sure we'd be okay with it." 
 
    Josh sits up with worried eyes. "Why is she coming?" 
 
    "I don't know. I figured she's come before." 
 
    "I don't want her here." 
 
    "Why? If it's because of me, I'm over that. We have something good, Josh. She's your ex, who happens to be my old best friend. Now I have you to fill that category." 
 
    "I think it's best if we stayed away from her. I want you to have a good time." 
 
    "I will. Stop worrying about me. There's nothing she can say to change my mind about you. You're mine and I'm yours. She's not in this relationship." 
 
    "She's trouble. That's all I'm going to say. I plan on avoiding her at all costs." 
 
    "Are you okay?" I question. "You seem off, aside from the Livvy thing." 
 
    "Just thinking about the work that needs to get done for this party. It's a lot of running around." 
 
    "Anything I can do to relax you?" I drive my hand down his jeans until I'm touching hot flesh. He adjusts so that I’m able to work my magic. While I begin to stroke him, I speak softly. “Do you have any idea how much I appreciate you?” 
 
    “I’m not perfect, babe. Don’t put me on too high of a pedestal. I wouldn’t want you to get disappointed when I fuck up royally.” 
 
    “I think we could get through anything, because when it feels this right it has to be true.” 
 
    “I hope so. It would break me to lose what we have.” Josh is quiet when I further down and cup his balls. I massage them as he regains enough composure to continue. “I was thinking. You’re here all the time anyway. You should just bring your things and keep them in my closet. Shit, you could probably use one of my sister’s rooms, being that they don’t live here anymore.” 
 
    I stop moving my hand. “Joshua Healy, are you asking me to move in officially?” 
 
    He cups my face with his hands. “I am. I need you to know how important you are to me. I hate having to tell you goodnight when you’re not in this bed next to me. Will you think about it?” 
 
    I nod. I’m excited. I’ve never lived with a guy before. It would be a big step, but I’m not afraid. I spend almost every single night with him and make the commute to school and work, because it’s worth it to wake up and see him beside me. “I don’t have to think about it.” 
 
    He kisses me, taking his time to savor my lips. “I love you.” We open our eyes at the same time, but remain close. “I never thought those words would come so easy.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because you weren’t with the right person.” 
 
    He clenches his jaw and looks away. “You might be right.” I’m not sure, but I get the feeling he’s not comfortable with Livvy being at the Halloween party. Honestly, I don’t know how I’ll feel when I see her. We didn’t stop being friends because of some petty argument. She was seeing this guy that I’d liked for a while. He broke up with her because he became interested in me. Even though I made him wait months before I’d give him a chance, she never forgave me. Maybe I was wrong to date him, or there is some kind of high school code I wasn’t aware of. In all honesty, she never seemed that interested in him in the first place. I sort of felt like she was dating him to spite me; to prove she always got what she wanted. The guy later told me she was a shitty person. She stole my clothes when I was in gym class, so I had to wear a stinky high school gym uniform for the remainder of that day. Another time, I came out of school and had three flattened tires. She stole my class report when they were passed up to the teacher and got me a failing grade. She had people tell the guy I was seeing that I’d cheated and was using pills behind his back.  
 
    For a while it was ugly. The summer came. The relationship ended, but it was clear Livvy and I would never be friends again. She’s phony.  
 
    The fact that Josh loved her makes me frustrated. She’s not a good person. I hope he sees that now. 
 
      
 
    People are showing up that I recognize from pictures. I’m introduced to Christian, Ethan, Addison, and Cole first. Then my heart starts racing when the famous country singer in the family steps in the barn. Shalan Mitchell is carrying a child, while her handsome husband follows behind. He and Josh could pass as brothers. There’s an older man carrying a toddler, who I’m certain is Colt, Conner’s cousin. 
 
    Then the introductions commence. That older man comes right up to Josh and gives him a bear hug. “It’s good to see you.” He turns his attention to me and pulls me into his arms. “You must be Tamsyn. Welcome to the family, darlin’.” I snicker when he calls me that, and Josh knows why. It’s not until his uncle moves on to the next family when I mention it. “See, it fits when he says it.” 
 
    “Whatever, darlin’,” Josh jokes with a wink. 
 
    I meet his aunt Savanna, who they call Van. She hugs me too, and when it happens I get a whiff of vanilla. She smells like heaven, and her smile is contagious. She’s a stunning woman. They actually make a lovely couple.  
 
    I spend the next hour trying to get to know as many family members as I’m able to, up until it’s time to change into our costumes. I help get the food set up, alongside of Isabella and Christian. They talk my head off about my relationship with Josh, and if I think we have the potential to get married one day. I try not to think that far ahead, but when it’s mentioned I have to step back and consider what it would like to be a real part of this huge family. I’d love it. They make me feel wanted, like I belong. 
 
    Then it happens. I see Wes first, followed by his sister. I scan the room in search of Josh. He’s lifting a chair above his head to make room for another table, and she’s looking right at him. My blood starts to boil. I feel defensive, as if I need to make it known that he’s mine. Maybe it’s childish, but our past history tells me this is relevant and necessary. 
 
    I excuse myself from the women and make my way to Josh. He’s already sat the chair down and offers me his undivided attention. My arms go around his. He reciprocates and kisses me on the forehead. “You ready to get dressed in our costumes?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think that’s what everyone is planning on doing. Then we have pictures outside in about an hour.” 
 
    “I’m a little overwhelmed. Maybe we should have picked costumes that weren’t so revealing.” I have his undivided attention. Josh hasn’t seen the suit. He’s in for a big surprise. 
 
    “If it’s that sexy, I might not let you out of my room.” 
 
    “I might be okay with that.” 
 
    He slaps me on the butt as we leave the building, me totally forgetting about what’s her name with her looming eyes. I’ve got the guy. That’s all I care about. 
 
      
 
     Josh has been sitting on his bed patiently waiting for me to come out of the bathroom. The pleather bodysuit was a bitch to get on, but I’ve managed. I tuck my blonde hair into the kitten headpiece, and then make sure my mask is straight before grabbing my whip and opening the door to reveal myself.  
 
    Batman is smiling. He’s cupping his groin as I take the whip and snap it, while purring, “Ohhh, I’ve been a bad bad kitty.” 
 
    “Holy mother of Jesus, I’ve just died and gone to heaven.” 
 
    I crawl onto his lap and lick up the side of his face, keeping in character. “This pussy needs some attention.” I’m rocking back and forth over him, while he attempts to kiss me in his Batman attire. We both stop in order to laugh.  
 
    “I don’t want you going out there dressed like this.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because, this should be for my eyes only. I’m not kidding.” 
 
    “How about I promise to wear it whenever you want.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it.” 
 
    “I know,” I whisper against his lips. “Can I use the whip?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. We’re going to use it.” 
 
    I cackle and kiss him again. “If you keep talking like that I might not want go anywhere.” 
 
    He picks me up and carries me toward the door. “Tonight, after this shit is over with, I’m bringing you back to this room and fucking the shit out of you. That’s a promise.” 
 
    “Meow,” I say against his ear. Josh slaps me hard on the ass as he continues carrying me down the stairs. 
 
    His parents are about to head out too. They’re dressed as Raggedy Ann and Andy. They’re adorable. When they both see what Josh and I are wearing their eyes increase in size. “Wow,” his mom announces. “You two look amazing.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I quickly reply. “Are you sure it isn’t too much?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Josh has dressed up as a farmer for the past five years. This is fantastic.” 
 
    He raises his brows, but the mask just moves. “Let’s get this show on the road. The sooner I can take off this head thing, the better.” 
 
    We make the short walk to the barn hand in hand. His cape is blowing with the breeze, the whole time he’s complaining about whatever he can. “My nuts are squished. I’m going to be chafed. My back itches.” 
 
    “Will you quit bitching? It’s one party, and then you get a reward.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    We’re the center of attention when we enter the area. Not everyone is back, but the majority of the family stands and watches us coming into the decorated space. Cassie and Logan have decided to be Vikings, while Callie and Cob are a football player and cheerleader. Uncle Tyler and Aunt Miranda are dressed as jars of peanut butter and jelly, while his sons have taken their costumes to extremes. One is dressed as a large penis, and the other is the set of testicles, with hair might I add. Amber and Reese compliment them in matching playboy bunny outfits. All of the children are dressed up as different farm animals. There’s a cow, a pig, a chicken, a dog, and a cat so far. They’re super adorable. Cammie and Wes are in the far corner. He’s adjusting something on the back of her Minnie Mouse ensemble. He’s her soul mate, Mickey, while someone recognizable lingers behind them alone. I know who it is, and try not to pay attention to the French maid, barely there, shirt and top. It only takes her a second to locate Josh and toss him a smile, while looking at me only after she’s finished. He squeezes my hand. “I’m going to tell her to leave.” 
 
    “No.” I hold on so he can’t walk away. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure, because she’s coming over here.” 
 
    I take a few deep breaths before noticing she’s standing in front of me. Her smile is fake. If I remember anything about her it’s her ability to act. “Oh my god, Tamsyn. You look amazing.” She wraps her arms around me in a hug, while I remain skeptical with my hands at my sides. 
 
    “Thanks. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    When Livvy backs off she turns her gaze on Josh again. “It has. I never expected Josh would want to participate in something like this, since he hates Halloween.” 
 
    He’s never mentioned this to me. I look at him and then back to her, but he answers before I can. “There’s a lot that has changed since we were kids, Liv.” 
 
    “Yeah, so it seems.” She’s still staring at him as she continues. “I hear the two of you are pretty serious now. I’m surprised. I never pegged Josh as a one woman kind of guy. He always liked having a selection.” 
 
    I feel his hand coming up around my waist. “I think you need to walk away before I decided to embarrass the shit out of you.” 
 
    She laughs at him, and I can’t help but feel like she’s up to no good. “I can take a hint.” Livvy turns her face to me. “He’s not the guy you think he is. You’ll learn soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    I have to hold Josh back. In my honest opinion, I think he might have strangled her if I let it happen. I’m no longer worried about her interfering. He hates her. So do I. 
 
    Thankfully, Jax comes over, still dressed like an erect penis with eyeballs, and interrupts. Anyone seen my wife? I think she’s a little scared of my size.” 
 
    Livvy storm off into the crowd, leaving us alone. “Thanks,” I say to Jax. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.”  
 
    Josh pulls me into a corner and starts kissing me in front of everyone. “We should head out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go. We just got here. I want to eat and spend time with everyone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know this is important to you. I just hate the way she acts. She needs to mind her business.” 
 
    “I’m okay, Josh. I may not like the way she looks at you, but I know who you’re with. There’s no way you’d ever be with her again.” 
 
    He nods, but doesn’t say anything in response. I assume he’s just pissed off and wants to be alone. 
 
      
 
    The costume contest is done by votes each year. It’s nothing professional, just a silly little trophy the winner hands down to the next person each year. Apparently the guys keep a tally of how many times they’ve won. After eating way too much food I feel bloated, but do my best to stand with my boyfriend while they tally the results. 
 
      
 
    They call our names. His mother and father are waving us to the front of the room so we can have the trophy. I’m elated. After fighting with him about wearing the costume, we’re walking away with the family title. Josh celebrates by lifting me into the air and spinning me around. “This beautiful kitty is all mine.” 
 
    We have a few drinks to celebrate, and as time slips by I realize we’ve been able to avoid another awkward conversation with Livvy. It only takes one trip to the bathroom for it to all change, and the moment I see them arguing, I know it’s not going to end well. 
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Olivia 
 
      
 
    I’ve waited this entire party for a second where they aren’t together. Tamsyn clings to him like she’s afraid to let him breathe without her. She’s pathetic.  
 
    The moment he breaks away to use the bathroom I see my opportunity, racing in his direction before she can catch us. My body blocks the door, so he’s unable to get past me. “Whoa, hang on Batman. I think we need to talk.” 
 
    “I think you need to get the hell out of my way.” 
 
    “Did you know that when people are drunk they tell the truth?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Liv.” 
 
    “Does she know you still love me?” 
 
    He’s trying to get by, but I’m preventing it from happening. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “What? I just wanted to have you to myself for a couple minutes without her grabby hands keeping us apart.” 
 
    “You need help.” His eyes are wide and angry. I almost get off on seeing him this way. It’s the side of him Tamsyn isn’t seeing. It’s the one she’ll never be able to handle. “I want you to leave us alone. I don’t care if you’re back. I don’t care if you think you love me. There is no us. There never has been.” 
 
    “Don’t say that to me. You might be able to convince every other person in this room that it’s true, but not me. You forget I was there. I know what you said, what you promised for years. This fling with Tamsyn won’t last forever. When she’s gone you’ll come running back. You always do.” 
 
    “Like I said before, fuck off.” 
 
    He pushes past me and enters the bathroom. Not caring who may be watching, I follow behind him before he’s able to lock me out. He turns, midstream into his pee. “Are you serious? Get out!” 
 
    I lean against the door. “Not until we talk this out. I’ve been thinking about you since we slept together a couple weeks ago. I know you’re angry, but it was only a matter of time. I’ve proved I can keep it a secret, Josh. You don’t have to choose right now. Whenever you want me, I’ll just be a call away. No one has to know.” 
 
    “I asked Tamsyn to move in with me.” It’s like a slap in the face. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “You heard me. I told you I was happy. She’s who I want to be with. Why can’t you understand that?” 
 
    “Because you still love me too. You’ll always love me.” My eyes are burning. This hurts so much. I hate being replaced. He’s supposed to always love me, forever and always.” 
 
    He’s clenching his jaw, shaking his head. “Even if I have feelings for you, they don’t compare to my relationship with Tamsyn. Am I making myself clear, Liv? There is no us. It’s over. It never should have happened.” 
 
    “Please. It’s killing me. Is this what you want? You want to break me down and hurt me? You want to treat me like I’m nothing? You’ll always be my first.” 
 
    He gets up in my face, and for a second I feel like I’ve made a breakthrough, at least until he speaks. “In all those years you never said you loved me. You said you would love me if I waited for you, but those three words were never uttered. You’re not my first everything. Tamsyn is the first woman in my life to love me. She really loves me. It’s not spiteful. It’s real.” 
 
    I’m gritting my teeth as I speak. “If it’s so damn real then why are you keeping secrets from her? If it’s so damn real why don’t you walk your ass out there and tell her you fucked me a couple weeks ago?” 
 
    “Go to hell!” He shoves me to the side and leaves the restroom. I lean over the sink to wipe away my tears only to hear the door open. “I’ll be out in a second.” 
 
    “No need to leave,” I hear Tamsyn saying. She’s standing in that tight form-fitted outfit, her perfect little body accentuating every curve in the costume. I hate her. I hate everything about her. “We need to get something straight right now.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “Stay away from Josh, Livvy. This isn’t high school. Get over yourself. You can’t have everything you want all the time. We’re happy. He won’t let you ruin that.” 
 
    “Oh sweet Tamsyn, he already has. You’re just too blind to see it yet.” 
 
    I push her against the wall and leave the bathroom. Without causing a fuss, I quickly exit the party. I’ve planted the seed in Tamsyn’s head. She’ll start asking him questions, and pretty soon the truth will come out, even if I’m the one to make it happen. 
 
    At the end of the day I’m the one he’s supposed to be with. I love him, and there’s nothing that can keep me from wanting to convince him it’s the truth. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    I’m doing everything in my power to get past my sins. I know I’ve fucked up. A part of me wants to come clean; to tell Tamsyn what I’ve done and hope to hell she can get past it. Then I know it’s not possible, not with her past relationships. She’s been screwed over, lied to, and cheated on. I swore I wouldn’t hurt her, so I’d rather live with the burden than break her heart.  
 
    When Tamsyn comes storming out of the bathroom following Liv I’m certain she knows the truth. I prepare for everything to come crashing down on me. My heart is already racing as she nears. “Can we get out of here?” 
 
    I nod, waiting for the bomb to detonate. “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s go.” 
 
    It’s obvious she’s furious. I keep waiting for her to speak her mind, but she says nothing as we start to walk back to the house. “You okay?” 
 
    “I will be once I’m out of this costume.” 
 
    I stop her. “Hey, hang on. I think we need to talk.” 
 
    She places her hands on her hips. It’s difficult to be serious when she looks so damn amazing. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s some things I need to say to you.” 
 
    I open my arms. “I’m ready. Give it to me straight. Tell me I fucked up. Tell me you can’t be with someone you can’t trust.” 
 
    “Josh,” she shakes her head. “I’m not mad you were in the bathroom together. Jesus, have a little faith. I trust you completely.” 
 
    Her words make this worse. She obviously doesn’t know I fucked Liv while she was out of the country. “You put too much faith in me, babe. I’m not perfect. I make mistakes.” 
 
    “We all make mistakes. Look, this isn’t about us. You need to tell me what she said to you, because she kept going on and on that I don’t know you at all. I need to be on the same page as you. She’s trying to come between us. I can feel it. She’s up to her old games again. I have what she wants.” 
 
    I try to take her hands into mine, but she pulls away. “Talk to me, Josh.” 
 
    “It’s always the same. She says our relationship is temporary and that in some time you’ll leave me and I’ll go back to her. She’s crazy, Tamsyn. She’s jealous.” 
 
    “She is. It’s ridiculous. Why would she think we’re temporary? Does she know something I don’t?” 
 
    I’m looking right into her eyes and lying to her. Nothing could be worse than this. “No. I tell you everything.” 
 
    I feel her falling into my chest. My arms surround her petite body, and for a few seconds it’s quiet. “Do you still have feelings for her, Josh?” 
 
    “No.” I lie again. It’s not the kind of feelings where I want to be with her. It’s more of a memory of something that once was. There’s no need for me to worry her. I’m not going anywhere. 
 
    “Maybe in a couple years we can look back on this and laugh at her. Right now I’m pissed. Half your family saw that you two were in the bathroom together.” 
 
    “Nothing happened in that bathroom. I was taking a piss and she came in saying stupid shit. That’s it. I told her to get the fuck away from me and left. Don’t even worry about her. Hopefully she’ll get the point and stay away. If she bothers you again you need to let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Josh. I’m sorry if I seem overprotective. I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “You won’t lose me. You know I love you.” 
 
    “I do. I’m grateful for you every single day. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you now.” 
 
    “Let’s get these stupid costumes off and go to bed.” 
 
    We’re starting to walk back to the house again. “Do you really hate Halloween?”  
 
    “I don’t hate anything that you’re a part of.” 
 
    “Smooth talking. You trying to get into my spandex?” 
 
    I laugh. “I wish it were easy. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be an exhausting process. How the hell did you get that suit on?” 
 
    “It was trying. I used baby powder. My stomach is so full I might explode if I try to bend over.” 
 
    “Let’s not test that assumption. I’d rather not have to clean up puke before I get to have sex with you.” 
 
    Just like that we’re back to being normal. If I could just keep Liv away forever I might be able to have a future with Tamsyn. Knowing Liv, she’s just waiting until the perfect moment to ruin my life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    One week before Thanksgiving I’m getting a call I never expected. I see her name on the caller ID and wonder what the hell it could be about. I answer with little regard for her feelings. “What the fuck do you want? It’s the middle of the day, so I’m obviously busy.” 
 
    “We need to talk Josh. I’m on the ranch. Meet me at our old spot. It’s important.” 
 
    Liv hangs up before I can respond. I put my phone back in my pocket and decided to ignore her, hoping she’ll go away and leave me alone. Things are good. Tamsyn moved her stuff into our house. My parents love having her there, because she pitches in so much. We take turns making dinner, and helping my mom do chores. Tamsyn has helped me get along better with my dad. It’s damn near perfect. We’re even talking about our future, long term and I’m not the least bit afraid.  
 
    An hour after her phone call I hear someone calling my name. She’s hunted me down, driven a four-wheeler around the property to locate me. I’m pissed. Someone told her where to look. “Why couldn’t you meet me?” 
 
    “You know why. I’m working. I told you to leave me alone.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple Josh. I have some news.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s got nothing to do with me. Turn around and go back to where you came from. I need to finish.” 
 
    I start to walk back to the tractor when I hear something that drops me to my knees. “Josh, I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Everything starts spinning. My first inclination is that she’s lying. Knowing me the way she does, Liv walks over to me with a plastic bag of tests. All three say the same result. “I missed my period last week. I’ve always been regular.” 
 
    “It ain’t mine.” 
 
    “Jeffery had a vasectomy, Josh. I haven’t been with anyone else. We had sex almost two months ago. Do the math. I’ve been home since then.” 
 
    “It can’t be mine, Liv. Don’t put this shit on me.” 
 
    “This isn’t me coming to you as an attempt to break up your relationship. I’m scared to death. I haven’t slept in days. I can’t tell anyone. Wes will disown me. Your family will hate me.” 
 
    “Get an abortion.” I hate saying it. My family has been through hell. If they ever found out I considered it as a way out of the problem they’d kick my ass. I’d be homeless. My mother would never forgive me. 
 
    “No. I’d never do that.” 
 
    I finally turn and look at her. She’s crying, and my heart begins to shatter. “Please say it’s not true.” 
 
    I can feel a burning in my eyes. My future is so clear. This can’t be happening. In all my life I’ve never cried in front of anyone. I’m fighting back the emotions, while trying to search for a way out of this situation. “You sure?” 
 
    “I can’t go to the doctors until I’m ten weeks.” 
 
    “I need time.” I take off my hat and wipe away the forming sweat. It’s getting cold, so I know this is due to stress. “I can’t …” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Liv is quiet for once, which tells me one thing. She’s scared shitless. I’ve never seen her act this way. “How are you? I mean, I know how, but are you okay?” 
 
    “All fighting aside, I’m freaking out.” She laughs. “It’s funny. I was willing to do anything to get you back, but I never considered this. I don’t want kids, but I’d never abort a child, not yours.” 
 
    “I can’t be what you need, Liv. You’re asking the impossible.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you for anything, and I’m not here to threaten your relationship with Tamsyn, but the truth is going to come out eventually. My brother will want answers. Your sister will find out.” 
 
    I rub my eyes, keeping them closed to avoid looking at her. “How long do I have?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A couple months. I won’t say anything until I start to show.” 
 
    “I appreciate you coming to me.” 
 
    “Josh, I know you hate me right now. I’m sorry. This is all my fault.” 
 
    “Was it on purpose?” 
 
    “I said it wasn’t. If it was, do you think I’d come to you like this? I’d go right to Tamsyn. I’m coming to you because you deserve to know.” 
 
    “I’m going to lose her,” I manage to get out. “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    Liv comes closer and puts her hand on my shoulder. I’m still on my knees, reeling in the news that’s about to drive my heart into the ground. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “You really love her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    “I could lie and say I don’t want you for myself, but you know that’s not the truth. However, I am sorry this happened. I’d never want you because you feel obligated to me.” 
 
    “Shit!” I yell. “Damn it!” 
 
    Now she’s really crying. “I could go back to New York, Josh. I’ve never needed help before. I can do this on my own. I don’t want you to hate me any more than you already do. If leaving makes this problem go away for you, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Wes will find out.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him it’s someone else’s. I’ll lie for you.” 
 
    It’s too soon to be able to make the right decision. “Just hang tight until I can wrap my head around this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she repeats. “And for the record, you were wrong. My actions lately aren’t excusable. I’m jealous. Why did it have to be her?” 
 
    “It just happened, Liv. I swear it wasn’t about you. She’s good for me.” 
 
    It’s quiet. I think we both know my relationship with Tamsyn is about to end. It’s only a matter of time. This isn’t the same person who taunted me. She’s not here to break up my relationship. This is the side of her that no one else gets to see. She’s not made of stone. It just takes something major to prove it. “Is it okay if I give you a call after my doctor appointment?” 
 
    “It has to be. I need to know.” 
 
    She’s already walking away. “Have a good Thanksgiving, Josh. Please, if you can find it in your heart to forgive me.” 
 
    “Let me have some time. I’ve got a lot to think about.” 
 
      
 
    I take my time finishing out my project, because I know when I head back to the house I’ll have to face Tamsyn. I don’t know if I’ll be able to this time.  
 
    That one night ruined everything. I didn’t even know what I was doing. It’s not fair. Liv pushed me. She forced me, and now I’m supposed to accept the consequences.  
 
    When I finish work for the day, I head to the barn and make myself a stiff drink. Tamsyn is probably in the middle of packing for Kentucky. She’ll know something is wrong if I don’t hide it well enough.  
 
    I sit and remain there for the next couple hours. My phone rings until it dies. I’m numb. It’s brutal knowing that I came so close to having it all, only for everything to fall apart. I should have known it was too good to be true. 
 
    I don’t turn around when I hear the door open. Her voice tells me it’s Tamsyn. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Your father is checking the fields. He thought something may have happened to you.” 
 
    “I’ve been here.” 
 
    “What’s going on? You didn’t pick up your phone.” 
 
    I lie to her, because telling the truth is even harder. “I got into it with one of my cousins today over something stupid, and instead of getting everyone involved I came here to cool down. After a few beers I decided to keep drinking. I’m sorry I had you worried.” 
 
    She hugs me from behind. “I’m glad you’re all right.” 
 
    “Yep, just fine and dandy,” I reply with sarcasm. 
 
    “Do you want to be alone, or have company?” 
 
    I look directly into the eyes of the woman I love; the first woman who has shown me what it’s like to be loved, and I break her heart. “I’d rather be alone.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll guess I’ll head back to the house then.” Her sad grimace says it all as she turns and exits the building. 
 
    I slam my fist down on the wooden counter, then swipe the empty beer cans until they tumble onto the concrete floor. This feels like a nightmare I can’t wake from. It’s not fair. She’s the nicest person I’ve ever met. She doesn’t deserve this. It was bad enough that I fucked Liv, but now a baby. How? Why? 
 
    I’d rather pack my shit up and drive away from my life then to have to look her in the eyes and tell her the heartbreaking truth. 
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    Chapter 22 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    We’ve been driving for several hours. For the past few days Josh has been distant. He says everything is okay between us, but I get the feeling that’s not really the truth. I’m doing my best not to worry. We’re living together. We’re planning a future. He tells me he loves me every single day.  
 
    Maybe it’s just me.  
 
    I take his hand and squeeze it, Josh looking over to me and smiling. "I'm really happy. Thank you for being so good to me." 
 
    He winces but leans over and kisses me. "I do my best. You're worth it." 
 
    A few minutes later, out of nowhere, he says something. "I love you. Never forget that." 
 
    "You're freaking me out. Tell me what's going on." 
 
    "It's nothing." 
 
    "Nothing doesn't make you act the way you have been. Talk to me. Your my best friend. I'd do anything for you." 
 
    "I'm scared." His announcement shocks me. 
 
    "Of what?" 
 
    "Losing you. I'm afraid I'm going to lose you and it's depressing." 
 
    "Why would you lose me?" I ask. 
 
    "Because I'm no where near perfect. I make mistakes." 
 
    "I do too." 
 
    "It's different, Tamsyn. Thinking about losing your love makes me feel sick. It's only a matter of time. I'm trying to be positive, but the harder I fall the more difficult it gets to think about." 
 
      
 
    I think for a few minutes about how I should respond. "I know it's only been a few months, but I've never felt this way about anyone else. You're my match. I honestly believe that. I know you've made big changes in your life. We all have demons and fears." 
 
    "When my family loves, we fall hard. I can see this going somewhere. I want you by my side. One day I'd like to make you more than my girlfriend." He takes my hand and kisses it. "I'm not trying to freak you out or push you. I'm just saying I can picture it. I can see us together, maybe with a couple kids." 
 
    This isn't the man I met at the dealership. He’s becoming my whole world. When he says things like this I forget he used to be a player, and that I'm his first real relationship. His love for me is obvious. He doesn't hide it. 
 
    I spent three years with a guy who never put me first. He lied and cheated. I've been with Josh for three months and he's everything I've ever looked for in a man. "It may be years away, but I promise I'll still be by your side." 
 
    Josh peers out the window. He's withdrawn again, and I don't know why, until I begin to worry. "Is there something I don't know?" 
 
    He doesn't answer. "We're here." He points to the white picket fence that seems to go on for miles. We approach a large white sign with the Mitchell name and pull onto the private driveway. Josh stops and plugs in a code that opens the security gates. Unlike North Carolina, this place is huge. It's like a family compound. 
 
    "Exactly how rich is your family?" 
 
    "We do all right. You seeing me for my money?" 
 
    "I've never asked for a penny." 
 
    He rubs my leg. "I'm teasing. The thought has never crossed my mind. Besides, I collect a paycheck and still live with my parents. I'm by no means rich." 
 
    “I’m teasing you, silly. I’d still want you even if you lived in a car.” 
 
    “I’d make sure it was a nice car at least,” he jokes. 
 
    I smile and lean my head against him as we pull up in front of the old mansion. It appears that we’re the first couple to arrive for the festivities. After meeting his great aunt, he gives me a tour of the home, and then the property.  
 
    I’m overwhelmed, at least until we come to his Uncle Colt and Aunt Van’s house. It’s big, but nothing compared to the mansion. When we go inside it smells like a bakery. His aunt comes over and gives me a hug like the last time we saw each other. She’s like the most gentle human being I’ve ever met. Her oldest daughter Christian comes in and greets us almost the same as her mother. “What are you two up to?” 
 
    “I’m showing her the ranch, one house at a time.” 
 
    “Don’t go to Addy’s house. They’re remodeling. It’s a disaster. I can’t believe she’s letting people stay with them.” 
 
    I smirk. “I’m sure it’s fine. One time my parents decided to knock down a wall the night before Christmas. There was so much drywall dust that our tree looked like the ones with the snow painted on them. All of my presents were caked in a white layer of residue. We ended up eating dinner in my parent’s bedroom, wearing our pajamas.” 
 
    Christian seems interested in my story. She’s laughs with me and then turns to Josh. “Keep this one. She’s great.” 
 
    “I plan on it,” he explains.  
 
    Once we’re outside, Josh takes my hand and leads me down a gravel road. Tall grasses line one side, while a green pasture sets the landscape on the opposite side. A couple horses are grazing, while wild birds fly around them. It’s heavenly. I can picture living my life in a place like this, Josh by my side, maybe someday there will be kids. I’m overthinking things, probably rushing what should be taken slow, but I’m happy. I’m ecstatic. I belong with him, and him with me. I can feel it in my gut. My life is beautiful when he’s a part of it. “I feel like the luckiest person on the planet.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re happy, beautiful. It’s all I could ask for.” 
 
    “Being here with you; it’s like a dream. Your family is great. They’ve been so nice. It’s funny, because I swore your mom would hate me considering the way we first met, but she doesn’t. She makes me feel so welcome. What I’m trying to say is that I’m grateful you came into the dealership and hit on me. I’m thankful you showed up that night and didn’t take me home. I’m glad we had sex.” 
 
    He doesn’t let me finish. He’s picking me up and kissing me, carrying me over to a wooden fence so I’m able to lean against it. When we part he’s smiling. His eyes are glistening, like he’s getting emotional, except I don’t think it’s possible. Josh is a rock. He’s too tough to express himself this way.  
 
    He holds me close for a few more seconds, kissing the top of my head and leaving his face to linger there. “I’m thankful for you too, Tamsyn. You taught me the real meaning of love, and I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    “You better. I wouldn’t expect anything less from you. It’s why I’m crazy about you.” 
 
    Our hands lace together and it’s like electricity running between us. I never want this moment to end. 
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    Chapter 23 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    It's been several days since I learned Liv is pregnant with my child, and there hasn't been a single second where I'm able to relax. I can't sleep. When I eat I feel sick. When I'm around Tamsyn all I can think about is losing her. Every single second I wait to share the news is another reason for her to hate me. God I can't deal with it. The image of her packing her things and walking out of my life devastates me and it hasn't happened yet. I'm prolonging the inevitable. She knows something is up. I can't keep lying to her; promising we will be okay, when I know we won't. 
 
    I haven't heard from Liv. That's how I know she's genuinely freaking out. This isn't about being with me, or how I feel about her. A part of me will always care about her, but I won't forgive her for what's been done to me. Now I have to find a way to get along with her for the sake of our child. It's terrible. 
 
    Everyone will hate me. Wes will never forgive me. Cam will probably try to beat the shit out of me. My dad will go back to calling me worthless, and my mom, well she's going to be crushed when Tamsyn leaves. They're very close. I know she wants her to be the one I stay with. 
 
    Given my history with Liv, not a single family member will accept her, well no one besides her brother. 
 
    I'm too embarrassed to ask anyone for advice, because I know they'll only tell me what I already know. 
 
    I'm an idiot. 
 
      
 
    After the tour, and a very emotional walk, I find Tamsyn outside on the front porch swing. She's closed her eyes and seems to be enjoying a gentle afternoon breeze. She’s beautiful sitting there all alone, and I take a mental picture just in case our time is running out. The harder to try to keep calm, the more my emotions are going awry. 
 
    The porch door slams shut grabbing her attention. "Hey.” I say while walking. “Are you hungry yet? Noah and Shalan are hosting dinner." 
 
    She stops swinging and heads in my direction. "It's so beautiful here. I could stay outside all night if you’d let me." 
 
    "Yeah, I like the mountains and when the leaves turn red and orange for as far as the eyes can see. It’s like a picture you’d hang on the wall.”  
 
    “We can take the four wheeler out later if you're up for it. There's a stream that runs through the whole property. It opens up to a lake. If you're really feeling adventurous we could take horses. Shalan and Noah have six now." 
 
    Her arms wrap around my waist. "As long as you lead the way I'll follow." 
 
    I wish that were the case, but I know as soon as she learns my secret everything will end abruptly. 
 
    Noah and Shalan offered for us to stay with them, but Isabella and Rusty are already there, plus they have Jake and Jax's crews. Addison offered, but my sister Callie and Cob will be using their only guest room. Cammie and Wes and Cassie and Logan are staying in the mansion with us. I think it'll be nice to see them and share coffee and breakfast each morning while we're all here. Plus Tamsyn will have people she feels comfortable with, just in case I go off with guys. 
 
    We arrive at the house to find an Italian smorgasbord prepared. After making a couple plates, we eat outside near the pastures. I can already tell my girlfriend is eying up one of the mares. "Like I said, we can take a ride." 
 
    "I haven't ridden in years." 
 
    "You'll do fine." I reach for her hand. "Come on. The weather is perfect and we still have a couple hours of daylight left." 
 
    I don't have to twist her arm. She's already leading the way into the stables. 
 
    We saddle up two horses and start making our decent toward the wooden trails when Wes and Cammie come pulling into the driveway. I expect a wave or a smart comment, but Wes surprises me by jumping from the car before my sister can completely stop. "We need to talk," he says as he approaches. 
 
    "Okay. Can it wait until we get back?" 
 
    He's pissed about something. That much is obvious. "Not really." He looks to Tamsyn. "Can I borrow him for a second?" 
 
    She's already on one of the horses but nods like she okay if I step away for a moment. 
 
    We no sooner get into the barn when he starts on me. "I talked to my sister this morning and she had a lot to say." 
 
    "About what?" I play stupid, because I can't believe she would tell him anything just yet. 
 
    "Don't go there with me, Josh. How long have we been friends, man?" 
 
    I shrug. "Almost twenty years." 
 
    "How do you think it felt to find pregnancy tests in the bathroom trash this morning and discover they weren't from Cammie, but my little sister?" 
 
    "I guess it pissed you off." 
 
    He's shaking his head. "You're really going to do this? You're going to look me in the eyes and lie to my face?" 
 
    "I'm not!" 
 
    "I know Liv is pregnant, Josh. She told me everything when I threatened to kick her out of the house if she didn't. I know the kid she's carrying is yours. What the fuck? How long have you lied to me about my sister? Have the two of you been fucking each other since middle school? Is she telling the truth?" 
 
    I sigh. "Yeah. It's true." 
 
    "So you do know she's pregnant with your child, yet you're here with Tamsyn pretending there ain't shit going on. Does she know, because if I do the math right in my head, according to how far along she is, you were already with Tamsyn." 
 
    I'm starting to worry he's being too loud. "Keep it down, Wes. It's not what you think." 
 
    "So she doesn't know her boyfriend is screwing her ex best friend behind her back?" 
 
    "What the hell? I'm not! It happened once in the past seven months. We severed ties. It's your fault she came back anyway. You had to run your mouth and tell her I was falling for Tamsyn." 
 
    "She asked how you were doing. How the fuck was I supposed to know she'd come back for you? It's not like either of you filled me in on your secret love affair." 
 
    I point at my best friend. "You need to settle down, bro." 
 
    He shoves me. "You need to grow a set and take responsibility." 
 
    "Fuck you. It happened once. I was trashed. It meant nothing to me. She's the one who threw herself at me." 
 
    "You fucked her. She told me everything." 
 
      
 
    "Josh?" I hear Tamsyn saying my name from behind us. As I turn to address her she's backing away from me. "Say it isn't true. Please tell me he's mistaken." 
 
    "Tamsyn wait!" She's back on the horse, kicking it on the side so it takes off into the thick woods. 
 
    I take the reigns of the other saddled horse, but turn to Wes before climbing on. "You just ruined my life, man. Thanks for nothing." 
 
    Cammie is trying to catch me, but the horse is already in a gallop. I have to find Tamsyn. This can't be happening to us, not now, not yet. 
 
      
 
    I’m calling her name, scanning far in the distance to see if I can spot her. I follow the stream I told her about, hoping she’ll use that as a guide not to get lost. I hate that she’s alone. It’s my fault she’s hurting, and there’s nothing I can do but pray she’s going to get through this. I’m not comparing myself to Shaun, because she’s already told me our relationship is stronger than theirs ever was.  
 
    I’m desperate to find her, asking for God’s help, or anyone that can guide me in the right direction. I can’t begin to imagine what she’s going through. I promised I wouldn’t lie. I looked her in the eyes and told her we’d be okay. I cheated. I swore that wouldn’t happen, not with her.  
 
    It’s not fair. None of it. If I could take it back I would. I should have gotten on a plane and followed her to Mexico like I wanted, because then this wouldn’t be happening.  
 
    I hear whimpering as I continue searching. After hooking the horse up to a nearby tree, I follow the sounds until I spot her. She’s sitting on a large rock, her horse a little behind her. She sees me and stands like she’s going to run. I extend my hand in her direction. “Tamsyn, please. I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Don’t run. I can explain. I know you’re pissed and you feel betrayed, but there’s an explanation. At least let me talk to you.” 
 
    She’s sobbing. Her tears have soaked the front of her sweatshirt. “How could you do this to me? You promised.” 
 
    I get close, but she backs away. “Don’t. I can’t be near you. How could you be with that bitch after everything she did to you? How could you look me in the eyes and lie to my face? I don’t even know you, Josh. Everything was a lie.” 
 
    “No!” I argue. “You’re wrong. None of it was a lie. I never wanted to hurt you. It was a mistake, a horrible, awful mistake.” 
 
    “Just shut up. You fucked her behind my back. As far as I know it takes two people to make that happen.” 
 
    “You’re right, but I was trashed. She came onto me. I didn’t even remember what happened the next day until I was reminded. You have to believe me.” 
 
    “I don’t believe a word out of your mouth and I never will again.” She covers her face. “God, I’m so stupid. Everyone warned me. They said you’d do this; that you were incapable of settling down, but I didn’t listen. I let you make me fall in love with you. I was so caught up that I thought you loved me too.” 
 
    “I do. God, I do.” 
 
    My throat feels like it’s closing up, and my eyes sting. I know what’s happening, and I’m not about to hold back, not with her. “I love you so much that it’s been tearing me apart. You’re all I want.” 
 
    “Sorry about your luck, but you can’t have me, never again, Josh.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that.” 
 
    “You’re having a baby with Livvy. What the hell, Josh? We talked about protection with other people. We talked about Livvy and how she used you over and over again. You said you hated her, but now I know you were lying through your teeth. You’re so good at it that you believe yourself. What kind of person looks into their lover’s eyes and flat out lies with no remorse?” 
 
    “I’ve been a wreck about it for days. You know that. You kept asking, but I didn’t know how to tell you. It’s been killing me. I knew it would hurt you, and the idea of that kept me from coming clean.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me because you knew I’d leave.” 
 
    “You’re right. That’s a big part of it.” 
 
    “Wow, look, he does know how to tell the truth,” she says sarcastically. 
 
    I reach for her but she pulls away. “Tamsyn.” 
 
    “I thought you were the one. I really did. I could picture our future so clearly. You had me going. You were perfect, portraying a man any woman could love. You were right to warn me in the beginning. You told me you’d mess up, but I gave you the benefit of doubt.” She pauses for a second, breaking down again. She’s so close I can touch her, but I don’t attempt it. “I can’t stay here with you. I can’t look at your family.” 
 
    “Don’t leave. They love you. I love you. Please don’t do this.” 
 
    “It’s done, Josh. We’re done and I’m going home.” She storms past me and climbs back on the horse. “I’d appreciate it if you got someone to give you a ride back home next week. I’m taking the truck back to North Carolina. I’ll get my things from the ranch while you’re away so it’s easier on the both of us.” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair. I’m in shock. This wasn’t supposed to happen for weeks. I know I didn’t deserve the extra time with her, but at least I would have been prepared. 
 
    I sink down on my knees and watch her riding away, my heart shattering into a million pieces as the first set of tears run down my cheeks. 
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    Chapter 24 
 
    Olivia 
 
      
 
    For the record, I didn't know my brother was going to go through the trash and find the pregnancy test. When he confronted me I wanted to lie, but Wes is hard to convince. Besides, I need someone on my side to help me through this. If he discovered it was Josh he'd feel obligated to help us work out our differences. 
 
    The call comes in a little after nine. When I see his name pop up on my screen I already know what's it about. Wes has arrived in Kentucky and given Josh an ear full. 
 
    I take a few deep breaths and prepare to get yelled at. "Hey Josh." 
 
    "How could you?" 
 
    I play dumb. "How could I what?" 
 
    His voice is different. It almost sounds like he's crying, but that's not possible. "She's gone, Liv. Tamsyn overheard everything. She's packing up and leaving. She ended it between us. FUCK!" He screams. 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "You told your brother. You knew how he would react. How could you?" 
 
    "Josh, I'm sorry. Are you okay?" 
 
    "Of course I'm not okay. The first woman to ever love me is leaving me. How do you think I am?" 
 
    "She's not the first person," I correct him. 
 
    "Don't. Don't you dare compare what we had to my relationship with Tamsyn. That woman means everything to me. I just watched my possible future look me in the eyes and tell me it's over. You should have seen her. How could I do this?" 
 
    He really is crying, and it's breaking my heart. "Josh, please don't cry. Jesus, you have to calm down." 
 
    "I can't. I won't. You ruined me. I had one chance and you took it away from me." 
 
    "I'm sorry. I never meant for it to come out like this." 
 
    "Well it did. I hope you're happy. You got exactly what you wanted. She's out of the picture." 
 
    I actually feel terrible he's going through this heartbreaking time. Guilt stricken and obviously over emotional, I do my best to comfort him. "Go after her Josh. It's getting late and she's probably a mess. Hunt her down and convince her to stay. Maybe after you've both calmed down you can talk more." 
 
    "She told me to leave her alone." 
 
    "Just do what I say. Show her you won't give up." 
 
    "I shouldn't be talking to you about this." 
 
    "It's okay. I owe you that much. Tamsyn is stubborn. She's probably rushing to get out of there, so get off the phone and stop her, Josh." 
 
    He hangs up the phone without another word. I'm still in shock. Joshua Healy doesn't cry. He rarely expresses any emotions except for disgust. She really has changed him, but there's still a part of me that hopes he can't convince her to stay, because if the pregnancy tests are accurate, I'm going to have to work my ass off to win back the father of my child. 
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    Chapter 25 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    I don't even remember getting back to the stables, but thankfully I manage. I don't waste time taking the saddle off the horse, but instead make a beeline for the mansion where my luggage awaits. I'm halfway through the long dirt lane when I hear the sound of a horse running. I don't have to look back to know its Josh; the man who just ripped my heart from my chest. 
 
    He's calling my name. "Tamsyn, stop!" 
 
    At first I don't want to listen, until I hear the struggle in his voice. As mad as I am, it still gets to me to hear him this upset. "What?" 
 
    "Don't leave. The roads are tricky and you don't know your way. At least wait until morning." 
 
    He's right. I shouldn't borrow a truck I've never driven and attempt to make it home. I cross my arms over my chest. "Fine. I'll see if I can stay at a nearby hotel." 
 
    "You can stay here. I'll take the downstairs couch." 
 
    "I still can't believe this is happening to us. I knew something was wrong, but I never expected this." 
 
    He clenches his jaw and peers away. His bright green eyes are already red and swollen. At least I know this hurts him and that he's not completely heartless. "I wish it wasn't true. I've wished it since the day it happened. This has been the best three months of my life." 
 
    "How? I don't get it." Then I change my mind. "Don't tell me. I can't bear to hear it." 
 
    "I'll tell you anything." 
 
    "How many times?" There are some things I need to ask, because it will bug the shit out of me if I don’t. 
 
    "Once." 
 
    "Where? Was it in your bed? The bed we shared?" 
 
    "No." He frowns and shakes his head. "No way. It was outside. She cornered me when I went outside." 
 
    "Halloween?" 
 
    "Hell no. It was when you were gone. She showed up freaking out that we were together. She wanted me to tell her you didn't mean anything to me." 
 
    "Did you? Is that how it happened?" 
 
    He reaches for me, but I back away. I can't handle it. "Tamsyn, of course not. I told her I love you, because I do. I said what we have is real. She went nuts and left. I’d been drinking all night with my parents. I had no idea what I was doing. It was a huge mistake I've regretted since waking up sober." 
 
    "I'm sorry, Josh, but I don't believe you. The truth is, Livvy wants you, and I guess a part of you still wanted her too. You said she was your first love. Some people never get over that." 
 
    "I am over it. I'm here with you. I want you. Only you. I love you." 
 
    "I love you too, but I can't forgive you, even if my heart wants me to. You knew I could never forgive you if you cheated on me." 
 
    "I know." His face contorts like he's trying to fight his emotions. "I understand." 
 
    I break down right in front of him again. 
 
    “Do you? Do you have any idea how this feels for me?” 
 
    The veins are popping on his forehead. He’s fighting a losing battle though. Nothing he says will make this right, “I messed up. It was once. I never would have done it sober.” 
 
    “You think that’s a good enough excuse for me to get over it?” I have to turn away from him. There’s no way I can look at him, knowing this has to end, and not run into his arms. “I need to be alone, Josh. Go back to your family.” 
 
    “No way. I’m where I need to be.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m pretty sure there is someone else who needs you more than me. Have you considered that she’s lying?” It’s a possibility. Livvy is known for fabricating stories to benefit herself. 
 
    “I saw the tests.” He pauses. “Plus, I can tell she’s upset about it. She never wanted kids. If she was going to continue trying to break us up she’s find other ways. This isn’t how she’d want my family knowing we were together. She knows they’ll hate her for this.” 
 
    He’s right. This doesn’t get her anywhere. That can only mean it’s true. Livvy is pregnant. “How do you know you’re the father?” 
 
    “I guess I can’t be sure until the baby is born. She said her fiancé had a vasectomy years ago. The timing is right.” 
 
    I feel like I’m going to throw up. I keep imagining them together, her hands all over the parts of him that were supposed to be mine. I’m devastated.  
 
    “How long were you planning on keeping this from me? Obviously you wouldn’t have been able to hide it forever.” 
 
    “Liv agreed to keep quiet until she was showing. I knew my time was running out, but I wanted to have a nice holiday with you and my family before all hell broke loose. Can you blame me? I didn’t want to hurt you. That was never my intention. I’d do anything for your forgiveness.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. It’s too late for that.” I look him right in his sad eyes. My teeth grit as I say it. “I will never forgive you.” 
 
    He’s squinting again, his face scrunching up. “I’m so damn sorry.” 
 
    “I am too. We could have been great, Josh.” 
 
    He nods through his tears. “I know.” 
 
    My lips are trembling. I can barely see out of my tear-filled eyes. It’s too much. “I’m going to go lie down for a while.” 
 
    When I turn to walk away he grabs the back of my shirt. In a matter of seconds he’s wrapping his arms around the back of me and crying into my shoulder. My hands come up and hold onto his. Then I lose it. His strength alone is the only thing keeping me from falling. I can’t begin to fathom how this is happening to us. He’s making it worse by being this emotional. 
 
    I tap on his arm. “I have to go,” I manage to mumble. 
 
    He lets go, saying nothing as I start walking away. 
 
    It’s not until I’m behind closed doors that I really fall apart. I slide down against the bedroom wall and bawl my eyes out. I’ll never be the same again, not after losing him. In a few short months he consumed me. It was dangerous from the start, but I couldn’t turn away. I wanted it, and now I have to live with that decision and always wonder what could have been if this never happened. 
 
      
 
    It’s the middle of the night when I come out of the bedroom. My stomach is growling, yet I’m too upset to eat anything. I’d never expect to find Josh asleep on the floor in the hallway. I’m furious and hurt, but still care. I’m not the only person going through hell. It’s obvious he’s tearing himself apart over what’s happened.  
 
    I kneel down and shake him awake. “Hey.” He stirs, sitting up and taking in his surroundings. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    There’s a bottle of whiskey next to him, so I know he didn’t follow me upstairs earlier. “A while.” 
 
    “Are you able to stand?” I ask. 
 
    I take his hand, not even thinking that it’s probably not a good idea to touch him. I get him to his feet, realizing how close it’s made us. He brings his free hand up and strokes my face. “Please don’t stop loving me.” 
 
    I turn away from his touch. “You can’t ask me that.” 
 
    “Well, I’m doing it anyway!” He picks up the whiskey bottle and takes a long swig. 
 
    He’s getting loud, and I don’t want to involve anyone else in our problems, so I pull him inside of the room I’d been in. When the door is closed, I put my finger over my lips to make him aware that he’s being too loud. He smells of booze. There’s no telling how much he’s had. 
 
    I steal the bottle and drink as much as I can before it makes me hurl. Then I do it a second time, hoping and praying there is enough left to make the pain subside. 
 
    He’s watching me, a half-smile forming on his face as I do it. “It’s not going to work,” he mentions. 
 
    “Screw you. Let me be the judge of that.” I guzzle the entirety of the bottle and sit it on a nearby dresser. The horrible taste causes me to gag, but I manage to keep from heaving. “Where did you go earlier?” 
 
    He sits down on the mattress and folds his hands in his lap. “I went to talk to my father.” 
 
    “Does he know?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I can only imagine how it went. “Did you fight?” 
 
    “We had words. I lost my shit, punched a hole in my uncle’s garage wall.” He holds up his hand to show me the bruising. 
 
    I sit down beside him to get a better look in case it’s broken. As I’m checking it out I can feel his eyes in my direction. As if in slow motion I turn to make sure. We’re so close, yet a wall is sitting between us, an invincible shield keeping us apart. 
 
    “I never thought I was lost until I found you, Tamsyn. I didn’t think it was possible to love this way. Every part of me aches for you. I wish I knew how to make this right.” 
 
    “I believe you, Josh. I really do. There’s just some things I’ll never be able to get over.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I’m still holding onto his fist, and as I begin to let go, he takes my hand and forces our fingers to lace. Our eyes meet again. “We belong together.” 
 
    I nod. It’s true. We’re a perfect match. I don’t need a dating site to tell me either. He finishes my sentences. We enjoy the same things. We get each other. 
 
    “Stay for Thanksgiving. Be here with my family. When we go home I’ll help you leave, if it’s what you really want.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it? I’d never want this.” I’m crying again. “I don’t want to lose you because some bitch came between us. It’s not fair. It’s just not fair at all.” 
 
    He brings my hands to his lips and kisses them. I close my eyes as the liquor starts to make it’s way into my blood stream. I’m beginning to relax, but not nearly enough to forget. “Tell me you love me,” he orders. 
 
    I gaze into those green eyes, my lips part, and I say it. “I love you.” I’m sobbing now. “I love you, Josh, so much that I feel like I’m being gutted.” I fall into his lap and weep. I’m trying to be strong, but it’s impossible. I think it would be different if he didn’t love me, or was having an affair for the whole time we were together, but that’s not the case. From the way he tells the story, he was manipulated when his guard was down.  
 
    He plays with my hair until I manage to calm down. I’m sniffling, but remain in his lap. For some reason being like this with him comforts me, even though he’s the person who caused this. “Can I stay the night in here with you? I won’t try anything, I swear. I need to be close to you.” 
 
    I sit up and try to think of all the ways it’s a bad idea, but I’m left wanting it too. “Okay.” 
 
    We climb under the covers together, him fully dressed, and me in my pajamas. For a couple minutes we’re far apart, both of us facing each other. Then he reaches for my hand. “I can’t do this without you. I get why you feel the need to leave.” 
 
    “I won’t give up on our friendship, if that’s what you’re getting at. I need it too.” 
 
    He kisses my hand and closes his eyes, only to slide up against my body and wrap one arm around my back. I nestle my head under his chin and close my eyes. How am I supposed to get over this when being in his arms is the only thing to make it better? 
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    Chapter 26 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    Desperate for advice, I went to the one person I knew I could count on. My dad. 
 
    He’s standing with my uncles, a beer in one hand, and a dart in the other. They’re aiming at the board, a tied score listed on the score card.  
 
    It doesn’t take a genius to figure out something is wrong. I don’t get emotional. I sure as hell never cry. I’m the rock, except in this case. 
 
    My dad takes one look at me, clenches his jaw, and asks for a minute so he can talk to me. Both of my uncles, Colt and Ty, go into the house to give us privacy. 
 
    My dad begins with what I would expect. “What have you done now?” 
 
    “I fucked up,” I start. “Dad, I fucked up so bad I don’t think I’ll ever be okay.” 
 
    He sits his beer down and leans on an old metal drum while listening. “Go on.” 
 
    “Remember when Tamsyn went to Mexico; that night we got shit-faced in the barn?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Liv showed up after you and Mom left me. I barely remember it, but we slept together.” 
 
    “You what?” He’s standing straight up, and from the look on his face I need to be prepared for what’s coming. “You better be bullshitting me, son.” 
 
    I sigh. “I wish I was.” 
 
    “Does Tamsyn know?” 
 
    “She does now.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “At the big house. She doesn’t want me near her. I’m losing her, dad. I screwed everything up.” 
 
    “Well that’s what happens when you screw around.” 
 
    I’m pissed he assumes I wanted this. “You think I’d screw Liv on purpose? She seduced me when I was trashed. I hardly remembered it. That’s why I never said anything. I never wanted this.” 
 
    “You let it happen, because like it or not, you still have unresolved feelings for Olivia.” 
 
    “No!” I argue. “I hate that bitch.” 
 
    “Don’t raise your voice at me.” He’s warning me to calm down, but I’m too distraught to listen. 
 
    “You’re not hearing me,” I yell back. “You never do.” 
 
    He’s up in my face. “You fucked up, Josh. Don’t put this on anyone else.” 
 
    I shove him, and that’s when it gets a little crazy. We’re rolling around on the garage floor, having a battle of who is the strongest, when Uncle Colt storms in and breaks us up. I point to my father. “I should have known I couldn’t count on you. You’ve never understood me.” I smash my fist into the drywall. For some reason it helps for a few seconds, until my uncle sets me off again. “Josh, walk it off. Go on, get out of here.” 
 
    I kick a empty gas container across the room and exit the building. My dad is right behind me. “Josh, wait.” 
 
    “Why? Why should I? You can’t help me. No one can make it better. Liv is pregnant. She claims she’s having my kid. I saw the tests. They were all positive. Congrats, you’re going to be another grandfather. I’m sure it’s just what you want to hear.” 
 
    My dad takes a few deep breaths. He shakes his head and then puts his hand on my shoulder. In a matter of seconds he’s pulling me into a hug. He’s never acted this way with me. It’s like he somehow senses my pain. We go from brawling, to him supporting me.  
 
    That’s when I lose my shit. I’m standing in my uncle’s driveway in my father’s arms and I let go. My mom must have heard the commotion. She’s running toward us, worried we’ve hurt one another. “What’s going on?” 
 
    We part and both turn in her direction. My dad handles the situation. “I’ve got this handled, Amy.” 
 
    “Conner, clearly something is going on. Where’s Tamsyn?” 
 
    “Cammie didn’t tell you?” 
 
    My mom puts her hands on her hips. “Tell me what?” 
 
    It hurts to repeat it. “Liv is pregnant, Mom. It’s mine.” 
 
    She covers her mouth with her hand, tears already forming in her eyes. She knows what this means, and why Tamsyn isn’t here by my side. “No.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I never meant for this to happen.” 
 
    “How? When?” She wonders. 
 
    “When Tamsyn was in Mexico,” Dad answers for me. 
 
    “Where is she?” My mom asks. 
 
    “The main house.” 
 
    Mom points in that direction. “I don’t care what you have to do. Get your ass over there and make things right, Josh.” 
 
    My eyes are stinging again. “She doesn’t want to see me.” 
 
    “Your mom is right. She’s probably in shock. We all are. She’s far away from home with no one to talk to. You have to go to her. At the least help her figure out how to go home.” 
 
    I hate this advice. Facing her again will kill me. It’s torture knowing I’ve hurt her this way. “Okay.” 
 
    Uncle Ty comes out of the garage with a bottle of whiskey. “Here You’ll need this. She might too.” 
 
    I start walking, thinking, but mostly praying that I can make things right.  
 
    Despite knowing where I can find her, I’m destroyed when I come up on the room and hear her inside. She’s sobbing, wailing, and alone. I sink down on the carpeting floor in the hall and listen to what I’ve done to her. This is what I deserve. It’s everything I promised I’d never do.  
 
    I open that bottle of whiskey and begin drinking it, each sip doing nothing for my heartbreak. Everything I want is in that room and I don’t know how in the hell to fix it. I’m burned out. My eyes sting, and my throat keeps feeling like it’s closing up. My head is pounding, and when I close my eyes I can feel my pulse banging. It’s torture listening to her. It continues for a while until I finally fall asleep from emotional exhaustion.  
 
      
 
    Then she’s there, helping me to my feet and allowing to speak to her. It’s probably the most difficult thing I’ve ever done, yet it gets me permission to hold her close, at least for one more night. 
 
      
 
    She’s fallen asleep, but I remain wide awake. I don’t want to waste a single moment I have left with her. I’m afraid if I close my eyes I’ll wake up to find her gone.  
 
    I’m nervous when she starts to stir. Her eyes are heavy as they meet mine in the dim lit room. I know I shouldn’t, but I have to kiss her; to feel those lips I love pressing against mine. I’m slow as I graze her skin, testing the waters to see if she’ll allow it.  
 
    All of a sudden she’s taking control, climbing on top of me while our lips crash together in a heated kiss. I shove her cotton shirt over her head and bring my face up to caress her tender breasts. Her hand reaches below and grips my cock. She’s fidgeting with the buckle to my belt, fighting to free it. I roll us over, pull the shirt from my head, and then focus on getting my jeans off before she loses her nerve. My body is shaking. I’ve never been this scared to be with a woman before. She’s fragile. At any moment she could push me away, so I’m not willing to stop and ask for permission.  
 
    I yank off her shorts, taking her panties with them. Then we’re completely naked. I’m hovering overtop of her tantalizing body, not knowing what I should do. She takes me by the hips and pulls me on top of her, so I nuzzle my face against her neck and lick until I’m at her earlobe. There’s no need for positioning. Her wet pussy is already perfectly in line with my rock hard cock. I thrust, my dick surrounded by the confines of her tight walls. It’s almost too much for me to handle.  
 
    Tamsyn brings her hands up to either side of my face. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    “I’m nervous.” 
 
    “Just make love to me, Josh. I need you. I need you to love me right now so I can stop hurting for a little while.” 
 
    We kiss again, this time I’m fighting from losing myself to my emotions again. This is what love feels like. When it’s great I feel high, and when it’s bad, I’m drowning without a life vest to save me. As our bodies move in sync, I’m forced to imagine this will be the very last encounter we’ll have. I’m trying to go slow, while Tamsyn fights for it to be fast. She wants to get it over with. I’m doing this for my own selfish reasons, and she’s just going to have to wait. 
 
    We remain in the same position. I need to look into her eyes when I come. I have to memorize her face when she falls apart with me, and as it begins to happen I feel her crying beneath me. 
 
    We’ve rolled over, her resting overtop of my bare chest. She’s drawing her fingers around like she always does afterwards. Neither of us have spoken yet, and it’s killing me. Each one of her sniffles makes it tough for me to keep it together. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do without you,” I whisper. 
 
    “You’ll be a good father. I’ve seen you with the little ones. You’re a natural.” 
 
    “I don’t want this, not with her.” 
 
    “If you want to be a part of the child’s life, you’ll have to make peace with Livvy.” 
 
    “When I look at her I see everything she’s taken away from me.” 
 
    “Life’s sacrifices aren’t ever easy, Josh.” 
 
    “I asked her to have an abortion.”  
 
    Tamsyn leans on her chin in order to look at me. “You did? You’d want her to end the pregnancy?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know what I want.” 
 
    “Josh, can I ask you something without you getting angry with me?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Does any part of you still love Livvy?” 
 
    “Anything except that.” 
 
    She’s quiet. “I guess I have my answer.” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s complicated. I don’t want to have any feelings for her. I hate her, but at the same time I guess something made my drunk ass go through with it.” 
 
    I wait for her to push me away, but instead she rolls over with her back turned to me. Her body begins to jerk and I know she’s silently crying again. When I try to rub her back she shoves my hand away. “I can’t do this, Josh. I thought I could, but I know I won’t be able to. Things are going to change. You’ll connect with the pregnancy whether you both want to or not. I can’t be the reason you stay away. I won’t let you do that.” 
 
    I sit up. “What the hell are you saying? Are you trying to tell me to be with Liv, because that’s not going to happen. I don’t have to be with her to share responsibilities.” 
 
    “I’m saying that there is a chance any residual feelings you have for her may come back to bite you in the ass, and I’m not going to sit around watching it happen.” 
 
    “It won’t,” I try to reassure her. 
 
    “One week, Josh. I’ll stay here with you, but the moment we go home I’m moving out. I have to.” 
 
    “What if I can change your mind?” 
 
    “You can’t. Livvy is having your baby. You’ve loved her for years. I’ve only known you for several months. You do the math.” 
 
    “The math doesn’t prove shit.” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do, besides, you and I both know I’ll probably never be able to trust you again. What good is a relationship without that?” 
 
    She’s right. I have to accept that she’s willing to stay with me for the remainder of the week. “Okay.” I kiss her hand. 
 
    “Can you ask your sister and Wes to keep the news a secret?” 
 
    “They already are. My parents didn’t even know.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t want it to be weird. I’ve been looking forward to this holiday for a long time. It would be nice to have this week with you. Maybe we can figure out how to stay friends.” She’s breaking down as she says it. “I’m so sorry, Josh. This hurts me. It’s killing me. I don’t want to lose this, but I can’t stay. I won’t share you.” 
 
    I pull her into my arms and hold her there. It’s terrible – all of it.  
 
    “I know, babe. It’s ripping me apart, but I get it.” 
 
    She rests her forehead over mine. “Just know that I love you. I’m angry. I’m in shock, but I still love you.” 
 
    “This isn’t the end of us. I swear it.” 
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    Chapter 27 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    I moved out of the Healy home on the Tuesday we returned to North Carolina. Josh helped me pack my things, the whole time begging me for another chance. After our episode the first night, I spent every second of the holiday with him, but never changed my mind. We kept the peace. He held me every night before bed, sometimes we’d cry. It’s was draining, but necessary. I’m glad I stayed. It was important for both of us to have some kind of closure, if that’s possible. I can’t sit around knowing someone else is carrying his child; someone who loves him and wants him for herself. I’ll never trust them. It won’t work. 
 
    I don’t know how I’m supposed to move forward with my life. My short romance with Josh has left me wondering if I’m better off alone. I’m back at the dorms, but seriously considering going home. I need the support of my parents now more than ever.  
 
    I’ve promised Amy I’d stay in touch, though I know it will be too difficult to maintain a relationship with her while her son remains under her roof. He called me four times the first day, three, the second, and continues to send messages constantly. I’m hoping it wears off, not because I want to cut ties, but because it’s what we both need. I can’t hang on to hope that isn’t there.  
 
    A week after the breakup I receive a message from Livvy via text message. It’s short and to the point. 
 
    We need to talk. – Livvy 
 
    I wait a full day to respond, because honestly, I have no idea if I want to face her. Everything that’s happening in my life is a direct result of her. On the other hand, it’s time she gets what’s been coming to her from day one. 
 
      
 
    When and where? – Tamsyn 
 
    We make plans to meet up in the parking lot of our old favorite ice cream shop. It’s been closed for years, so we’ll have plenty of privacy. After a long day of classes, I drive straight to the location and pull up next to her vehicle.  
 
    She’s wearing a pair of khaki pants and a white button down blouse, but her hair in up in a messy bun. She’s still pretty. I wonder if Josh thinks the same. Was it his attraction to her that he couldn’t fight? 
 
      
 
    “I’m here.” It’s all I can get out. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming.” She’s leaning against her car with her hands in her pockets. I’d love to walk up and kick her ass, but she’s carrying a child and I’m not an asshole. 
 
    “I’m not doing it for you. I need answers, at the least an apology. You succeeded. You took away my chance at happiness. You ruined my relationship with Josh.” 
 
    “I didn’t make you break up. You did that yourself.” 
 
    “He cheated on me. Of course I’m not going to stick around for him to do it again.” 
 
    She laughs at my comment. “I’m pretty sure he’s learned his lesson.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. I hate her speaking to me like she knows him better than I do. “I’m not here to discuss what’s done.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll get to the point. I’m going after Josh, and I want to make sure you back off. For the sake of our child I think it’s best if you weren’t still friends.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? I love him. It’s bad enough I left, but you want us to sever all ties? Screw you, Livvy. I can’t force Josh to hate me.” 
 
    “Actually, you can.” She sighs. “I’ve made a ton of mistakes when it comes to him, but he’s trying to do the right thing and support me during this pregnancy. It’s a chance for us to start over. I’m not saying it will work, but I need to at least know you won’t be the reason.” 
 
    “You think you can force him to stop loving me? Go ahead and try.” I may not know everything there is to know about Josh, but I can feel his love for me. It’s still there. He’s just as heartbroken as the day I left. He still ends every single call with those three words. That’s probably why she’s coming to me. He’s obviously done it in front of her and she’s pissed about it. 
 
    “Have some respect for my unborn child.” 
 
    I hate her. She’s using that baby like I knew she would. “I hope that kid grows up to see you for the monster you are. You don’t deserve to be a part of his family. They’re too good for you.” 
 
    “You’re jealous, aren’t you?” She laughs. “You probably thought you were coming here to have me tell you I’m backing off of Josh, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I know better to believe a word out of your lying mouth.” 
 
    “Things happen for a reason. I told you he was mine and always would be.” 
 
    My fists are clenching at my sides. “Shut up.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” She taunts. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Your face isn’t pregnant. Keep running your mouth and I’ll take a few more steps and break every bone in your skull.” 
 
    Livvy shakes her head, but continues to smile as if she doesn’t believe me. “Give it your best shot. You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    I shove her back. “You think I won’t? I have nothing left to lose. You took everything from me. Go ahead and try to win him back, Livvy. When you’re alone in his arms, just remember he’ll be wishing it was me.” 
 
    I’m about to cry, so I jump in my car and peel wheels out of the parking lot. She’s got me so worked up that I actually call Josh. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. I didn’t think I’d hear from you this early.” 
 
    I’m shaking profusely as I explain. “I just met with Livvy. That bitch wants me to…” I stop myself. “You know what, screw this. Don’t call me anymore, Josh. Be a father to your child. Have a good life. I can’t deal with this anymore.” 
 
      
 
    I hang up the phone and turn it off. Why bother trying when she’ll just keep coming at me? I can’t win this. I’d never ask him to choose me over his own flesh and blood. 
 
      
 
    It’s over. We’re through. The end. 
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    Chapter 28 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    It’s been three weeks since she’s taken my calls. After the conversation where she told me we were through, I’ve been climbing the walls, desperately trying to reach her. 
 
    I had to go to Liv for answers. She told me Tamsyn pushed her around and threatened to hurt her and the baby. She said Tamsyn told her she didn’t want anything to do with me. Although I doubt she’s telling the truth, I can’t get in touch with Tamsyn to ask her about it. 
 
    I’m going through hell. It hurts every bit as much as it did the day I lost her. 
 
    I’ve tried to go to the dealership, but her father asked me to leave his daughter alone. I went to the campus and she wouldn’t answer the door. I’ve emailed, and even posted to her social media accounts, but gotten no response. 
 
      
 
    It’s finally time to go to the doctors. Not only will we know if Liv is pregnant, but we’ll also be able to tell around when she conceived. There could be a chance this kid isn’t mine, and I’m praying on it. 
 
    My parents have been trying to help me, but it’s impossible. Wes won’t speak to me. My sister barely looks at me when she visits. She’s in the middle of everything, so of course she’s going to take Wes’ side, because I lied to her too. 
 
    Liv is looking for a place closer to the ranch to rent, but she’s been staying at her grandfather’s massive residence nearby. We’ve spoken a few times, all of which she’s asked if we could try to start over.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s not what I want.  
 
      
 
    I haven’t seen her for a while, so meeting her at the doctor’s office seemed like a better plan than driving together. My hopes are that the baby won’t be mine, and I can avoid an awkward drive back to the ranch. 
 
      
 
    Liv may think this baby is going to bring us together, but all I have is animosity when it comes to her. Love didn’t give us a baby. If it is my kid, the innocent fetus was made out of spite and jealousy. Anything I ever felt for Liv is gone because of that. She’s cost me too much. 
 
    Liv tries to talk to me when we’re in the room waiting on the ultrasound technician. “You haven’t said two words to me since we got here, Josh.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to say. I’m here. Quit your bitching.” 
 
    “You could at least be supportive. It’s not like we’re strangers. We need to get past all the anger and realize we’re having a baby. Whatever made it happen doesn’t matter. There’s a part of you growing inside of me now. If I can wrap my head around it, then you should too. I know it’s a lot, but we have to make the best of it.” 
 
    The doctor comes in followed by the tech. They put something clear on her belly and bring the wand to glide over the area. She’s still very skinny, so I don’t feel like I’m sitting in the room with someone I should have more respect for. I need to see something to believe it’s true.  
 
    Then it happens. I see the head on the screen. It’s just a little peanut, so the doctor points and explains what’s what. She turns up the volume and we get to hear a faint heartbeat. She throws a few dates out, saying that according to the size of the fetus, she should have conceived then, and that’s when I know without a doubt that the child is most likely mine.  
 
    Liv is crying as she watches the screen. Before I can withdraw, she captures my hand and holds it as we both stare at the tiny person growing inside of her. Nothing is ever going to be the same. Tamsyn will never come back to me. I’m going to be a father, and I know I have to make the best of the situation, because like they both tried to tell me, I’ve had unresolved feelings for Liv I’ve never been able to understand. I have to stop running, because if I don’t, I’ll never have happiness in my life. 
 
    I don’t hug her when we part ways in the parking lot, nor do I make plans to see her. Something holds me back from being able to look at her the same way I used to. Where I figured this might help us find common ground, has only left a bigger hole in my heart.  
 
    I take the sonogram photograph home for my parents to see. I can tell they’re still on the fence about being excited that Liv is having their grandchild. My mom misses Tamsyn being around the house. She’s constantly asking if I’ve heard from her. They don’t ever speak of Liv, or ask her over for a meal. Wes and Cammie haven’t come to dinner in weeks, and with Christmas on the horizon I’m wondering if it’s best if I pack up my things and head to Kentucky, where I know not a single person will be since they’re all planning on celebrating at our place this year.  
 
      
 
    For the most part, I’ve been keeping busy during the day, and sleeping a lot at night. I haven’t been able to touch my video game system because it reminds me too much of Tamsyn. I’ve thought about seeing if she’s online, but at this point I have to throw in the towel. If she wanted to speak to me she’d return my phone calls.  
 
    I do a little Christmas shopping that following weekend. I’m not sure why I stop, but I find myself at a jewelry store, staring down at engagement rings. I would have liked to put one of them on Tamsyn’s finger if we’d been together longer. It’s the constant reminders that drive me nuts.  
 
    When I leave the mall I’ve found myself in the possession of a present for Tamsyn, but in order to get her attention I’m going to have to do something drastic. I head home and change into a slim fitted black suit and tie, style my hair, and put on her favorite cologne. Then I hop back in my truck and drive straight to the dealership hoping she’s there. 
 
    When I pull in I’m fully aware she’ll recognize the truck. A salesman comes outside to stalk me for a sale, but I tell him I already have a person I’m working with. A half hour later he comes out again, and I patiently tell him I’m waiting for Tamsyn to assist me. Standing in front of the newest Shelby Mustang they’ve got in, I’m determined to see her again, even if it’s as she’s heading to her car when the place closes.  
 
    Finally, nearly an hour after waiting, I see a female coming out of the building, except she’s not the Tamsyn I would normally recognize. Her once platinum hair is a natural shade of honey brown. It’s long and straightened, and as she gets closer I notice her makeup is way lighter than she usually puts it on. She’s stunning. I can’t take my eyes off of her. “You look amazing.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Josh? You’re embarrassing me. Why are you dressed like that?” 
 
    “I’m here to trade in my truck and wanted to be professional.” 
 
    “What? You love that truck.” 
 
    “I need a change.” 
 
    “And you want to buy this, I assume?” She points to the Mustang. 
 
    I nod. “Well, duh.” 
 
    “Josh, it’s terrible for a baby seat.” 
 
    “I was hoping that if I buy the Mustang I’d have a reason to see you.” 
 
    “So you’re going to buy a car from me so I have to see you? Are you crazy? Why are you really wearing a suit? Did someone die?” 
 
    “I am when it comes to loving you.” I pull a wrapped tiny box from the pocket of my dress pants. It took me forever to make the selection, but I know she’ll love it. The most important part is the note that I’ve included. 
 
    She sees the size and backs away. “No. You can’t buy me gifts in boxes like that one.” 
 
    “I can do what I please. It’s Christmas.” 
 
    “Go home, Josh.” 
 
    She’s walking away. “What made you change your hair, Tamsyn?” 
 
    When she turns to face me again she’s got tears in her eyes. “Someone I loved told me every day that I didn’t need the hair and makeup to be beautiful, so I took his advice.” 
 
    “Loved, as in past tense?” 
 
    “Don’t do this to me. I’ve been doing better. You can’t come here and mess up my progress.” 
 
    “God, I miss you.” I have to ignore her wishes. It’s been too damn long.
“Seriously, Josh. It’s Christmas time. It’s hard enough being alone for the holidays. I can’t have you making me depressed.” 
 
    I push the small box toward her. “Open it.” 
 
    I can tell she’s reluctant. “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I know it came from your heart.” 
 
    “So what if it did?” 
 
    She shoves it back at me. “I can’t accept it.” 
 
    “Come out with me after work.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I chuckle. “I recall going through this once before. I got my way in the end.” 
 
    “I’m seeing someone,” she announces.  
 
    It’s like a kick to my gut. I don’t know why I thought she’d still be hung up on me. Maybe when the excitement wore off I wasn’t everything she once assumed. Maybe I hurt her so badly she couldn’t get past the betrayal. My gift isn’t going to bring her back to me, that’s for sure. “Does he treat you right?” I hate asking. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s new, so I don’t know where it’s going, but I’m having fun.” 
 
    I nod and try to put on a brave face. “I guess that explains why we can’t go out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s hard to hear.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” I’m still fighting to retain my fake smile. “I reckon I better get going then.” 
 
    “Josh,” I hear her say. “Is the baby yours?” 
 
    Our eyes meet, and I can’t deny there’s still fire between us. “Yeah. Pretty sure.” 
 
    “Okay. I think I needed to hear it from your lips.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” I manage to get out before starting to leave. Then I turn back around and say her name. “Tamsyn, wait.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    I toss the box in her direction, where she’s forced to catch it. “I bought this for you. There’s a note inside. Read it first. I don’t want the gift back. It’s yours. Don’t ever forget what we had. Merry Christmas, darlin’.” 
 
      
 
    It’s after ten. I’m sitting in my truck listening to carols while smoking a dime of marijuana I picked up on my way home, while drinking a fifth of whiskey. I need to get plastered, and I don’t feel like doing it around my happy family. 
 
    Since I’m parked at the ranch, I know I’m not in any imminent danger. This is what my life has amounted to. I’m fucking up. I don’t care anymore. Sometimes I wish I never loved her in the first place, because it would be easier than constantly wishing I could turn back the clock and do things differently. 
 
    A knock on my window gets my attention. I’m stoned out of my mind, but sure it’s Liv. She’s been texting me for hours, ever since I sent her a message about destroying my future. I catch a glimpse of her before speaking. “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me, Josh. I thought you were over this. Smoking pot and drinking? You’re going to be a father. It’s time to get over yourself and grow up, and why in the hell are you wearing dress clothes?” 
 
    I jump from the vehicle and get in her face. “First, it’s none of your business what I wear. Don’t get on me about responsibilities. When the time comes I’ll be a damn good father. My child will have everything he or she needs, except two parents that love each other.” Her eyes are wide and fearful. “That’s right, Liv. I said it. I don’t fucking love you. Want to know how I’m sure this time?” 
 
    She nods, but refuses to speak. 
 
    “I know because love is relentless. It comes in fast, but cripples you when it ends. It’s beautiful and understanding. Love isn’t forced. You can’t make it happen. It’s not planned. It’s not just a set of words. It’s feeling overwhelmed by that person. It’s not desperate. It’s patient. It’s a slow fire that keeps burning. It doesn’t stop when we want it to. It’s not a switch. I know I don’t love you anymore. I hate everything about you. I feel sorry for our child for having to grow up with you as a mother, because you don’t know the first thing about love. If you’re smart you’ll give that baby up for adoption and let someone else raise it. Give the kid a chance at normalcy.” 
 
    “Wow.” Her tear-filled eyes show me she still has feelings, though I think at this point she’s more embarrassed. “I didn’t come here for this.” 
 
    “Too fucking bad. It’s all I’ve got to offer anymore.” 
 
    “You’d rather me put our child up for adoption then us to raise it?” 
 
    “Yep.” I realize the alcohol is talking, but I’m done with the bullshit. I’d rather be alone than feel hopeless and lost. I don’t want to be obligated to this person for the rest of my life.  
 
    “Your parents would never forgive you.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit. I’m a grown man, and it’s my decision.” 
 
    “I came here to tell you I got an offer to work in Paris. After your message, I knew we needed to talk face to face. I wanted you to think about coming with me. I figured it would be a good place for us to work things out and be a real couple before the baby comes. I guess I already know the answer.” 
 
    “I’d rather drive off a fucking cliff than go anywhere with you, Liv.” 
 
    “Please don’t treat me this way, Josh. I didn’t ask to get pregnant.” 
 
    “No, but you pretty much forced me to fuck you. We had unprotected sex. Come on, do you think I was born yesterday?” 
 
    She crosses her arms over her chest. “I wanted you that night; to convince you that we should be together. I was trying to get you back. You admitted you still had feelings for me.” 
 
    “You coerced a drunk man to say what you wanted to hear. I barely remember it. I sure as hell didn’t know what I was saying.” 
 
    She’s crying harder now. 
 
    “Because of you I’ve lost Tamsyn and Wes. You expect me to pick up and leave my family so we can be together? This ain’t the olden days. I’m not obligated to be with you for the sake of our child. Get your head out of your ass and wake up. I don’t owe you shit!” 
 
    “You’re right. I just thought you’d at least want to try.” 
 
    I look her straight in the eyes. “You were my first love. We shared a lot of memories together, but we were kids. I can’t do this anymore. I won’t play head games. I. LOVE. HER. Get that through your skull. It’s never going to go away.” 
 
    “What if I leave the country and keep you from your child?” 
 
    I throw up my hands. “At this point, I don’t care anymore. I’m a sperm donor. You’re not going to use a kid as leverage to trap me. You want to keep a piece of me, there you go. It’s all you’re ever going to get.” 
 
    “So you’ll have no problem signing over parental rights?” 
 
    It hurts. I shouldn’t do this. My parents will flip the fuck out when they hear it, but  I can’t play this charade anymore. I’m out of patience. I want it over. “Yeah. I’ll sign the damn papers, after you have a paternity test done when the baby is born.” 
 
    “You know when I got pregnant.” 
 
    “You could have screwed ten people that week. How the hell would I know?” 
 
    “I hope you’re happy with this. If I leave, I’m never coming back.” 
 
    “Thank the fucking lord! Good riddance!” I wave with a sarcastic grin, only to realize she’s probably dead serious. 
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    Chapter 29 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    I’ve been staring at the little wrapped box for over an hour. If I open it everything I’ve worked to get over will be ruined. Seeing Josh tonight only tells me that I’m not over him. He’s never looked more handsome, and it’s obvious it was for my benefit, but I don’t know why. We’ve gone weeks without contact, and now he shows up with a Christmas present. I’ve done everything in my power to keep from running into him.  
 
    Was it necessary for him to mention my hair? I stopped worrying about what people thought of me. Frankly, I haven’t cared enough to want to look good. I dyed my hair back to it’s original color, and stopped wearing makeup. Why bother when all I do is cry it off? I’ve felt ugly for weeks, and he shows up and tells me I’m beautiful. It’s not fair.  
 
    We’re about to close up for the holiday. Most of the sales associates have gone home to be with their families. My father left to take care of some last minute shopping. Lights are being turned off in the offices beside mine, and I’m still staring at this little box. 
 
      
 
    It’s been hard walking away from that family, especially this time of year. As difficult as it was to put on a brave face at Thanksgiving, I still had a wonderful time. Josh’s mother begged me to reconsider. She tried to convince me that he’d never stray again. She blamed herself for the night he slept with Livvy, saying they’d been drinking and left him alone in a bad condition. It still happened. And it hurts. It still to this day feels exactly the same way it did when I first learned the truth.  
 
    I’ve tried to keep busy, going to parties before everyone left for holiday break. I even gave a couple guys my number, okay, I gave them an old number because I can’t even imagine dating yet.  
 
    Telling Josh I was seeing someone happened so fast. I lied right to his face, because I knew if I gave him the opportunity, he’d have me right back in his arms again. 
 
    An older salesmen sticks his head in my door. “I’m about to leave. What are you still doing here, Tamsyn? Your dad gave us all the green light.” 
 
    “I’m out of here, soon, Bobby. Have a Merry Christmas. Make sure you give those kiddos a hug for me.” 
 
    “Sure will. Right back at ya, kid.” 
 
    And then I’m alone.  
 
    It’s quiet, the only sounds coming from the fluorescent overhead lights. I’m on the internet, going all the way back to when I starting ignoring his private messages. I coast through dozens of them, each saying how much he needs me in his life. I read them until I’m emotionally drained, and then continue looking through pictures that were posted when we were together. In only a few months we made so many memories. When I close my eyes I can still smell him, I can see those dimples showing whenever he’s being ornery. I can feel his strong arms holding me tight after we’ve made love for hours. 
 
    I take the little box in my hand and shake it. I can hear something moving, but am betting it’s the note he told me I have to read first. I stop fighting the urge and tear the paper away until I reach the box, with a folded note attached to the top. I open it up and recognize his handwriting. My stomach knots up as I begin to read it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamsyn, 
 
    I loved you yesterday. I loved you today, and I still will tomorrow. Even though we’re apart, I wanted you to have something; a Christmas gift that will last for years to come. No matter where you are, or who you end up with, remember, I was the first to give you this. Look at it each year and be reminded of what we had. Never forget that it was your love that made me the man I am today. You were never the consolation. You are my everything. 
 
      
 
    Forever yours, 
 
    Joshua Healy 
 
    P.S. Don’t you dare return this gift. It’s for you and only you and I threw away the receipt, so there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I can hardly see the joke at the end because I’m a blubbering mess. I read it a second and third time before preparing to open the box. Knowing Josh it’s a charm with two hearts and he kept one for himself. He’s sweet and corny like that. 
 
    I’m rendered speechless when I open the box and see what’s sitting inside of it. The most spectacular piece of jewelry I’ve ever seen, surrounded in a platinum setting. It’s stunning and elegant, and full of chocolate and white diamonds, five in total. The center stone has to be over a carat. I close the box and then open it again, just in case I’m dreaming this. Sure enough, it’s the same ring. I’m in shock. Why would he do this? Why would he want me to keep something so expensive and sentimental? He’s lost his mind. I can’t accept this. 
 
    Knowing that I have to return it, I lock up the building and start driving to the ranch. It’s almost ten and I’m hoping his parents aren’t already asleep. There are Kentucky plates parked in front of the farmhouse. I wipe my eyes one more time before preparing to see the family that I’ve missed so much. I’m not even at the front door before someone is opening it to greet me. It’s Amy, and she’s coming at me with her arms spread. “Tamsyn, oh my goodness it’s so good to see you. Look at your hair. It’s fabulous.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you as well. I’m sorry I’ve stayed away. I had finals and…” 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re here now and that’s all we care about.” 
 
    Even Josh’s dad comes over and hugs me. “We’ve missed you, darlin’.” The second he says it I think of Josh. He’s more like his father than he knows. 
 
    “Is Josh around?” 
 
    “He’s somewhere on the property. He’s having a tough time lately.” When the man says it the room of people stop talking. All eyes are on me, like it’s my fault. 
 
    “Should I go look for him?” 
 
    “You can if you want. First you need to eat something. I know you can’t resist my home cooking.” 
 
    She’s right, I can’t. “Okay.” 
 
    Amy pulls me into the kitchen and sits me down at the large table. She throws a bunch of food on a plate and tosses it in the microwave to reheat. While I wait, I’m greeted by Christian, Addison, and even Cammie. When she hugs me she stops to whisper in my ear. “You need to find that man and knock some sense into him.” 
 
    “Why? What’s been going on?” 
 
    “He’s withdrawn. He doesn’t talk to any of us. He spends most of his time locked in his room. He’s drinking like a fish.” 
 
    “What about Livvy and the pregnancy? I figured he would at least support her.” 
 
    Cammie backs away and laughs sarcastically. “Yeah right. They argue all the time. I only hear her side of things, but the phone calls never end cordially. I don’t know how they’re going to work things out for the baby. Whatever you did to him, he’s over that girl.” 
 
    I smirk, but keep my opinions to myself. It’s none of my business anymore. I can’t let this affect me. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    She raises her eyebrows and pops a cookie into her mouth. “Wes loved me even when I was having a kid with someone else. He’s raising Maddy as his own. She has his last name and everything.” 
 
    “I didn’t know…” 
 
    “No one does. She even looks like him. It’s a long story that none of us ever want to hear about. It’s just the point. I know you think you did the right thing for Josh, but sometimes life isn’t meant to be simple. My brother might have screwed up, but his heart has always been in the right place when it comes to you, Tamsyn. He’s smitten, and now he’s a bump on a log. I’ve never seen him this messed up.” 
 
    Amy sits a hot plate in front of me. “Cam, Tamsyn didn’t come here to get the third degree. It’s the holidays. Let’s all put our problems to the side and enjoy spending time together, okay?” 
 
    Amy sits down with me and folds her hands. I can tell she wants to talk more, but feels obligated to stay out of it. “He still cleans his room,” she mentions. “I figured the moment you left it would go back to the way it was, but it hasn’t.” 
 
    It’s the little things that tear at my heartstrings. How am I supposed to get over a man who continues to hold onto hope that we will be together? If she only knew what I have in my pocket to return to him. She’d flip. 
 
    I eat my plate of food and clean my plate before peering out the window to see if Josh’s truck is parked out back. Having no luck at the house, I decide to look for him. Promising I’ll come back before I leave, I put my coat on tighter and plan to walk around until I spot him. Knowing Josh, he’s probably hammered in the barn. He likes being able to drink and not have to drive anywhere. Judging from the way he appeared earlier, I’m sure he’s in rare form.  
 
    I check the barn first, inside and out. The twins and their wives are playing a game of pool, while Callie and Cob sit on the couch watching a movie. Isabella, Rusty, and her parents are sitting at a table nearby playing cards. “Hey guys, have you seen Josh?” 
 
    “Tamsyn. It’s great to see you,” Callie responds while heading in my direction. She kisses me on the cheek and gives me a once over. “I love the hair.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Maybe Josh was right. 
 
    “Does Josh know you’re here?” 
 
    “No. He came by the dealership earlier, but I haven’t heard from him since.” 
 
    “Girl, he’s a train wreck. He mopes constantly. I’m worried about him. It’s not like before either. This is a whole new side of Josh.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, as you know we’ve always been close. Before you he’d go through women like they were going out of style. It was his way of staying single and in control. The moment you came into the picture that way of life went bye bye. He fell hard. None of us saw it coming. The past month has been terrible for him. I’ve never seen him so depressed.” 
 
    “I hate hearing this. It makes me sad that he can’t move on.” 
 
    “Can you? Have you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. It hasn’t been easy for me either.” 
 
    “Because you belong together. When you know you know. Ask Cob. We’ve been through it. I wasn’t giving him up, no way, no how.” 
 
    I smirk. “I appreciate you telling me this, Callie. I’m going to find him and see if I can help.” 
 
    “You can. Forgive him. It’s the only thing that will straighten his ass back up.” 
 
    I wave to the rest of the family as I exit the barn and continue looking for Josh. I’m almost to another pole building when I hear screaming. It’s two people arguing and I recognize both of the voices. I quickly duck behind some farm equipment to keep from being seen. 
 
      
 
    He’s still in his business suit, standing by his truck and yelling at Livvy.  
 
      
 
    “I’d rather drive off a fucking cliff than go anywhere with you, Liv.” 
 
    “Please don’t treat me this way, Josh. I didn’t ask to get pregnant.” 
 
    “No, but you pretty much forced me to fuck you. We had unprotected sex. Come on, do you think I was born yesterday?” 
 
    Livvy is getting more mad by the second, but Josh isn’t holding back. “I wanted you that night; to convince you that we should be together. I was trying to get you back. You admitted you still had feelings for me.” 
 
    “You coerced a drunk man to say what you wanted to hear. I barely remember it. I sure as hell didn’t know what I was saying.” 
 
    I never thought I’d see the day when Olivia Parrish cried because she didn’t get her way. 
 
    Then Josh mentions me, and my heart begins to race. “Because of you I’ve lost Tamsyn and Wes. You expect me to pick up and leave my family so we can be together? This ain’t the olden days. I’m not obligated to be with you for the sake of our child. Get your head out of your ass and wake up. I don’t owe you shit!” 
 
    “You’re right. I just thought you’d at least want to try.” 
 
    He’s getting closer to her and pointing in her face. “You were my first love. We shared a lot of memories together, but we were kids. I can’t do this anymore. I won’t play head games. I. LOVE. HER. Get that through your skull. It’s never going to go away.” 
 
    HE LOVES ME. 
 
    “What if I leave the country and keep you from your child?” 
 
    Josh tosses his hands in the air out of frustration. “At this point, I don’t care anymore. I’m a sperm donor. You’re not going to use a kid as leverage to trap me. You want to keep a piece of me, there you go. It’s all you’re ever going to get.” 
 
    Livvy starts playing hard ball. She’s desperate. “So you’ll have no problem signing over parental rights?” 
 
    I can’t believe what I’m hearing him say. “Yeah. I’ll sign the damn papers, after you have a paternity test done when the baby is born.” 
 
    “You know when I got pregnant.” 
 
    “You could have screwed ten people that week. How the hell would I know?” 
 
    “I hope you’re happy with this. If I leave, I’m never coming back.” 
 
    “Thank the fucking lord! Good riddance!”  
 
    I watch her high tail her ass to her nearby parked car. She begins to pull away, so I come out from behind the tractor and call for him. “Josh. Over here.” I’m waving, freaking out a bit, but tired of playing the nice guy when everything I want is there for the taking. He’s made it clear. He knows what he wants, and I’m done keeping it from him. He’s mine and I’m his. 
 
      
 
    Then I see the headlights. They’re turning in my direction, and coming full speed. Josh is darting toward me, screaming for me to run but he’s too far away. I can’t get out of the way in time. It’s going to hit me. That bitch is going to run me over. I’m trying to get to a safe place, but I’m in the open. I’m a sitting duck. 
 
    I can hear the vehicle coming up behind me. I’m digging my heels into the gravel to pick up traction. The heat of the headlights hits the back of my legs and I know it’s too late. 
 
    He’s calling my name. I can hear him but he sounds far away. I’m trying to get his attention. The words won’t come out loud enough. He’s fading. Everything goes black. 
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    Chapter 30 
 
    Joshua 
 
      
 
    It all happened so fast. I hear my name being called, see Tamsyn across the way, and then there’s another shout as Liv’s car blows by me headed in the direction of the woman I love. “SHE RUINED MY LIFE!” 
 
    I have mere seconds to yell to Tamsyn so she can escape a direct hit. Liv has lost her mind. She’d rather see Tamsyn dead then in my arms, which is pathetic since we’ve never once been a real couple. She’s delusional, and that mixed with a motor vehicle is a deathtrap.  
 
    I’m running, waving my hands, and desperately trying to prevent this from happening. It’s like slow motion. Tamsyn is running, each time she turns the car following. At first it’s a stalk and when Tamsyn runs out of room to hide Liv attacks. 
 
    I watch Tamsyn’s small frame tumble over the car’s hood and off to the side, while Liv keeps driving, her car crashing into an old garage we keep the four-wheelers in. The horn fires a constant hum as the car remains still, and I don’t know what to do. I’m screaming for someone to help me. My cousins must have heard the commotion, because they’re running toward me at a rapid speed. I point to the car. “Call 9-1-1, check on Liv. Jake and Jax head in that direction, while I scoop down and take in the condition of Tamsyn. Her body lies still in an S shape. It’s all wrong. She’s not responding to anything, so I gently, without moving her in case of injuries, tap on her cheeks. She has a gash in her forehead that’s bleeding, so I immediately put a slight bit of pressure on it. There’s a crowd of people headed in my direction, all while I’m yelling for Tamsyn to hear me and wake up. She’s got a pulse, so I know she’s still alive, and that’s the only thing keeping me from losing my shit.  
 
    I’m in shock as my father arrives, followed by Cammie. She’s already gone into doctor mode, assessing the situation of both scenes, and which she should tend to first. I wave her over, and watch as she begins giving Tamsyn a once over. 
 
    The twins are saying something about an ambulance on the way, but we could be running out of time. Cammie’s asking for space, but I refuse to move. I’m just glad she hasn’t gotten up to check on Liv. At this point, she could die for all I care. 
 
    This unconscious woman on the ground means everything to me. She’s in this condition because of my actions. I’m never leaving her side again. 
 
    Cammie checks her pulse, her airways, and the contusion on her head. She says it’s superficial, but the extreme bleeding is normal in that area. I’m freaking out. My family surrounds us and everything starts to sound mumbled. I’m drunk and high. I can’t comprehend this is really happening. I haven’t even thought about the possibility of Liv and the baby being injured, because I’m so angry I could hurt her myself if given the opportunity. 
 
    She’s attempted to take even more away from me, because she’s psycho. She’s a spoiled rotten little bitch who has always gotten what she wants, all except for my heart. All my love for her left the moment she seduced me.  
 
    We have to keep Tamsyn in the same position until paramedics arrive. Cammie is telling me she’s going to go in the ambulance instead of me, and I’m pissed about it, not considering she has the capability to save her life if the situation becomes dire. 
 
    My father is pulling me away from Tamsyn. I’m kicking and yelling, so much that Uncle Colt has to help him hold me back.  
 
    I hear the sirens and then see a few family members waving them into the right place. They hurry out and realize there are two potential victims. One paramedic gets the rundown from my sister, while the others rushes in the direction of still humming vehicle. 
 
    My mom is front of me trying to settle me down, while my dad and uncle keep a tight hold on me. Callie comes my way after being over at the car crash. I already know it’s not a good sign. In the distance I can see Wes over there with his sister. They haven’t moved her from the car. There are more sirens coming into the ranch, so I’m assuming another town has had to respond because there are more people involved. 
 
    Then I hear it; the sound no one at an accident site wants to experience. The bright lights are shining down, looking for a place to land. One of the girls is being airlifted. One of them could be in danger of losing their lives. I’m frantic. I can’t control the emotions my body and mind are trying to comprehend.  
 
    People are running around, paramedics bringing stretchers and apparatus to work on each victim. It’s a fucking catastrophe.  
 
    My eyes meet with Wes’ and for the first time in weeks we’re on the same page, petrified of what could happen, both of us knowing we’re going to need each other to get through this. At least now he believes me. His sister is out of control.  
 
    The next few minutes are chaotic. The helicopter lands and heads in the direction of the garage. I watch Tamsyn being secured on a gurney, her neck put in a special brace to keep her from being able to move during transport. Two medical workers lift her and begin to load her into the back of the ambulance, my sister close behind. She looks at me and nods. “I’ll take good care of her.” 
 
    I trust in her. She knows how much Tamsyn means to me. Cammie will do her damndest to make sure she’s going to be okay. 
 
    As the first ambulance pulls away, I make a beeline toward the car, because obviously Liv is the one in a life threatening position, and I’m about to find out why. The car sits halfway in the old building, and there’s a metal rod going through the windshield. As I get closer I see the gut-wrenching details come into view. Liv is impaled. The metal rod is pinning her into the seat. She’s unconscious. Wes has his hands on the top of his head. His eyes are fixed on the scene. This is his little sister. If it were any of mine I’d be in the same dumbfounded stare. He can’t help her. All he can do is watch and pray she’s okay. 
 
    I say nothing to him as they cut open the roof of the car and proceed to work fast to remove her from the vehicle. They’ve pulled out a saw and proceed to cut the rod so they don’t have to remove it until she’s in an operating room.  
 
    Wes gets closer. “Is she breathing?” No one answers. “Is she breathing. That’s my sister. Tell me she’s breathing.” 
 
    I hold onto the back of him until he concedes and falls against me. He’s crying like a baby. I know how it feels to let it all out, so I lift my arms and hold him. I can’t apologize. I can’t say anything. I don’t even know if there would be the right words to express how awful this is, especially coming from me.  
 
    The ambulance with Tamsyn is taking off. I need to go, but I can’t until Liv is removed and secure in the helicopter. Wes will surely ride with her, and they’ll transport her to a larger facility that can handle this type of injury. 
 
    It feels like it’s taking forever, but they slowly free her from the seatbelt and get her onto a stretcher. Then it’s go time. They almost run to get her into the helicopter. Wes takes off, jumping in at the last minute. I can feel someone pulling on my arm as I watch them lift off. My mom is calling my name. “Josh, we need to go.” 
 
    Then it’s on. We’re running toward my truck, other family members scattering for their vehicles. Everyone wants to get to the hospital. 
 
      
 
    My dad drives, because let’s face it, I’m in no condition to be behind the wheel. The truck smells like marijuana, but neither address it. Something is way more important than my bad habits. 
 
    My parents start asking questions before we’re off the ranch. “How did this happen? Was it on purpose?” Dad wants to know. 
 
    “Liv saw Tamsyn and ran her down. It all happened so fast.” 
 
    “Why would she do that? Why was Liv here in the first place? Did you invite her?” Mom inquires. 
 
    “I didn’t invite her. She came to run her mouth, oh and to tell me that she’s thinking about moving to Paris. Apparently she put in for some internship a while back. I guess she got it, or hopes she will, not that it matters now.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that, Josh. She’s Wes’ sister and the mother of your child.” 
 
    “So we’ve been told. I’m sorry, I just don’t believe it. Frankly, I’m tired of feeling obligated to stand by her. She’s a piece of shit. Look at what she did out of jealousy. If Tamsyn…” I can’t even finish, because saying it makes it possible. 
 
    “She’s going to be okay, Josh. We have the lord on our side,” my mom says. 
 
    I sit in the passenger seat and look forward. We haven’t caught up to the ambulance yet. My nerves are shot. My head is pounding. I need to see Tamsyn; to know she’s going to be okay. I keep running the accident through my mind, trying to figure out if the impact was enough to cause life threatening injuries. I’m unsure. My mind is awry. I’m unable to comprehend it all.  
 
    My mom rubs my shoulder from the seat behind me. “You need to remain calm until we arrive.” 
 
    “What if she wakes up and I’m not there?” 
 
    “You will be there. Let the medical workers do their jobs first, Josh. I know it’s hard to wait, but you need to have faith. Tamsyn is strong and healthy. If anyone can survive something like this it’s her. What you need to do is give me the number to her parents. They need to know she’s been in an accident so they can meet us at the hospital. If I call now they might be there at the same time we arrive.” 
 
    I hand my mom my cell phone. I never keep it locked, so she’s able to navigate to find the number, especially since I have them listed as Tamsyn’s Dad and Tamsyn’s Mom. 
 
    I hear my mom talking. She doesn’t give details, but tells them where the ambulance is taking her. When the call ends she hands me back the device. “They’re going to meet us. Her dad just got home. He said they can be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    Tamsyn’s family lives much closer to town, so in this case I’m glad they can meet us. She’s going to need all of us. 
 
    When we arrive we spot them rushing into the facility. We gather around a triage desk and wait to speak to someone about getting information on Tamsyn. After waiting a few minutes for a response, we’re led to the main waiting room and told someone would come and get us shortly. 
 
    Shortly in a hospital isn’t the same as the meaning in the dictionary. It’s been an hour. We’re pacing. Her parents are crying and holding each other. They’ve come to me for answers, but I kept them vague on account of it being mostly my fault. 
 
    My mom and dad have gone and gotten coffee and sit side by side sipping it, while my aunts and uncles are all here, quietly waiting on some news. Finally my sister comes out from the emergency department. She’s got blood on her shirt, a poised look her face. Her gaze is on mine. “Tamsyn has suffered a head injury. She’s got a broken collarbone and a fractured shoulder with extensive contusions on her thigh and forehead. Right now the doctors are worried about swelling in the brain. It’s common for trauma patients.” 
 
    Her mom cuts in. “Can we see her?” 
 
    “She’s been moved to intensive care. Only family members are permitted.” 
 
    God it’s hurts. All I want to do is see her. I watch her parents being led by my sister, while I sit back down in my seat and sulk.  
 
    Cammie comes back out as soon as she’s finished showing Tamsyn’s parents where they can find her. I can tell she’s stressed out. “I need someone to give me a ride to the other hospital.” 
 
    Most of us stand up, but I’m the one that speaks. “Did you hear from Wes?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “Damn it, Cam, tell us.” 
 
    “She’s still in surgery. He doesn’t know anything yet.” 
 
    “What about the baby?” Mom questions. 
 
    “I have nothing to report. Maybe once I get there I can talk to the nurses. Wes is freaking out. His grandfather won’t answer the phone, and his mom is coming from Maryland.” 
 
    Uncle Ty offers. “We’ll ride you.” 
 
    Cam gives me a hug. “I’m so sorry for this, Josh. I hope she wakes up soon. Keep me posted, okay?” 
 
    As I watch my sister leave the hospital my heart breaks for what she and Wes are going through. There was a time when Liv meant everything to me. I waited years for her to realize I could be everything she needed. Now it all seems foreign and improbable. I’ve wasted too much time on the wrong person, but it doesn’t change the fact that I want her to be okay. She could be carrying my child. This is devastating for my whole family. 
 
      
 
    It’s been hours. We’ve heard nothing. Ever since Cammie left, we’ve been sitting around wondering if her parents are going to give us some news. Finally, at nearly two in the morning, I see her father surface. He’s waving in my direction. “Josh, come on back.” 
 
    I don’t worry about the rest of my family. I’m being granted permission to see Tamsyn and nothing is going to stop me. We’re in an elevator when he first begins speaking. “She hasn’t woken up yet. The doctor just came in and said he expects it any time. They’re monitoring her brain activity and so far it’s strong. He says it’s common for head injury victims to take their time waking up.” 
 
    “How did you manage to get me access? They said only family.” 
 
    “The nurse gave us a bag of Tamsyn’s belongings she had on her. There was a ring in a box with a letter.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s not what you think.” I haven’t asked his permission, nor are Tamsyn and I back together. “It’s my way of telling her how I wished we could be.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, we told the nurses you were her fiancé. Skip the logistics, Josh. What they don’t know won’t hurt them. Tamsyn cares deeply for you. She’s been struggling since the break up. Your family is always kind to her. She speaks highly of everyone, including you. She’d want you to be here when she wakes up.” 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir. I appreciate this.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me how this happened?” 
 
    Of course he wants to hear it from me, though I know my family has already talked to them. “Do you remember Olivia Parish?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was Tamsyn’s best friend.” 
 
    “She was, but Liv was also my first love. She’s the reason we broke up. She did everything in her power to push Tamsyn out of my life against my wishes. When your daughter left I made it clear I wasn’t interested in Liv. She’s gone crazy. She ran Tamsyn down with her car and crashed into a building. They flew her to the trauma hospital. Apparently it’s life threatening.” 
 
    “So all of this is over jealousy?” He’s as shocked as I am. 
 
    “I know. It’s hard to wrap your head around. I’m finding it difficult to understand it myself. All I wanted was a life with your daughter. I never asked for this.” 
 
    He nods. “Let’s pray she recovers, Josh. I hope they both do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know it’s insensitive, but Liv did this to herself.” 
 
    “I’ll handle Olivia Parish. If she really did drive into my daughter, I’ll be forced to contact the authorities.” 
 
    “I’m aware, and I support the decision. I want this to be over with. Tamsyn doesn’t need a target on her back for loving me. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Yes, it certainly is.” 
 
    We’re on the top level of the hospital. He guides me through a corridor and then a security door. When we step into the room it takes my breath away. She’s hardly recognizable. Her mother is perched next to her with tear-filled eyes. She comes over in my direction and puts her arms around me. “You must be worried sick.” 
 
    “Thank you for this,” I say as I get to the bed and immediately grab Tamsyn’s limp hand. I can’t take my eyes off of her. She’s got stiches on her temple and some dressing to cover the wound. They have her hooked to monitors. Her head is wrapped in gauze. She’s got scrapes down her arm, and that’s just what I’m able to see. “God, how could this happen?” I whisper. 
 
    “She’s going to wake up. Talk to her. We need to remind her that’s she safe and loved so she comes back to us.” Her mom is crying as she explains.  
 
    I nod, fighting back my own emotions. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    I hear her dad from behind us. “Millie, let’s step out for a few minutes and grab some coffee.” 
 
    She accepts his offer and leaves me in the room alone with Tamsyn. 
 
    For a few minutes I stand there staring at her. I can feel tears trickling down my cheeks, but don’t bother wiping them when I know they’ll be replaced by more. It’s difficult to talk to her with my lips trembling as I begin. “Please wake up, babe. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I can’t go on without knowing you’re going to be okay. When I close my eyes I can see my future and you’re in it with me. I need you so damn much.” 
 
    I fall against the bedrails and close my eyes to alleviate some of the stinging. Then I hear a cough. I peer up and see her struggling to open her eyes. My hand courses over the side of her face that isn’t injured. “Tamsyn. Can you hear me?” 
 
    She’s staring at me, but saying nothing. I wait until she attempts it. “Josh.” 
 
    “Oh my God. It’s me, babe. It’s me. I’m right here.” I’m holding her hand tightly, squeezing it to let her know I’ll never let go. 
 
    “Hurts,” she manages. 
 
    “I know. Don’t try to move. You’ve got some broken bones, but you’re going to be okay.” 
 
    She almost smiles, but then says something that shocks me. “Livvy.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Baby.” 
 
    “We don’t know anything. They flew her out. Cammie is on her way there.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare apologize. Liv did this. It’s not your fault. You should have been with me the whole time. She did this to us.” 
 
    “Love,” she stumbles. “I love you.” It’s the clearest thing she’s said to me. 
 
    “I love you too.” I’m smiling, my face soaked in tears. “I love you so damn much, woman. God, I thought I lost you.” 
 
    A doctor comes in the room and writes something in his chart. “There she is. How are you feeling? Are you in any pain?” 
 
    “She said it hurts.” 
 
    “Well, unfortunately in her condition we’re not able to give her anything stronger.” 
 
    “Her condition. What do you mean?” 
 
    Her parents come into the room at the same time I inquire. Instead of the doctor answering, her father says it. “She’s pregnant, Josh.” 
 
    “What?” I can’t believe it. “She never said a word to me.” 
 
    “She’s not that far along, maybe two months. There’s a good chance she didn’t know.” 
 
    Two pregnancies. I feel like I’m going to vomit, and while I try to wrap my head around it, my cell phone starts to ring in my pocket. I look to Tamsyn before leaving the room to answer it. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I peer down at the phone and see it’s my sister. “Cam, what do you know?” 
 
    “She’s alive, Josh.” 
 
    “And the baby?” 
 
    The line is quiet. “I’m sorry, Josh. The nurse said Wes asked them to do an ultrasound. There’s no baby.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She must have miscarried.” 
 
    I don’t want to be happy about this, but I do feel relieved. I close my eyes and try to take it all in. “Is she awake?” 
 
    “No. They have her heavily sedated for the pain. How is Tamsyn? Have you been able to see her?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m in the ICU now.” 
 
    “Did you know?” 
 
    She doesn’t have to say it. “No. I literally just found out.” 
 
    “You really need to learn to use protection.” 
 
    “Cam, please don’t start right now.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to Tamsyn?” 
 
    “A few words.” 
 
    “Give her time before you bring up the baby. Her body is stressed.” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I’m not worried about it. I’m not even that freaked out.” 
 
    “And Liv?” 
 
    “Tamsyn’s parents are pressing charges. She’ll probably be facing attempted murder.” 
 
    “Wow. I can’t blame them.” 
 
    “Karma is a bitch. She tried to take out Tamsyn to keep us apart. I don’t know her anymore, and I certainly didn’t want to raise a kid with her. It’s hard knowing a part of me is gone. I’ll always wonder if it was mine, but I need to take care of Tamsyn. She’s my first priority.” 
 
    “Tell her I’m thinking about her. I’ll call Mom so she can let everyone know she’s awake. You can tell them about the pregnancy. I’d rather not be involved in that conversation.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Yeah, thanks. How’s Wes?” 
 
    “He’s doing better. His grandfather is here with us. The doctor thinks Liv will be able to move to a regular room after the allotted time needed for observation. They are watching for infection. It’s all standard procedure.” 
 
    “Let him know I asked.” 
 
    “I will, Josh. I love you.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything, Cam.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for my family. No need to thank me.” 
 
      
 
    When I go back in the room with the news I have, I struggle to come to grips with it. I’m still going to be a father. Unlike Liv’s pregnancy, I know this baby is mine. I join her parents who are getting more out of her than I did. They scoot aside so I can let her know I’m back. “Hey there.” 
 
    She smiles, and when I see it I know we’re going to be okay. 
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    Chapter 31 
 
    Tamsyn 
 
      
 
    It’s Christmas day and I’m celebrating it in the hospital. Josh hasn’t left my bedside, not even to shower at home. They’ve moved me to a private room, and his parents brought him clothes so he was able to change and get cleaned up without leaving. I’ve been resting a lot, emotionally exhausted. He naps when I do, and sometimes steps out for something to eat, but always comes right back.  
 
    We haven’t talked about Livvy. I had to ask his mother when Josh wasn’t around. According to Amy, Livvy is being charged with attempted murder, reckless endangerment and destruction of property over five hundred dollars. Even with the money her family has, no judge is going to let her get away without some kind of punishment. I feel sorry for her, that her expensive education and classy upbringing didn’t leave her with better morals.  
 
    It’s still early in the morning. My mind is on a pregnancy I never expected, and the one that will never be again. I don’t know what to think or feel. I know I should have remorse, but there is a child growing inside of me that we made out of pure love. He would have never given me space had we known. He would have insisted and hunted me down until I gave in. 
 
    Josh is putting the recliner back in the upright position, while I sit up and play around with my hospital food. “Your mom is bringing you breakfast, just send that shit back.” 
 
    “I feel bad. It’s wasteful. You eat some.” 
 
    “I’m not eating that. I’d starve before I ate plastic eggs.” 
 
    I sit my fork down. Something else is bothering me. I’m stuck in this bed and didn’t have a chance to get him a present. He’s never mentioned the ring he gave me or what it implies, so I’ve acted like I forgot, until it’s staring me in the face again.  
 
    Josh sits the open box on my food tray and looks right at me. “It’s been two days. Are we ever going to talk about why you came to the ranch that night?” 
 
    “I wanted to see you.” 
 
    “Because of my present?” 
 
    “Because I can’t accept such an extravagant gift.” 
 
    “Either way you’d be wearing it. I just figured to get it out of the way sooner than later.” 
 
    “Josh.” 
 
    He leans in and kisses me on the side of my cheek. “I’m in no hurry, but one day you’ll be my wife. If you’re not ready to wear the ring, we’ll put it away for safe keeping, but it won’t be returned, not unless you decide I’m not the man you want.” 
 
    I giggle. “You know that’s never happening, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do now.” 
 
    It’s quiet for a few seconds. “I don’t have anything to give you.” 
 
    “You’re alive,” he corrects. “You’re having a baby, and I know it’s mine. If that’s not enough, I’ll be happy with your heart. That’s all I want for Christmas.” 
 
    “I’m pregnant.” I say it as a statement. “I always took my pills. I mean, I missed and did it the next morning a couple of times, but I never completely missed.” 
 
    He’s laughing at me. “You know what, if you were anyone else I’d be pissed, but hearing that you’re carrying my child gives me fulfillment.” 
 
    “We haven’t been together that long, Josh. It’s too soon.” 
 
    He waves his hand. “Nonsense. There’s no rules. You lived with me for a time. You know what to expect.” 
 
    “The doctor says it’s still early. I could miscarry too. We have to prepare for anything.” 
 
    “You won’t, but if something happens and I’m wrong, we’ll try again later. I’d rather be young and get to enjoy our children then to be too damn old to do anything with them.” 
 
    “Them? Our children? Like plural?” 
 
    “Yeah. Our plural children. Why? Is that a problem?” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s a bit terrifying.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of anything as long as I have you by my side.” 
 
    I take the ring out of the box and hold it out for him. “It would be a waste to keep it stored away. What will it hurt to wear it?” 
 
    He smirks, takes the ring, and slips it on my left hand finger. “It’s just a ring.” 
 
    “It’s the ring, Josh. You’re crazy.” 
 
    “I’m nostalgic. It’s Christmas. Besides, it’s a promise. By wearing it you promise to be mine. If something changes you can take it off.” 
 
    “I doubt that will happen.” I hold up my hand and stare at the sparkling jewels. “I feel bad for feeling happy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because my happiness means someone else is miserable.” 
 
    “She’s getting help,” he says. “They’re doing a psych evaluation on her this week. Wes said they hired a good lawyer, and even they said she won’t get off scott free. She’s going to have to do time, at least in a medical facility.” 
 
    “What happens when she gets out?” 
 
    “We don’t need to worry about that now.” 
 
    “I trust you, Josh.” I never thought I could again, but everything has changed. It’s not about his gift, or what I’ve been through. It’s because I know without a doubt that he’s loyal to me. If this were Shaun, I’d consider an abortion, but with Josh the thought never crossed my mind. It’s not the best time, in fact it’s awful, but we’ll get through it. 
 
    “I talked to your parents last night. If you’re up for it, I think you should move back into the farmhouse. We should be together.” 
 
    I nod. “Okay.” 
 
    “Wow, that was quick.” I can tell he’s pleased. “My mom will be thrilled.” 
 
    “I lied to you,” I begin. “I told you I was seeing someone.” 
 
    Josh snickers and comes in for a kiss. He stops before our lips make contact. “I know you lied.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I went through your phone.” 
 
    “Seriously,” I manage to get out before we kiss. 
 
    “Yep. I was going to let him know you were already spoken for, but there was no mystery man, not even on social media.” 
 
    “Josh, really?” 
 
    “Your password is my gamer name. You’re so predictable.” 
 
    “Smart ass. How do you think I came up with the idea?” He knows it’s true. I checked the night of the accident in my office. His password is still my gamer name. 
 
    The room begins to fill, and after a few minutes I realize that they’ve all brought gifts and food, and my parents. Jax comes walking in with a small decorated tree, while Jake carries huge bags of wrapped boxes. There are babies and juices, and I swear I smell bacon being carried in, followed by a couple nurses lending some extra chairs. I turn to Josh in shock. “What’s all this?” 
 
    “You couldn’t come to us for Christmas, so everyone is bringing it to you, darlin’.” 
 
    I start to cry. It’s beautiful and thoughtful, and so much more than I could ever ask for. Josh leans down and whispers in my ear. “All the presents are for you.” 
 
      
 
    I peer down at my hand for a second. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “I do everything backwards, Tamsyn. I know the ring should come with a proposal, but as long as you’re wearing it and everyone knows you’re taken, I don’t care how long it takes for that answer, because I know one day you’ll be as ready as I am.” 
 
    “My answer will be yes. I just want to be with you, Josh,” I say loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “Whatever the future holds for us, we’ll go through it together. You and I are two of a kind, and soon will have a very full, extremely messy full house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m released from the hospital three days after Christmas. In the time I’ve been indisposed, Josh has gone and moved all my things back to the farm house. Amy’s made sure I’m comfortable by picking up some extra pillows until my broken and tattered body heals.  
 
    All of my presents from Christmas have been added to the existing ones that remain under the tree. The kitchen is full of leftover pies, and I’m sure if I look in the refrigerator I’ll find even more food.  
 
    It’s nice to be able to wear normal clothes, but I’ve borrowed one of Josh’s shirts since it’s easier to put over the large collar I have to keep on for several more weeks.  
 
    After my parents leave, and it’s been a few hours, I ask Josh to take me for a walk. It’s important for me to visit the spot where it all happened. 
 
    He holds my hand as we come up on the damaged building. A tarp hangs over the exposed side where the car went through it. The gravel is still kicked up from Livvy’s rough driving. I keep it together, closing my eyes and recapping those moments where everything changed. I thought I was going to die. She wanted me gone. It’s awful. 
 
      
 
    Josh squeezes my hand to remind me he’s with me.  
 
    “I think I need to see her,” I announce. 
 
    “Yeah right. That’s not happening.” 
 
    “Josh, I need to see her. We used to be friends. It’s not just about you.” 
 
    I can tell he doesn’t want it to happen, but concedes with my wishes. “It’s a terrible idea, but whatever.” 
 
    Liv isn’t released from the hospital until the day before New Years. She’s been taken to a women’s facility for further mental monitoring. We meet Wes in the lobby and he takes me back to where visitors are allowed to be. Then we sit and wait. 
 
    She’s limping when she comes in, her hand on her stomach as if she’s still pregnant. She sees me and looks to the floor. Josh reaches for my hand. I can tell he’s ready to attack her, so I hold onto it tightly.  
 
    Livvy speaks to her brother. “This couldn’t wait?” 
 
    “Tamsyn wanted to speak to you, Liv.” 
 
    She looks at Josh for a second and then me. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “Are you?” I ask. 
 
    “I know what I did was wrong. If you came here to rub it in, don’t bother.” 
 
    “I came here to tell you that I forgive you.” 
 
    Livvy glances at my hand as I speak and sees the ring I’ve yet to take off. She crosses her arms over her chest. “Wow, is that what he buys you when you almost die? That’s why you forgive me right? It got you the guy.” 
 
    “What? No. That’s not it at all.” 
 
    “Save it. You have everything. You don’t even appreciate it. That should be mine.” 
 
    She stands and begins to back away. “They say I’m nuts now. Are you happy? I lost my baby and my internship. I’m probably going to jail. Of course you forgive me.” 
 
    I grit my teeth and do my best to keep it together without pouncing on her. 
 
    Josh on the other hand, well he’s just Josh. “You owe her an apology. She’s come out here today to speak with you. Give her some respect, Liv. This is your doing.” 
 
    “I’d rather rot in a jail cell than spend another second looking at the two of you. Go on. Get out of here. Have a great life. I hope you choke on your so called happiness.” 
 
    Wes pleads with her to reconsider, but I stand and pull Josh to do the same. “We’re done here. She’s right. It’s time we move on with our lives.” 
 
    We’re halfway to the parking lot before he stops me. “You could have told her about the baby.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it would only be spiteful. I’d never use a child for revenge. She’s going to have to pay for what she’s done. I’d rather keep our pregnancy out of her business.” 
 
    “Well, was it worth the trip?” He inquires. 
 
    “Yeah. I got to look her in the eyes and show her that she can’t break me. She’ll never have the luxury of interfering again.” 
 
    “What now?” Josh asks. 
 
    “Now we go home. It’s time we got back to our lives. I think there’s a new game in your room I’d like to check out.” 
 
    “Our room,” he corrects. 
 
    I snicker. “Okay, our room.” 
 
    He opens the truck door for me and helps me inside. “What do you think about getting our own place?” 
 
    “Like moving out?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Where?” I’m kind of nervous. I don’t want Josh doing this just because I’m pregnant. It wasn’t planned. 
 
    “Somewhere on the family property, or close like Jake and Jax have done. We could build something and add on space if we need more later.” 
 
    “So we’d be close to family?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “I’ll follow you anywhere, Josh. I never should have left you.” 
 
    “You did what you thought was right at the time, even if it hurt like hell.” 
 
    “It’s not what I wanted.” 
 
    “I knew you’d be back.” We’ve stopped walking and now stand face to face. He drag his hands across my cheek. “It was only a matter of time before you realized you couldn’t live without me.” 
 
    “And I suppose you also knew I’d never get over you?” 
 
    “Duh.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around him. “Thank you for loving me, Josh.” 
 
    “Don’t ever thank me. I’m the one who needs to thank you.” 
 
    Our fingers lace together as I smile and consider how long it’s been since he’s touched me. That electric connection reminds me how much I’ve gone without. He’s the one. I feel it in every part of my being. He makes me feel full, safe, and loved. I don’t want to spend another day  second guessing it. I survived being run down by a car. I’ll be damned if I ever push him away again. “I think I’m ready to go back to the house now. Maybe you could help me get out of these clothes?” 
 
    He picks me up and starts carrying me across the property. “You will never have to ask that twice.” 
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    Epilogue 
 
    About six years later 
 
      
 
    I’m watching as Tamsyn runs around searching for everything she could have forgotten the first and second time she packed Jade’s bag for her first day of school. My daughter, Jade, and her brother Joshua Jr., who everyone calls Bacon because of his chubby cheeks, sit together at the kitchen table making faces at each other.  
 
    Tamsyn has been on edge ever since hitting her second trimester with our third child. Two years ago we were blessed with a son, after our daughter begged to have a sibling. Once the excitement wore off, much like every pet we’ve ever gotten, she couldn’t care less what her little toddler brother is getting into. Take this morning for instance. While we were preparing for Jade’s big day, Bacon got into her school bag and drew all over the place with crayons. From the front door to the back, the walls are covered from about two feet and below.  
 
    I hear a knock on the door and know exactly who it is. “Grammy is here.” 
 
    Bacon takes off, barefoot and wearing a diaper. I hear her saying his name before she comes back in the room with him in her arms. “Morning.” 
 
    “Hey, Mom. Did you like the new wallpaper?” I ask sarcastically while motioning to a nearby wall. 
 
    She looks at my son. “Did you do that?” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how hard it’s going to be to get wax off a wall?” 
 
    “Yes, actually, I do. Don’t worry, I have some tricks. Where’s Tamsyn?” She asks. 
 
    “Hopefully putting on some pants. We need to be at the bus stop in ten minutes.” 
 
    “I’m here. I’m here. Sorry, I’m freaking out. It’s her big day.” 
 
    “Mommy, we have to go.” 
 
    “I know.” She puts her book bag on Jade’s back and hands her a matching lunch box. “Okay. I think you’re good to go, sweetie.” 
 
    Jade rocks back and forth. “Don’t cry, Mommy. It’s just school.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t cry Mommy,” I repeat. “She’ll be home this afternoon.” 
 
    Tamsyn kisses her on the cheek and then stands up. “I know. I’m going to miss you today.” 
 
    I get up from the table and rinse out my coffee mug. My daughter slips her hand into mine. “Daddy’s going to walk me down.” 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Tamsyn insists. “Let me get my camera.” 
 
    I look down at my daughter and roll my eyes, causing her to smile and display her two missing front teeth. It seems like yesterday when her mother and I were married. We’d only been together for a year, had a newborn, and were still living with my parents. With a lot of help from our families’, we were able to build a small home on the ranch property. Located about a quarter mile from my parents, our little house is in need of some more space. We’ve outgrown it, but refuse to think about renovating, because we frankly don’t have the time. 
 
    Tamsyn teaches middle school kids History. She’s taken off for this special day, even though I know she’s going to regret being home without Jade.  
 
    Normally my mom babysits. She watches all the grandkids now instead of working at the salon.  
 
    We manage to all make it to the bus stop with a few minutes to spare, where Cammie and Wes are standing with their two kids. “Sorry we’re late,” I say while out of breath. 
 
    Tamsyn is following behind with my mom, doing her best to keep up. I’ll probably have to give her a piggyback ride back to the house once Jade is on the bus safely. 
 
    “We sent Mom after you,” Cammie announces. 
 
    “Uncle Wes,” Jade says. “Do you like my lunchbox?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s fantastic,” he responds. 
 
    I laugh, because he’s the last person I would have pegged for being a kid magnet. 
 
      
 
    It took Wes and I some time before we could get over everything that transpired, especially after Liv was convicted. She was ordered a reduced sentence of two years plus time served. There were also stipulations to her sentencing like she wasn’t allowed within a five mile radius of the ranch for any reason, or to be within two hundred feet of anyone in my family. For the first year she was out of prison, Tamsyn was on edge. We had two kids to worry about.  
 
    Liv ended up moving back to New York. Her grandfather helped her get back on her feet. Wes and Cammie went to her wedding last year. She has a little boy with her new husband. He says she’s happy. As long as I never see her again, I’m happy too. 
 
    Everything I could ever want is finally mine. Only God knows where our lives will lead us now, but at least I’m certain, without a doubt, that we’ll always be together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve got the best damn family on the planet, and I’m so thankful for them and their support. The Lord is good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End! 
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    Intro: 
 
    Colt sits in the old red recliner he’s specifically hung onto for this particular holiday. It’s become a tradition that after Conner dresses as Santa for all the grandchildren, Colt will tell the story, an altered version of the Night Before Christmas.  
 
    Little wide eyes are staring at him, waiting for him to begin something they’ve all heard each year. They know that when the book reaches it’s last page, Santa is closer to coming.  
 
    As always, each child, even the toddlers have filled up on sweets. They’re fighting the urge to bounce off the walls, but know Grandpa/Uncle Colt won’t tolerate shenanigans. He’s strict, but in a way where the children have learned to respect adults and others. He has a gentle soul, which is something every little one seems to know from the moment he first holds them in his hard working hands.  
 
    His wife Savanna used real family pictures when making the hardback book years ago as a present, when Colt wanted to revise the original story to make it unique for his own family. The one of a kind book holds many years of memories. In the very back are empty pages of photograph slips, so that each year a new family photo can be placed and remembered for generations to come. 
 
    The outside cover is a photograph of the original Mitchell Ranch, the front gate decorated in lavish garland and bows. Poinsettias are situated around the entrance, and topiaries line the way to the main farmhouse where a large nativity scene sits in the center of the circular driveway.  
 
    The family stills goes all out for the holidays, but this will always be the first, the way Colt’s own father celebrated the blessed event, and where the traditions originated from. This is one of those stories. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    COLT 
 
    We’ve been celebrating in the barn for years, especially since our homes can no longer fit all the children.  
 
    In the past we’ve taken turns hosting, as our parents did when we were young. It’s tradition that we’re together, and an overpopulated room isn’t about to stop us. That’s why we built the entertainment barn, much like my cousins’ have in North Carolina. The upstairs is full of bunks with four extra bedrooms for the adults who want to stay closer to the children. A lot of times they will double up and use air mattresses to stay together. At night they’ll hang out, or get into a serious game of cards. 
 
    The kids share one huge common space. Us older family members stay in our houses. When my cousins show up, they crash wherever they want. Conner usually takes his wife and stays at the house they grew up in on the ranch. Ty and Miranda sleep at my place. We don’t party as much as we did when we were younger. Age has graced us with the inability to hang out with the younger crew. I don’t mind it too much, because seeing the bright and curious eyes of my grandkids makes life fulfilling. We’ve been very blessed indeed.  
 
      
 
     “Simmer down now. You know the rules. I won’t start reading until it’s quiet,” I announce while giving a stern eye to each of the wiggling children in the bunks surrounding me. I can already tell who will give me a hard time about listening. My grandchildren know I’ll correct them, while my great nieces and nephews are a bit more spoiled. Lots of little girls, too chatty and cute to correct without feeling guilty, and boys too rotten to know what to do with them. Besides, it’s Christmas. It’s about forgiving, and being thankful, but mostly appreciating life and the real reason for the season. My families’ faith has gotten us through many hardships. I’ve spent my life being a faithful servant to the Lord. I’ve learned to let the little things go in life because we never know when it’s our time to leave this place. 
 
      
 
    I spot my still beautiful wife making her way into the room. She sits down on the side of the chair next to me and offers a smile. “Hey, darlin’. Is everyone else ready?” As soon as I ask I see the room filling up with the rest of the family. 
 
    Ty claps his hands together, taking in the surroundings as he speaks. “Everyone better be quiet, or else the jolly old fat man will leave you piles of coal.” 
 
    “Grandpa, stop it,” Sarah says from her bunk. She’s his oldest granddaughter, and is obviously familiar with his never ending sense of humor. Being almost twelve, she tries hard to voice her opinions and appear like she understands adults. The unknowing little girl still has so much to learn, but a ton of curiosity to guide her along the way. She asked if Santa was real, so we know this will probably be her last year of believing. 
 
    “I’m telling the truth. I got coal a couple times. Ask Uncle Colt.” 
 
    “Is it true, Granddad?” My little grandson, Spencer, Noah’s youngest boy worrisomely questions. He’s seven now, and those little green eyes remind me so much of his father it’s uncanny. Out of all my grandchildren, I think Spence already knows he wants to run the ranch one day. He enjoys spending time with his Daddy out in the fields working with the cattle. It makes me proud to know he’s raising those children the way his mother and I taught him to do. 
 
    I think about Noah now, and how all these children’s parents are busy wrapping and preparing for the big Santa reveal in the morning. While we keep the little ones occupied, they can feel safe knowing the secrets will stay safe for another year. 
 
      
 
    Still, with Ty’s inability to ever grow up, I’m stuck reassuring the children that they won’t be getting a stocking full of coal. “Now, now. Don’t believe a word he says. I know for a fact that everyone has been good this year. There won’t be any coal delivered tonight.” 
 
    “Well Lex got in trouble for painting the kittens butts the other day. Do you think Santa knows?” Her twin Olivia responds with her own inquiry. 
 
    I try not to chuckle, but glance at Ty to see him laughing behind his fist. His sons have passed on that gene we all wish would somehow miraculously fade away. They’re so damn ornery they can’t help themselves. We thought Jax having twin girls would give us some peace, but that Lex is a hand full. She cut her sister’s hair off not once, or twice, but three times now. Chopped it so badly it couldn’t be salvaged. She walked around with an almost bald spot last Easter. Her mother, Amber, was devastated. She tried to get her to keep a hat on, but the child was persistent and on the move too much for added accessories. Their little brother Michael is no better. The night before last, upon arriving at the ranch, he managed to tie up a hog and attempt to ride it around. That poor animal bucked him up against a fence, knocking half of one of his front teeth off. He tried to blame it on the hog, but the rope around it’s neck was a surefire giveaway. Olivia is more laid back, but not in a good way. She’s sneaky and she loves to tattletale. I shake my head at Olivia. “I don’t think Santa noticed.” If I don’t give them hope they’ll fight about who is getting more, and we really try to keep the gift giving as fair as possible that way no one has their feelings hurt. 
 
    My niece Jade, who is Conner’s granddaughter, raises her hand. “Uncle Colt, last week Bacon started Daddy’s truck and drove it into the fence. Momma said Santa saw it.” 
 
    I clench my jaw. Maybe it was a mistake to try to fool these kids. I’m out numbered. Her brother Joshua Jr., who everyone calls Bacon is a terror. He breaks everything and is extremely hyperactive. When he was little they had to put him in a helmet to keep him from hurting himself. He kept going up to the television and trying to climb it. They went through three that year, all of them breaking when they tumbled on top of the toddler, sending him to the hospital. The last one was actually bolted to the wall. He’s even wearing the helmet in some old photos, because taking it off risked another trip to the ER. Josh and Tamsyn really have their hands full with that one. 
 
    “Jade, we all make bad choices sometimes. I’m sure Santa can overlook your brother’s actions one time.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “He’s bad all the time. He doesn’t deserve presents.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Sarah corrects her. “My dad says we shouldn’t talk about people.” 
 
    “Well my dad says Bacon acts like an animal and he’s going to put him in the pasture with the cows,” Jade counters. 
 
    I wave my hands around. “Girls, lets try not to worry so much about who has been good or bad. What if y’all get comfy in your beds and listen to the story? It’s getting late, and I wouldn’t want Santa to skip the ranch on account of you still being awake.” 
 
    They quickly settle, and I’m glad, because I was about ready to hand Savanna the book and hightail it out. 
 
    My lovely wife pats me on the shoulder, reminding me to smile even though it’s getting late. “Maybe you should just start.” 
 
      
 
    I open the book to the first page and hear the flicker of something coming on. We’ve gotten pretty good at setting this up ahead. It’s an old time projector Ty has set up with classic family videos that begin to play against the wooden framed wall. It’s crooked, not that the kids care. Something else lights up the ceiling. It’s a light that makes it look like it’s snowing from above. The children scan the room for everything going on, as a gentle carol begins to play. Amy stands next to the machine adjusting the volume so my voice can be heard over it. 
 
    I clear my throat, with butterflies of excitement tossing in my belly, and get right to it. 
 
      
 
    “T’was the night before Christmas, and all through the barn, not a Mitchell child was stirring, nor a Healy or fire alarm. The stockings are hung by the chimney with care, in hopes that St Nicholas soon would be here.  The ornery kids are nestled quiet in their beds, while visions of getting coal dances in their heads. All the mamma’s are ready, the dads’ full of crap, are settling down for a long winter’s nap.” 
 
    The kids already know what’s coming up. They’re no longer paying attention to the fake snow, or video. All eyes are on me. 
 
    I get into character, playing along with their amusement.   
 
    “When out on the lawn there arose such a clatter, I sprang from the chair to see what was the matter.” I jump up and head to the nearby window, peering out as if I spot something.  “Away to the window I flew like a flash, tore open the curtains and searched for the crash.  The moon shining down on the new-fallen snow gives me a perfect lit view for what sits below. When, what to my wondering eyes should appear, but a giant red sleigh, and eight furry reindeer.  With a fat old driver, so brave and quick, I knew in a moment it must be St Nick. More rapid than cattle his presents they came, and he whistled, and shouted, and called the deer by name!  "Now, Dasher! now, Dancer! now, Prancer and Vixen! On, Comet! On, Cupid! on, Donner and Blitzen.”  
 
    I shake my finger. “But don’t forget Rudolph, whose nose shines so bright, guiding them all through the dark of the night! To the top of the roof their hooves marched to his call.” I stomp to make the sounds as I come back to my chair.  
 
    “Now dash away! Dash away! Dash away all!"   
 
    Now pointing to the ceiling. “As my eyes proved the truth while seeing Santa fly, he’s right in that sleigh, his guides mounted to the sky. So up to the roof-top as fast as they flew, with the sleigh full of toys, and St Nicholas too.  And then, in a twinkling, I heard from above, the prancing and pawing of each of their hooves. As I drew in my head, and was turning around, down the chimney St Nicholas came with a bound.” 
 
    I race over to the railing to look below where the chimney sits.  ”He was dressed all in fur, from his head to his foot, and his clothes were all tarnished with ashes and soot. A bundle of toys he had flung on his back, and he looked so generous, just opening his pack.” 
 
    I turn back to the kids and touch parts of my face while continuing.  ”His eyes-how they twinkled, his dimples how merry, his cheeks were quite full, his nose like a cherry! His droll little mouth was drawn up like a bow, and the beard on his chin was as white as the snow.” 
 
    I pull a fake pipe from my pocket to use a prop. “The stump of a pipe he held tight in his teeth, and the smoke soon encircled his head like a wreath. He had a broad face and a little round belly, that shook when he laughed, like a bowl full of jelly!  He was chubby and plump, a right jolly old elf, and I laughed when I saw him, in spite of myself!” 
 
    “Have you ever seen Santa, Uncle Colt?” Little Madison asks. 
 
    I nod. “I reckon I have a few times.” 
 
    “Was he scary?” She wants to know. 
 
    “Not at all, although, I’ve never been close enough to ask him anything.” 
 
    “I bet he’s real nice,” Bacon mentions. 
 
    “Not nice to you,” his sister adds. 
 
    To avoid conflict, I quickly get back into character. “Ho, ho, ho, now listen here, children. The story can’t continue until all the little boys and girls give me their full attention. Be good now, or else you’ll get coal.” 
 
    The kids begin to laugh at me pretending to be a plump old man. I keep at it, playing along to the story. A few are yawning already.  
 
    “A wink of his eye and a twist of his head, soon led me to know I had nothing to dread.  He spoke not a word, but went straight to his work, and filled all the stockings, then turned with a jerk. He offered a smirk then up the chimney he rose!  He sprang to his sleigh that shot out like a whistle, then away they all flew like the down of a thistle. That final second before he disappeared out of sight, I swear I heard him exclaim, ‘Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good-night!’” 
 
      
 
    A couple sniffles fill the room as my eyes course across the space. Nestled together, the children anticipate what’s to come, determined to stay awake because they think they’ll catch Santa piling gifts under the large family tree.  
 
    Savanna stands and claps her hands together. “All right now kids. It’s time for bed.” 
 
    “Grandma, can you leave the snowflake light on like last year?” Christian’s daughter Chloe asks. She’s only four, and very scared of the dark, even though she’s in bed with two of her cousins. 
 
    “Of course. Remember, if Santa hears anyone out of bed he won’t leave presents.” 
 
    “Uncle Colt,” one of Cammie’s sons call. “Can you read it one more time?” 
 
    I look to Savanna and offer a smile. “Yeah, sure, kiddo. This time everyone close your eyes and imagine it in your minds.” 
 
    Savanna leans forward and kisses me on the cheek, leaving her lips near my ear as she whispers. “I’ll see you back at the house, you old stud. I still have some things to get ready for tomorrow’s breakfast, and then a nice hot bath.” 
 
    “Okay, darlin’. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    She smirks while leaving. “I know you will.” 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Tyler 
 
    The lights are dimmed. All the spoiled rotten kids are pretending to sleep because they think they'll be able to catch Santa in action. There's a huge grin on my face when Colt appears outside the barn. He already knows what I'm thinking. It's the same every darn year. "They ain't going to bed any time soon." 
 
    I pat him on the shoulder when his stride meets mine. "Not our problem anymore, cuz. Their parents can deal with that." 
 
    "Yeah, they're just being kids. I remember sneaking around Christmas Eve to catch a glimpse of the big man." 
 
    "Yeah, me too. Remember when we tried to drill a hole in the upstairs floor so we could keep watch on the chimney?" 
 
    Colt's chuckle fills the night air. "It would have been fine if Miranda hadn't caught us." 
 
    I agree. "Then of course had to run and tell Conner." 
 
    Colt points at me as he reiterates. "That jealous prick told my father. I swore I was getting that coal. He was pissed. I seriously felt like Christmas would get canceled." 
 
    "You still got that dirt bike." 
 
    "And we wrecked it two days later, remember?" 
 
    It's funny now, but it wasn't back then. "How can I forget? I took the blame, after your story about being chased by hunters didn't pan out. It was a damn blizzard. There was nothing out to hunt." 
 
    "Okay, I see the error of my ways, but that was probably the only time in history where you actually didn't deserve the punishment." 
 
    "What about the time we convinced Conner to ride the sled off the barn roof?" 
 
    My cousin is beside himself with laughter. "I forgot about that. He broke his finger that night." 
 
    "He's lucky he didn't break his neck. The snow had piled up from the plow, so it was hard as a rock. The damn sled capsized the second he hit the ice. Remember he gashed his head?" There was so much blood. It oozed out of the cut, and as much as Conner likes to play the tough guy, he was a little wuss back then. 
 
    "Oh yeah. We tried to convince him to keep it a secret, but he was crying like a bitch over his finger. He had to tell an adult.  They followed the trail of blood out to the hill." 
 
    It's funny talking about it now. "So we told him to say an icicle fell off and hit him like that kid in the movie. And we hid the broken sled." 
 
    "The story worked until the next morning when they woke up and saw the skid marks on the roof from the sled." 
 
    "Then we were screwed." 
 
    Colt stops walking when we reach his front porch. Miranda is sitting in a winter coat, rocking on a swing, waiting for me. She's got a covered hot beverage gripped in her hand. 
 
    "We're lucky we didn't kill ourselves back then." 
 
    "We even managed to raise a group of great kids." 
 
    Colt agrees. "We've done well for ourselves, that's for sure." 
 
    My wife approaches, but doesn’t wrap her arms around me without giving me a recognizable glare. “What are the two of you talking about?” 
 
    “Being bad of course.” Colt cackles. “What else is there to talk about when Ty’s involved?” 
 
    Miranda shakes her head with an amused grin. “Well, you have a point. He gives that bad grandpa on television a run for his money.” 
 
    I should take offense to this, but for obvious reasons it makes me gloat instead. Life isn’t fun without humor. People like me make the world a more interesting place to live. I’d never regret the antics, nor will I frown upon my offspring for doing the same. It’s in their blood. I’d be pissed if they didn’t laugh at ridiculous things from time to time. “That I do, my vivacious little vixen.” I say with a slap to her tight ass. She snickers and starts walking toward the front door, until I pull her back into my arms, purposely making a scene in front of Colt, because unlike me, he acts like he’s too old for public affection. “Come here. How about you and me take a walk?” 
 
    “A walk?” Miranda asks. “It’s freezing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby,” I whisper against her ear. “I’ll keep you nice and toasty.” 
 
    I throw Colt a wink before we disappear in the dark distance. I happen to know for a fact that my cousin has his own plans, and hearing Colt and Savanna getting it on in the bathroom isn’t my idea of a fun Christmas Eve. Besides, it sort of made me jealous. If he’s getting ass, then so will I. 
 
      
 
    I’m surprised we make it halfway down the dirt lane in the pitch black before she stops and demands to know where I’m taking her. “Tyler Mitchell, I’m not moving another inch until you start talking. Where are we going?” 
 
    I rub both of her arms, while my vision adjusts enough to see her gazing at me. “Worried I’m going to kill you in these woods where no one will find the body?” 
 
    She shoves me like she’s annoyed, turns around and starts walking in the direction of the cabin. “I’m not playing games in this weather. If you haven’t noticed, I’m too damn old for your crap, and good luck trying to murder me in the woods. I’ll come back and haunt your ass forever.” 
 
    “I was kidding. I’d miss the sex too much.” I catch up to her easily, forcing her to halt. “Come on, trust me. I have an idea. The north barn has a woodstove.” 
 
    “The barn where they keep the newborn livestock?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. So?” 
 
    “Ty, it stinks in there.” 
 
    I keep tugging her along. “It’ll be fine. I know where Colt keeps the stash of Menthol Eucalyptus.” 
 
    Miranda begins to mumble something about Colt and I being the only cattle ranchers who can’t handle the stink. That’s not the truth. Just because we rub a little Vick’s under our noses doesn’t mean we haven’t smelled our fair share of shit. It’s like having chocolate when you take a crap. You don’t need it, or want it, but it’s a surprising little treat during the most relaxing time of the day. Okay, maybe that’s not the kind of comparison a normal person would think of, but it’s mine and I’m sticking to it. 
 
    “Do you seriously think I’ll be okay with putting a little bit of Vick’s under my nose and pretending I’m not surrounded by farm animals?” 
 
    Laughter escapes me, echoing off the dense trees. “Have you met our family? There’s really not much difference. Don’t you remember when the twins went through that phase where they refused to get baths? I think they might have been around eight. They had the whole house smelling like feces. It was awful.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m the one who had to pick up and wash their crusty clothes. I still have nightmares about the things I found in their room.” 
 
    I take her hand and squeeze it. “If we can make it through that, then you shouldn’t have a problem giving me a good twenty minutes of your time. Drastic times call for desperate circumstances, baby. It’s been a week since you gave me any ass. My meat is starting to dry out. Next thing you know you’ll be dealing with shriveled dick jerky.” 
 
    “Shriveled dick jerky?” She stops walking again, hunches over and falls into a fit of giggling. “Dick jerky. Only you, Ty. You’re so stupid.” 
 
    “Hey, I call it like it is. Just this morning I had it in my hand and noticed it was shriveling.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s always been that way.” 
 
    I playfully shove her. “Hey now! You know I’m sensitive when it comes to my jewels.” 
 
    She takes off while spewing more pride killers geared toward my malnourished genitals. “You’re not getting anywhere near me with a shriveled jerky dick. I’m out of here.” 
 
    My wife may be a lot of things, but she’s never been very fast, not compared to me. Years of working outdoors on the ranch have left me physically fit, while she stands on her feet and cuts hair all day. I give her a head start, just to appease the effort, then pounce. 
 
    I take her down on the side of the snow filled path. The moment we hit the ground every bone in my body reminds me we’re not young anymore. I turn on my back as the aches overwhelm me. “Oh shit. That was dumb.” 
 
    Miranda is hovering above me, her white teeth shining in the darkness. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m old. That’s what happened.” 
 
    She slaps me playfully on the chest. “Quit playing around. It’s freezing. You’re going to get us all wet.” 
 
    When she starts to get up, I grab her coat and pull her back down on top of me. “Hold on there, woman. What’s wrong with making you wet?” 
 
    “Ty, seriously, quit playing around. I don’t feel like getting frost bitten.” 
 
    She helps me get to my feet before brushing the extra snow off of her legs and butt. Once she’s finished, I take her into my arms as a gust of wind knocks some snow down overtop of us. Our eyes meet, and suddenly all jokes have been forgotten. It’s just us, me and my still beautiful wife, standing alone in the dead of winter on Christmas Eve. “I remember a time when we had to hide our love.” 
 
    “Oh,” she leads. “I get where this is going.” 
 
    “No you don’t,” I slyly respond. “I’m being serious.” 
 
    “You don’t know how to be serious, my dear.” 
 
    Our fingers lace together tighter, my lips coming forward to rest upon her forehead. “I’ve always been serious about loving you, Miranda. Always. You’re my rock.” I pause for a moment and find myself struggling to zip it. “Plus your ass still looks amazingly scrumptious in a pair of jeans, or in nothing at all, and sometimes you let me stick things in it, particularly…” 
 
    She pushes me away. “See what I mean?” 
 
    Miranda begins walking back toward the cabin. I cross my arms and watch her, sighing when I realize I’m losing this battle to get some alone time with my wife. “Don’t you miss sneaking around? Getting lost in the moment? Can’t we just pretend to be young again?” 
 
    She stops in her tracks, spinning around to face me. About a hundred feet apart, she begins breaking the distance that separates us. I keep my arms crossed, not sure how this will pan out. Miranda likes to keep me second guessing, and she knows she has my undivided attention. 
 
    “Want to relive your youth, Ty?” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    She’s unzipping her coat. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    “Hell no!” I argue. 
 
    “Do it, or I’ll change my mind.” 
 
    A heavy sigh withdraws while I do as I’m told. “Fine.” Assuming she’ll soon be back in my arms, I let my hands fall at my sides and await to hold that body I’ve memorized and appreciated for so many years. 
 
    It’s quiet, the snow preventing nature from making much sound. I can hear her feet approaching, and then speeding up. As she passes she makes another order. “Keep them shut and count to twenty. Then come find me.” 
 
    My heart beats faster as I listen to her boots disappearing in the distance. I forget to count because my mind wanders off to what she could possibly be up to. My anticipation gets the best of me, my eyes move in the direction of where I think she’s headed. It’s too dark to see her figure, but she’s left me clues. Her coat lies a few feet in front of me. A little further I see her gloves. While hurrying to find her, I come up with her hat, and then surprisingly her sweater. When the barn comes into view I see a tank top, and then a bra before entering. 
 
    The barn is quiet, but a dim light shines down from the second floor tack room. I can hear shuffling as I begin to climb the wooden stairs. A pair of boots are sitting in front of the door. “I know you’re in there,” I announce while wiggling from my coat. 
 
    My shirt finds the floor the second I open the old creaky door and scan the area for my wife. She’s sitting in the corner of the room, positioned on a saddle that hasn’t been used in years. I know, because I helped hang it on the wall for decoration.  
 
      
 
    “Howdy, partner. I was wondering if you’d like to help me off this sturdy, hard, leather saddle.” She’s rubbing the material between her legs as she speaks, though my attention is in all the other places without clothing.  
 
    “I’d be glad to help, but it seems like you also forgot to remove those panties.” 
 
    She shrugs as I get closer. “I figured you’d like to do it.” 
 
    Taking her by the hand, I lift her to stand in front of me, catching her by the small of her waist. We kiss slowly, but as my hands glide across her exposed skin I realize she’s freezing. Goose bumps cover her body, and her lips tremble as I graze over them. “You’re cold.” 
 
    “So warm me up. Isn’t this what you want? Have you forgotten how to make it happen?” 
 
    I twist her around, bending her over a stacked pile of feed pellets. “Oh, don’t you worry. It’s like riding a bike. I’m a fucking pro. I was born to do this.” I slap her ass while tugging her panties off the cheeks. “I’m going to show you just how bad I want it.” 
 
    Then she’s laughing at me, so much I’m distracted. She turns, leaning against the feed to stare me in the face. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re ruining the moment.” 
 
    “I’m naked in a barn, Ty. I’m a grandmother, naked in a damn barn. This is crazy.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? You know what’s crazy? Thinking about being a grandmother fucker really turns me on.” 
 
    She licks her lips. “Oh really? You’re into women with graying hair?” 
 
    “You bet your sweet ass I am, especially when that old bitty is my wife. I’ll hit that shit forever. I’ll bend you over your walker. We’ll bang in my wheelchair. I’ll rub you down after every diaper change. Baby, I’m in this with you. When your tits are sagging to your knees, I’ll be there to lift them up.” 
 
    Her arms wrap around my neck as her lips find mine again. “You’re insane, but I love you still.” 
 
    “I’m insane?” I question. “You’re the one standing in a barn without clothes.” 
 
    “The sooner you give me some loving, the faster I can put my clothes back on. Stop stalling and give me what you want.” 
 
    I unzip my pants, backing away to kick them off my ankles. “Spread them legs, Santa’s going in.” 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Conner 
 
    It's the time of year when the whole family comes together, even when some of them are arguing or having difficulties. It's the season where love overcomes tribulation. I've spent my entire life growing into the man I've become, the husband my wife needs and the father and grandfather all of our children could ever ask for. Alongside my cousins, we've built a thriving business where future family can prosper. 
 
    It was all worth it. Every little tiff. Each trial. Every broken limb, or heart. Standing outside this particular window and looking inside to see my family warms my heart. 
 
    After the barn gathering, Blaze and I retreated to the house I grew up in. It's changed hands a lot through the years, but inside still brings back memories, some good and others still hard to endure. 
 
    My wife opens the kitchen door and calls out to me. "I thought you were getting firewood. Why are you just standing there? It’s freezing." 
 
    Offering a simple smile, I turn around and grab a bundle of wood to use in the fireplace. When I step into the house it's already warm and cozy. Amy is working on a pie for dinner tomorrow, while a familiar holiday tune fills the room. 
 
    The wood is placed next to the hearth in the living room before I return to my wife. "It smells good in here." 
 
    "Nothing is cooking yet. How much did you have to drink tonight?" 
 
    I wrap my arms around her waist from the back and take in the scent of the skin on her neck. "Two beers, hours ago. No, I'm not mistaken at all." Dragging my nose across her ear, I kiss her tenderly there. "The smell is coming from you." 
 
    She turns with hands full of doughy flour, brushing a bit over my lips. "Keep talking like that and this pie won't ever get done." 
 
    I kiss her, gripping the soft of her ass while I hold her. As I pull away she's grinning. "You sure are in a good mood, which is surprising after all the hard work you guys did to make tonight a success for the kids. It doesn't matter how many times they hear that story or sleep in that barn with their cousins, they're little eyes light up with hope." 
 
    "Maybe that's why I'm smiling. Seeing them excited makes the work worth it. Knowing they'll wake up to a room full of presents, and all of us being together and healthy for another year just gets to me in a way it never has before." 
 
    I can tell I'm taking her by surprise. "Who are you and what have you done with my hard ass husband?" 
 
    My lips fall against her head as I close my eyes and take in her scent. "Time is passing us by, darlin'. It feels like yesterday when I was trying to pry you off of me." 
 
    Amy shoves me, laughing at my accusation. 
 
    "Pry me off? It was definitely the other way around. You were relentless, Conner Healy." 
 
    "You loved every minute of it, Blaze." Using a hand towel, I slap it across her thigh. She captures it as the fabric retracts and uses it to pull me toward her again. 
 
    "I did. I still do, even when you're grumpy or snoring in the bed next to me. I still love knowing it's always going to be you by my side." 
 
    "Unless there's a child between us." 
 
    "Well I’d hope our kids are too old for that. Can you imagine Josh coming in saying he’s had a nightmare?" 
 
    She’s cracking up just picturing it. "There's always the grandkids." 
 
    We both smile at the thought. Madison is the oldest grandchild, but she still likes cuddling. She also enjoys sitting with her Pop while we watch football together. Luckily Wes doesn't mind. I think he knows she's my special little girl. We have the grandkids every day during the week now. They attend a local school and get on and off the bus at the ranch, while Wes and Cammie both have to work. Callie's children also stay with Amy during the day. If Cassie lived closer we'd have her son too. He stays with us when she and her husband have to work overnight shifts. He's still with the FBI, while Cassie is now a detective with the state police force. Even though our son Josh lives on the ranch property, his wife Tamsyn stays home and cares for the children. I often come home to find her in the kitchen with Amy. They've always been close, even when my son and I can't find common ground, which happens often since we work together. 
 
    The holidays put a pause on the day to day routines though. I think that's what makes me smile. Things could go back to normal when we return home, but for now we're together and on the same page. "It's quiet for once. I'm used to the house being full." 
 
    "It does feel empty doesn't it?" 
 
    Amy shrugs. "Is it bad that I wish all the kids were waking up in the same house as us?" 
 
    "Is it worse if I was thinking the same thing?" 
 
    My adorable wife turns and washes her hands while she answers. "We could get up extra early and wait in the barn for them to wake." 
 
    "You and I both know they'll be up before daybreak." 
 
    "Remember last year when you guys covered the railing so they couldn't peek downstairs?" 
 
    "Yeah, but they still peeked. We were kids once. How long did it take for you to fall asleep on Christmas?" 
 
    "Forever." 
 
    “Exactly. I bet if we went over to that barn we’d find a bunch of curious kids just waiting for a peek at Santa.” 
 
    She dashes out of the room, leaving me wondering what in the world she could possibly be up to. After a few minutes I can hear something coming from the attic. Unbeknownst to me, my wife knows exactly what she’s looking for. By the time I round the corner to seek her out, she’s coming down the metal steps with a box. I take it from her so she doesn’t trip, and carry it into the living room. “What are you up to?” 
 
    She dives in the box, pulling out red fabric, and a lot of it. After further inspection, I discover that it’s not fabric at all. It’s costumes. Elf costumes, including shoe covers and hats. “This. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’ve lost your mind if you want me to put one of those on.” 
 
    “Conner, don’t be a sissy. Do it for the kids. Let’s go give them something to talk about for years to come. We’ll ring the bells and start putting presents under the tree. Maybe you could find Ty and get him to put the Santa suit on.” 
 
    I begin considering the idea. She’s right. The kids are still young enough to believe and appreciate something so significant. It’s at least worth a try. “How come I can’t be Santa?” 
 
    She cocks a brow and tosses me a look, one of the ones she gives me when I’m annoying the shit out of her. “Really? Does it make a difference?” 
 
    I shrug. “If I’m doing this, I’m Santa. Ty ain’t getting all the credit.” 
 
    She’s shaking her head. “Always a competition. Whatever. I don’t care who wears what suit.” 
 
    “We can get some females to wear the other elf suits and we’ll enlist Ty to jingle the bells on the roof.” 
 
    “The roof? Are you kidding? You and I both know that sending Ty out on the roof is not a good idea.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine. He’ll want to prove he can still be macho.” 
 
    “I’m not involved if he falls off, Conner. I was fine with doing a little for the kids. It seems like this is about to turn into something elaborate.” 
 
    “Oh, darlin’, you have no idea what you’ve just gotten involved in.” 
 
      
 
    I’m ringing Ty’s phone, but he refuses to answer. Knowing him like I do, and being aware of the time, I know he’s probably up to no good with my sister. Be that as it may, they’ve had enough time to frolic in the sheets. We’ve got work to do. Our night has just begun. 
 
    “Get your stuff. We’ll head over to Colt’s place to see if we can round them up. I’m sure Ty and Randa are there too.” 
 
    We gather the costumes, bundle back up in winter coats and head out to round up the forces. Then we hop on a Gator used to travel throughout the ranch and start on our small ride to the next residence.  
 
    Amy hugs her chest as I rap at the front door. It takes Colt a good five minutes to answer. “What the hell, Conner?” 
 
    He’s standing in a pair of boxer shorts, sweat pouring down the front of his chest. His hair, which is never without a hat, is disheveled on top of his head. “Were you sleeping?” 
 
    He scratches his scalp and gives me this look, like I don’t really want to know what he’s up to. “It’s late. We’ll catch up in the morning.” 
 
    “Hang on there, cuz. The wife and I were thinking we could give the kids something to remember. Put your pants on and come with us. Get Ty while you’re at it.” 
 
    Colt shakes his head, just as I spot Savanna coming down the stairs. She’s wearing different clothes, pulling her hair up as she makes her way to the door. “What’s up, guys?” 
 
    Colt clenches his jaw, looking back toward his wife before answering me. Their red faces tell me everything I suspected to be true. “Ty and Randa ain’t here. They went off into the woods somewhere.” 
 
    “I see.” I grab my chin and consider what I’m supposed to say. We’re grown men, married with grandchildren. We have every right to steal some alone time, but the fact that Colt seems to be embarrassed we interrupted fuels me to give him a hard time. “You need a few more minutes to finish up, or were you done pretty quick?” 
 
    He begins to shut the door on my face, but his wife stops him. “Colt, behave. I want to hear what Conner and Amy have in mind.” 
 
    Amy steps in front of me, probably already knowing I’m up to no good. “I remembered we had these elf costumes. I think we should dress up and pretend we’re helping Santa distribute the gifts. Conner seems to think most of them are still awake.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea. We can make sure they believe for another year.” 
 
    Colt backs away from the door and heads upstairs, while Savanna grabs her coat and begins to put some boots on. 
 
    “Sorry we interrupted,” Amy says to her. 
 
    “It’s fine. Colt will survive if he has to hold out.” 
 
    “I don’t know if Conner can. That man is relentless when he’s feeling frisky.” 
 
    Both women laugh at my struggle. “Don’t be talking about me like I’m not here. I can’t help it my wife would rather have her head in one of those smut books instead of having the real thing every night.” 
 
    Amy shoves me. “Shut up, Conner. Go look for Ty and your sister.” 
 
    Colt comes trotting down the stairs like he’s on a mission. “I have an idea of where we can find them. They never were known to get very far.” 
 
    The four of us hop on the Gator and start our search. Colt keeps quiet until we come up to the barn. I get it. He’s not like me or Ty. It’s cool, but also makes him such an easy target. Ty is relentless when he gets on Colt, so I know if we don’t discover him and Randa in a compromising situation, the joke will be on Colt for the rest of the holiday. 
 
    The light is on in the second floor tack room. The Gator comes to a halt and Colt jumps off. I follow behind, because I know he’s determined to cock block them, just like he used to do back in the days before we had kids. I pull him back by the hem of his jacket. “Hold on there, cowboy. Don’t you think we should give them a little forewarning? I’ve seen my fair share of Ty’s naked ass. It ain’t pretty. He’s got all that hair growing where the sun don’t shine and…” 
 
    “Jesus, Mary and Joseph. You’re about to make me gag.” 
 
    If that didn’t, then the sounds from above were certainly going to churn his stomach. They weren’t holding back. In fact, I’m pretty sure they have no idea we’ve arrived. “Sounds like he’s wrinkly balls deep. Give it a few seconds. Ty never takes long.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s more disturbing, the fact that I’m mentally picturing it, or how you know exactly how long he takes.” 
 
    Savanna comes in behind us. “How about we scare the crap out of them?” 
 
    “I don’t want an eyeful of ass,” I exclaim. “That’s my sister. I’ve walked in on them far too many times to wish it on myself.” 
 
    “Close your eyes when the door opens. Like you said, they don’t have anything that we haven’t seen before. For years they couldn’t keep their hands off of one another.” Colt chimes in. “Do you know how many times I caught them screwing in tree stands? I’m pretty sure they conceived the twins during hunting season.” 
 
    “Exactly. Things have calmed down. Body parts have started sagging. It would be disturbing and wrong.” 
 
    Savanna corrects us. “It’s for fun. Besides, it’s too cold for them to have everything off. Think about it. They’re probably still dressed with their pants lowered.”  
 
    Amy agrees. “She’s right. There’s no way I’d undress in this weather, not even in the confines of a barn.” 
 
    One look toward Colt and I can tell he’s all in. Before we’re able to ask, she walks over and shuts off the breaker. Then she starts creeping up the stairs, the rest of us in tow. When she reaches the door, Savanna holds up her finger for us to wait.  
 
    Ty and Miranda are talking to each other, and we can hear the sound of them shuffling around. He’s telling her to say his name. The knot in the pit of my stomach increases in size. These are things that can’t be unheard. He’s not just my sister’s husband, but someone who has been a part of our family since birth. He may not be blood related to me or my sister, but he’s Colt’s kin. I can’t see how any of us are able to endure this sort of psychological torture. It makes my skin crawl to think of the things they still do behind closed doors, or apparently in tack rooms as well. 
 
      
 
    In a faint whisper, Savanna leads. “Count of three scream your heart out. One…Two…Three!” 
 
    We fly through the door, her phone flashlight illuminating the old wooden framed room. What we see can never be unseen. It’s just as I feared. 
 
    Ty is standing up positioned behind my sister, both of them butt naked. She’s holding onto the saddle for support with a leather strap in her mouth that’s wrapped around her head for Ty to hold and control her. 
 
    Thankfully, the drilling stops and they take in the four of us interrupting at the apparent pivotal moment of the encounter. “Dudes, you could have let me finish first.” 
 
    Instead of being worried about what we’re seeing, they begin to laugh, while I duck for cover from the visual shit show that will give me nightmares for years to come. Colt doesn’t hold back. “Come on already. The saddle? Reigns? Was it necessary to taint the antiques with your…oh damn I can’t even say it.” 
 
    Amy and Savanna are laughing, but turn with their backs to the nude couple.  
 
    Ty’s loud and obnoxious mouth fills the area. “Come for a show?” 
 
    “A shit show maybe,” I announce. 
 
    “Screw you. You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it first. This Grandpa still has it going on,” he claims with a smack to Randa’s bare ass. “Don’t I baby?” 
 
    When I turn to give her shit, she’s thrown Ty’s shirt over her body. “Okay, enough! I knew as soon as I agreed to this it would somehow end in disaster.” She starts picking up her trail of clothes around the room. “I’ll be downstairs getting dressed. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll all stay put until I’m done.” 
 
    With that, my sister vacates the room. Ty takes a cowboy hat belonging to Colt’s late father off the wall and covers his genitals. He stands before us waiting for one of us to say something, but I’m at a loss for words. “Need help gathering your clothes?” Savanna asks. 
 
    “I’m good like this.” 
 
    “You’re paying to have that hat professionally cleaned now,” Colt threatens. “You’re such an asshole, Ty.” 
 
    “You love me, cuz. I brighten your days. In fact, why don’t you come over here and hug it out with me? It looks like you could use some one on one Ty time.” 
 
    Colt shoves both hands up to prevent Ty from coming any closer. “Don’t you dare touch me until you put some clothes on.” He waits a few seconds and then refuses to remain in the room. “Miranda, you better be decent. I’m coming down.” 
 
    Amy and Savanna gather up Ty’s clothing and place it all on top of the feed pile. They follow Colt out of the room, leaving the two of us.  
 
    “What the hell, bro? All I wanted was one night of hot sex, and you had to cock block me.” 
 
    “Will you grow up? It’s Christmas. We want to do something special for the kids. You know, your grandchildren included. Get your ass dressed and meet us downstairs. We have work to do.” 
 
    “But after sex I always take a nap. It’s tradition.”
“I’m going to make a new tradition of sticking my foot up your ass if you don’t get a move on.” 
 
    “You still love me, bro?” 
 
    I shake my head. This man is ridiculous, but he’s family. He always will be. I can’t trade him in for a new and improved version. Truth be told, we like him the way he is, old and perverted, rotten to the core. 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then you have your answer. I’ll be outside waiting with the others.” 
 
    “I could be awhile. This foot long might need some TLC before I can put it away. You think you could ask your sister to come back?” 
 
    I clench my jaw and leave the room before I do something I’ll have to hear shit for. Ty probably did all of this on purpose. Modesty isn’t something either of them have. I swear if they could live in a nudist colony they would. This is my crazy reality. “You can’t fix stupid, Ty. Hurry up and quit dicking around. You really don’t want to piss Colt off anymore than you already have.” 
 
    “He’s pissed? Why? It’s not like I jizzed in the hat.” 
 
    While I stand in the doorway he starts to dress. I keep my eyes focused on the floor until I’m sure he’s got his jeans on. “You should apologize,” 
 
    “Dude, we had to come out here because Colt and Van wanted time alone. We were forced to take drastic measures.” 
 
    “Drastic measures? Have you ever considered abstaining? When do drastic measures include saddles and leather straps?” 
 
    “Abstaining? Who does that? Why would someone want that? That’s just preposterous.” Of course that would be his response. 
 
    I roll my eyes as he joins me at the doorway. “You ready to hear the plan?” 
 
    “It’s not like I have anything better to do, since my dick has been muzzled,” he sarcastically replies. 
 
    I pat him on the shoulder. “Since you’re in the mood to be a risk taker, you can be the one to climb up on the barn roof.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Paybacks are a bitch, bro.” 
 
    At first this idea seemed sort of lame. It was for the kids, and even then I wasn’t sure they’d appreciate it, but now I know it’s going to be a night of free entertainment, especially since we need to make sure Ty is miserable and gets what’s coming. 
 
      
 
    This might just be the best Christmas ever. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Noah 
 
    We’ve just settled in bed after leaving the kids in the barn with their cousins and several adults in case there is an emergency. Living within walking distance on the ranch, we won’t miss any of the events to come. 
 
    My wife is reading something on her dimly lit device, while I’m tucked between a mound of pillows I surround myself with in order to be comfortable throughout the night. The chain on the ceiling fan above us knocks, making a constant ticking sound I usually fall asleep to. Just as my body begins to doze, I hear Shalan gasp. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    I open my eyes, but refuse to move since I’m extra comfortable. “What?” 
 
    “That.” 
 
    Knowing she’s not going to give up until I have an answer, I remove the blankets and bring my legs off the mattress. “I don’t hear shit.” 
 
    “Noah, I think someone is at the door.” 
 
    Checking my cell phone on the bedside table, I see that it’s after midnight. “Who the hell would be knocking at this hour?” 
 
    She flops back down on the bed. “Probably one of your idiot cousins. I’d put my money on Jax, but Jake comes to mind next.” 
 
    I wipe the sleep from my eyes and stand, fetching my trousers and pulling them on before going downstairs to investigate. Shalan had been right. There is someone at the door, but when I open it the visitors aren’t who I suspect. “Dad? Mom? What’s going on? Is it the kids? Did something happen?” 
 
    My mom reassures me. “No. Nothing like that at all. We have an idea we need your help with.” 
 
    “It’s after midnight.” 
 
    A voice comes from the darkness behind my parents. “Quit your griping and get your ass out here, boy.” 
 
    I make out my Uncle Ty, Aunt Miranda, Uncle Conner and Aunt Amy. 
 
    I step out onto the porch, noticing the immediate chill in the air, especially since I’m without a shirt. “Shalan is inside sleeping. Give me one reason why I would want to spend the little time I have to rest hanging out with the likes of you.” 
 
    “Sweetie,” Mom begins. “It’s for the kids. We want to make sure they believe. We have it all planned, even the reindeer.” 
 
    “You lost me, Mom.” 
 
    “We’re going to make the children think Santa has arrived.” 
 
    I reach inside the door and grab a coat off the hanger. Unbeknownst to me, at least until I attempt to put it on, it’s Shalan’s. A fuzzy fur hood surrounds my neck as I pull it as closed as I can get it. 
 
    “Nice look,” Uncle Ty teases. 
 
    I’m able to see my breath as I respond. “How long is this going to take?” 
 
    “An hour maybe. Conner is going to be Santa. The three of us girls are going to be elves. Your father is going to get out the old sled, so we’ll need all the strong men to help us.” 
 
    I scratch my head and contemplate their convoluted idea. “You’re all drunk, right?” 
 
    Aunt Amy holds up a set of bells. “We found these to ring from the roof.” 
 
    “The idea is nice and all, but I just think it’s too late for all that work. I mean, the kids have gone to sleep by now. We’d be waking them up again. Who in their right mind would want to go through all the trouble to make sure they went to bed again?” 
 
    My dad takes a step backward. “Come on, y’all. We know not everyone will want to be a part of this. It’s last minute, and Noah is right. He’s tired from everything else we have going on.” 
 
    “Pussy,” Uncle Ty yells from the Gator. 
 
    I close the door before they all pile on the vehicle and take off into the darkness. The hardest part of making my way back to my warm bed is prying the extra small women’s coat from my muscular arms. It takes a few pulls before I’m free and hanging it back where I found it.  
 
    I no sooner turn to make a beeline back upstairs when I see my stunning wife standing at the bottom of the stairs with her arms folded across her chest. “Noah Mitchell, if I didn’t know any better I’d say you suck.” 
 
    “Suck? Why is that?” I approach her, taking her into my arms and planting a long kiss on those puffy lips I can never get enough of. 
 
    “When was the last time you’ve seen your father excited about anything? You were just telling me that your parents used to get into all sorts of antics during the holidays.” 
 
    “Yeah, so what?” 
 
    “Noah, you’re being just like your father right now.” 
 
    I sigh heavily. “So you’re suggesting I go out in the middle of the night and act like a fool, because you think it’s important?” 
 
    The smile on her face tells me the answer before I hear it. “I do.” 
 
    “Babe, I love ya, but that’s not going to happen. It’s colder than the freezer outside and they’re talking about getting on a metal roof to jingle some bells. They’ve either drank too much moonshine or lost their minds. Either way, I don’t want any part of it.” 
 
    It’s apparent she’s not happy with my decision. Shalan turns around and marches up the stairs, purposely stomping her feet to prove a point. By the time I join her, she’s getting dressed, pulling a sweater over her head. “Darlin’ what are you doing?” 
 
    “You might not be up for some late night fun, but I am.” 
 
    “You said you were beat just a couple hours ago.” 
 
    “It’s Christmas.” She comes over and pats me on the cheek. “I’ll sleep when it’s over. Besides, the kids are only going to be young once. In the blink of an eye they’ll be just as stubborn as you and your father. For now, I want to embrace their innocence.” She starts to walk out of the room, but stops abruptly. “Oh, and before you decide to follow me, you might want to take a look at the present I left for you on the bathroom sink. I think it might just be what you need to simmer down.” 
 
    I wait until she leaves to check out the gift she says is waiting for me. Sure enough, there is a rectangular jewelry box wrapped in holiday paper. With a furrowed brow, and already irritated, I open the package hoping it’s something I can use and not just some stupid watch I’ll wear once a year when we have to attend a fancy event.  
 
    When I open the box I realize this gift is something much more personal. The fancy stick is decorated with the words PREGNANT. We’ve been trying for a couple months, hoping to give our two children a brother or sister to add to the mix. Apparently my wife has been holding the news so she could announce it during the holiday. She was right. My smile is undeniable. I’m dog ass tired, but nothing could make me fall asleep. All I want to do is find my wife and celebrate our blessed news.  
 
    It takes a few more minutes to get dressed and put my boots on. By the time I’m bundled in my jacket and gloves, I assume she’s already caught up to the rest of my family. Hurrying outside in the frigid weather, I spot a familiar sight.  
 
    “You waited?” I ask my wife, who happens to be bundled up in a little pink matching snow suit.  
 
    “Of course I did, babe. I knew if anything was going to get your attention it would be that. Plus, it’s technically Christmas. I’d sat it there so you’d see it when you first woke up.” 
 
    I’m already pulling her into my arms. “Technically Christmas, huh. Well then, come here and let me show you just how much I appreciate getting to share my life with you.” 
 
    “I love you. The kids are going to be so excited.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I proudly agree. “I can’t wait to share the news.” 
 
    “First lets go help the others make this holiday magical. Can you imagine what they’re going to say? I can hardly wait to see their faces light up when they think that Santa is real.” 
 
    “How did I get so lucky?” 
 
    She snickers. “If I remember correctly, I’m the one who got lucky. You’ve made all my dreams come true, Noah.” 
 
    I pick her up and start carrying her across the yard. “Keep talking like that and we’re going to head back inside and have some Christmas morning lovin’ before everyone wakes up.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be against that.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t I know it. That’s why we’re probably going to end up with ten kids. At least we’re spreading them out.” 
 
    “If you want ten kids, I’ll start popping them out like a rabbit.” 
 
    “Nah, maybe one more after this pregnancy. I don’t mind sharing you with the kids, but I have to draw the line when we have no time for each other.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what grandparents are for?” 
 
    I smirk. “Yes indeed. It certainly is.” 
 
      
 
    We hop on the golf cart I keep in the heated garage and head out to find the rest of my crew. I have no clue what they have in mind for this big surprise, or how they think it’s going to go over smoothly, but I’m awake so I may as well make the best of it. Besides, I’d be pissed off if I missed my kids excitement. Nothing matters more than my family, not even a good night’s sleep. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Jake 
 
    My brother seems to think we have all the time in the world, but before we know it the sun will be coming up and this plan of mine will be screwed. “Hurry up, Jax. Keep pushing.” 
 
    “Why the hell can’t we use something to pull this heavy ass thing?” 
 
    “Well for one, that’s too loud. Someone will hear us. And then there’s the fact that this here sleigh is ancient. They used it for Uncle Colt’s wedding, or maybe it was Mom and Dad. I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Dumbass, you can’t remember because we weren’t born yet,” I remind my twin. 
 
    “Oh yeah. That’s probably why.” 
 
    I’m shaking my head, doing my best to help tug this huge ass red sleigh out of the old storage building and toward the barn where all the little kids sleep. Jax and I couldn’t sleep, so we came up with a special surprise for all the little kiddos, especially after we heard Uncle Colt talking about restoring it for family photos next year. What better way to reminisce than to use it again for something special? 
 
    Jax stops to take a break. We’re both sweating underneath our layers of winter attire.  
 
    "Are you sure there's wheels on this damn thing?" Jax is being a baby. He's been complaining since we started pushing. 
 
    "You can see them moving underneath. Quit bitching. You're worse than a crying kid." 
 
    "The girls are going to think we froze to death." 
 
    "We're almost to the other side of the barn. It's a little further. The girls know how far we have to push it." 
 
    "I've never even pushed a turd this hard. All this straining ain't good. I need my energy for the reward I'll get for helping your sorry ass." 
 
    I stop pushing and look beside me at my equally strong brother. We're both married with children. Jax has three now, while Reese and I are working on our second. I want to do this for the kids, all of them, even the cousins. Sighing heavily, struggling to get the job done, I try to push the thing on my own. I'm on a mission, determined to make this happen. For years we've played jokes, pranked the family time and time again, but this could change the way people see us. Maybe they’ll finally have some respect for us instead of always assuming we're up to no good. "Jax, put on some big boy pants, grow a set of balls and help me get this shit done. Save the crying for later. It’s for the kids, man." 
 
    "I'm only doing this because Amber promised to warm me up afterwards." 
 
    I'm not surprised. Jax thinks about sex constantly. I swear that while we were in the womb I got the brains and he was left with scraps. His one-track mind is both annoying and pure entertainment at the same time. "You're lucky you're my brother." 
 
    "You're the lucky one. You never would have found that wife of yours if it wasn't for me. I mean let's face it, she was mine first." 
 
    I'm going to let that slide because he's been drinking all night. It's true, he dated Reese, but it's years in the past, and I know he holds no hard feelings about it, not with what he found with Amber. They're perfect together, and he's never been in love with anyone like he is with her. If something ever happened to them, it would literally kill my brother. She's not only the mother of his three children, but also his soul mate. I usually don't believe in fate or kismet, but what they have is too intense to be categorized as anything else. 
 
    Headlights appear in the distance. Knowing everyone else is sleeping comfortably in their beds, I'm under the assumption it's our wives. "Jax, here they come. Quick, let's hide and scare the shit out of them." 
 
    "Hell no. Let's moon them instead. Come on, bro, double the pleasure." 
 
    I don't know why I think this is a good idea, but I find myself rushing to the front of the old sleigh while unzipping my pants and shoving them down past my ankles. We bend over at the same time, Jax wiggling his ass around for even more of a show." 
 
    It's not until the vehicle comes to a sudden halt right behind us that we come to learn it's not Reese and Amber. 
 
    Our father's honking voice fills the late night frigid air. "Hey look, Miranda, their balls finally descended. We should celebrate. I thought it would never happen.”  
 
    Our relatives are cracking up as we quickly redress and turn in their direction. 
 
    "Shit! It’s the peanut gallery." Jax calls out. "What the hell are you old dogs doing up past your bedtime?" 
 
    "What the hell are you two doing with the sleigh I made for my wife?" Uncle Colt inquires. "Because I have a feeling it's nothing good." 
 
    "Well, it was all Jake's idea. He wanted to take the sleigh and crash it into the barn like Santa had an accident. I told him it would freak out the kids, but he didn't listen. I was only out here trying to stop him." 
 
    I'm not surprised Jax is putting the blame on me with his ridiculous story. Uncle Colt isn't happy. We should have asked first. 
 
    I shove my brother. "He's full of shit. Jax just wanted to steal the sleigh so he could dress up as Santa and get freaky with Amber. I was the one trying to stop him from making a big mistake." 
 
    Mom starts waving her hands around. "All right, you two little jerks, at this point it doesn't matter what you wanted the sleigh for. None of that is happening anymore. This is what's going to happen. Conner is dressing up as Santa. Colt is going to wrangle up a couple donkeys to pull the sleigh. Us girls are going to decorate it, while Ty gets positioned on the roof with the bells. We're giving these kids a reason to believe, at least for another year. You can keep your pants on, find your wives, and help us make this happen." 
 
    Another set of lights come into view. It's Noah and Shalan. "What did we miss?" Noah asks. 
 
    "Two of the finest asses on the ranch," Jax replies. 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Uncle Colt offers. “Let’s stop beating around the bush. I’d like to get a couple hours of shut eye before breakfast. Noah, Shalan, you can come help me gather the donkeys. Everyone else knows what needs to get done. We’ll meet back at the barn.” 
 
    Jax claps his hands. “Break!” He calls out like it’s a good football play. 
 
    He’s all fun and games until he realizes that we’ve been left to move the sleigh on our own again. “What the shit, dude? Where’s the reinforcements? How come Noah bowed out?” 
 
    “He didn’t. They’re all going to make this plan work out, unlike our half-assed attempt.” 
 
    “Our plan was good, bro,” Jax insists. “They can’t say we didn’t try.” 
 
    “Uncle Colt thinks we wanted to use the sleigh for sexual purposes. You saw the look on his face. He totally believed that story.” 
 
    “Uncle Colt is a prude. He must have turned his set of balls in the day he said I do.” 
 
    There’s no talking sense into Jax. Everything is a joke. “He’s a great man. Look at what he’s done with this ranch, and how much he’s helped Dad at home.” 
 
    “You can be ball-less and still work hard. Hell, if I lost my balls I’d have to work harder so no one would notice.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he still has his balls,” I mention while trying to push the sleigh to the designated position. “Why are we even discussing our uncle’s junk?” 
 
    “Because it’s late as shit and there’s nothing else to talk about.” 
 
    I have to change the subject. If anyone walks up and hears us I will never live it down. “So, which present did you decide to get Amber for Christmas?” 
 
    “Oh, I changed my mind again. I got her something she’ll be able to appreciate for years to come.” 
 
    “Years to come?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Didn’t she ask for that bracelet or a new tub in the bathroom? I’m pretty sure she’d appreciate both of those.” 
 
    “This is much better. It’s a more personal gift. I put a lot of thought into it.” 
 
    “Well, what the hell is it?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” He stops pushing and points at me. “And don’t get any ideas of using it when you see it. I know how you are about sharing, but this will be off limits. Besides, you wouldn’t even know what to do with it.” 
 
    “Now I’m kind of worried. Is this present dangerous.” 
 
    He chuckles loudly. “My dear brother, it very well could be, but I’m going to love every damn minute of it.” 
 
    “Forget I ever asked.” 
 
    We’re back to pushing the sleigh, and thankfully I see the girls in the distance with strands of lights they’ve plugged in. “Cool, we’re almost there. I can’t wait to hit the sack.” 
 
    “You’re ducking out after this?” I question. 
 
    “Hell yes I am. This body doesn’t look this good without a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “I’ve gone plenty of nights without sleep and we still look exactly the same. Well, you probably weigh more than me, but that’s neither here nor there.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Jake. You calling me fat?” 
 
    “Wow, sensitive much? I’m only saying you weigh more than me.” 
 
    “That’s low. I see where this is going.” He tosses up his hands. “I’m out of here.” 
 
    “What the hell, Jax? Get back here and help.” I have to stop calling out for him to prevent from waking up the kids. He’s suddenly become defensive and I’m not sure why. Jax is Jax. He probably needs to find Amber and ask if she thinks he’s fat, which will turn into her comforting him, and then an all out romp between the sheets. I’m just glad I’m not going to be in the room when it happens. 
 
    Reese and Amber approach when they see me struggling. “Where did Jax go?” Reese asks.  
 
    “He’s pouting. I told him he weighed more than me.” 
 
    Amber puts her hands in her pockets and giggles. “You didn’t?” 
 
    “Why? What’s the big deal? I didn’t say he was fat. Not that I’d ever care what he weighed. He’s still Jax.” 
 
    “Yesterday he went to put on a shirt I packed him and it was too tight. I told him it must have shrunk in the wash, because I could tell he was worried about gaining weight.” 
 
    “You lied to him?” Reese seems surprised. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want him worried about it. I went and got him the same jeans he wears in a bigger size so he wouldn’t notice. He still looks good. He’s solid muscle. So what if he’s got a little more cushion in that fine ass of his. I happen to like it.” 
 
     “Holy shit. This is the funniest thing I’ve heard this week.” I have to keep quiet about using this against him. He’s never going to hear the end of it. I finally have ammunition against him. This is going to be the best Christmas ever. 
 
    Reese already senses something. “Jake Mitchell, you better not be up to something. Leave your brother alone, at least until we get back to the Carolinas.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, babe. I’ll be on my best behavior,” I lie. It’s just a little fib really. I mean, she knows me too well to assume I’m being honest about it. My brother is always one step ahead when it comes to jokes. This will give me years of fun. His pudgy little heart is in for a real shit show. 
 
    With the help of the women, I’m able to get the sleigh in position, no sign of Jax coming back to assist. It’s unfortunate, because I’ve come up with my first attack on his fragile feelings. 
 
    My uncle starts bringing in a set of donkeys to use as the reindeer. Aunt Van found some antlers she uses for the dogs in those fancy photos she always takes, so she’s attached them to their heads already. One of the little guys is steady trying to shake it off his head. They aren’t used to being hooked to anything, so this will be a hoot, but Uncle Colt assures us they’re gentle enough to make it work. I’m not even sure how he acquired the two asses, but they do semi resemble reindeer from a distance. It’s not like the sleigh has to travel that far. Uncle Conner will have the reigns and once they round the opposite barn they’ll be able to take them back to the stables where they reside.  
 
    We’re all starting to get into position, my Uncles helping Dad set up the ladder so he can take the bells on top of the roof. While they steady it, my father is behind them pretending to hump them. It seems the women aren’t as amused as he thought they’d be, so I offer them something else to laugh about. Like a stealth ninja, I dart in his direction, yanking down his pants until they fall to his ankles. When he turns around to see the culprit, he flashes everyone with all that God gave him, as miniscule as that happens to be at the moment. 
 
    His hands quickly cover up his little package. “What the hell?” 
 
    I’m hunched over laughing. “Damn Dad. You cold? From the looks of things, I’d say this weather has taken a toll on your precious jewels.” 
 
    “No one can resist his balls, right? That’s what he always says,” Mom teases. 
 
    Dad covers himself with one hand while using the other to pull his pants back up. “Take your pants off and see what your little dick does in this weather, asshole.” 
 
    He’s embarrassed, which is funny in itself, because Dad is always the one cracking on everyone else. “If it doesn’t come back out, you might have to go to the doctors. I’ve heard some instances where the penis got stuck up inside and never came back out.” 
 
    Mom chimes in. “Wouldn’t that be a hoot. Then your dad would just dry hump everything around him.” 
 
    The crowd begins to laugh until we realize we’re supposed to be keeping quiet. 
 
    Dad ignores the next few comments while climbing the ladder with a set of rattling bells. We hurry to get into position in case the children hear them. 
 
    I turn my back for a second and hear my father cursing. He’s lost his footing and has slipped back down where the ladder is in place. My heart races when I consider how stupid it is for him to be doing this. “Dad, you need to come down before you fall off and die.” 
 
    He shakes his head and holds up a rope I hadn’t noticed. It appears to be coming from the opposite side of the roof. After further inspection I notice they’ve put it in place as a safety precaution. I’m sure it was the quick thinking of Uncle Colt. 
 
    Noah comes up behind me with a snowball, smashing it into my hair. Before I shove or punch him, he flashes a big smile. “Shalan’s pregnant again.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “She just told me before we came out here. We’ve been trying for months. She wants to tell everyone today. I can’t wait to tell the kids.” 
 
    “Congrats, cuz. That’s great news.” 
 
    “Did you tell your parents yet?” I wonder. “Does anyone else know?” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “Na. I’ll wait until we’re all together. I just couldn’t hold it in, and you were the first person I saw standing alone.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    “What secret?” I hear my wife say from behind me. 
 
    Noah sighs heavily. He should have known that this family can’t have secrets without them getting broadcast around. If we do anything well it’s gossip amongst ourselves. “Shalan is pregnant, but don’t say anything. We’re announcing it later.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic news. She said you’d been wanting another child. Maybe this one will be twins.” 
 
    “Don’t curse me with those words. You do see what twins in this family turn into right?” 
 
    She snickers while patting me on the shoulder. “Oh trust me. I live with it.” 
 
    “She loves every minute of it, too. Don’t you, babe?” 
 
    We kiss before she answers. “Of course I do. Besides, we’re still not out of the woods. Our next little guy could turn out to be two.” 
 
    “Little guy?” Noah questions. 
 
    “We’ve already determined we’ll have two boys. There’s no way I’m going to be able to raise a little girl without carrying around a shot gun.” 
 
    A guffaw escapes Noah. “No kidding. It’s tough, I’ll tell ya that, but I wouldn’t trade my little girl. It helps that she always has a big brother to keep her safe.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Noah puts his hand on my shoulder. “You’re a good dad, Jake. Even Jax has his moments.” 
 
    “If Jax is good at anything it’s being a father. He acts all tough and jokes a lot, but when it comes to them he’s so serious. They keep him grounded. Amber would have kicked his ass to the curb by now if they didn’t have the kids. He’s too high strung. They force him to shut off the crazy when he’s home. It’s still there, but mellowed out.” 
 
    “Amber gets a kick out of him. I don’t think she’d ever go anywhere.” 
 
    “Probably not, but if she did leave he’d drive her insane until she came back.” 
 
    We all agree by nodding our heads and laughing. 
 
    “Where do you think your brother went?” Amber asks as she comes up to us with a hot cup of something in her hands. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Reese asks. 
 
    “Aunt Van ran to the house and made coffee. There’s thermoses over there if you want some.” 
 
    I watch my wife make a beeline for something hot with caffeine, while I answer my sister-in-law’s question. “He’s probably off pouting. I’d check the RV. I know we said we weren’t going to sleep in it tonight on account of the kids being in the barn, but he’s probably gone off to get some sleep while the rest of us suffer.” 
 
    “I’m sure. For the macho man he tries to be, he’s so sensitive,” she admits. 
 
    “He always has been. He can dish it out, but he hates getting it back.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” 
 
    I nod. Maybe she’s right.  
 
    A whistle gets our attention. We all turn to find Uncle Colt waving at us. “Everyone take your places.” 
 
    I spot my mom, Aunt Amy, Aunt Van and possibly Shalan running in little elf costumes. God only knows where they came from, but Aunt Van always likes making the best Christmas pictures so I’m sure they were laying around somewhere. My dad is still on the roof, now shaking the bells and beating his fist to make it sound like footsteps. Uncle Conner hops on the sleigh. He’s wearing a Santa suit that’s been stuffed to make him look like a chubby old man. They’ve decorated it, so lights surround the whole thing. The donkeys are still shaking their heads, but it makes it look authentic. With it being so dark outside, all the kids will be able to see is a big red suited man being pulled on a sleigh by brownish creatures with antlers. This convoluted idea might actually work. All jokes aside, from a distance it’s totally believable, especially to little kids. 
 
    “This is pretty awesome,” I say to my relatives standing nearby. 
 
    “Too bad Jax is missing this,” Amber adds. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I see two things happening all at once. The large picture window on the second floor of the barn is filled with children’s faces. My heart is full when I spot my little guy watching in awe of what he thinks he’s seeing. This makes it all worth it. Every single foot of ground it took for us to push that sleigh has paid off. These kids will never forget this night. They’ll tell their own children about it. It’s the coolest thing I’ve ever witnessed and I’m glad to be a part of it. 
 
    The plan is for Uncle Conner to get around the corner and then Uncle Colt is going to pull the plug on the extension cord for the lights hooked to the sleigh. It will look as if Santa disappeared.  
 
    The second thing I see causes alarm, and not in a dangerous way. I should have known my brother was up to something, but this is low, even for him. This will definitely piss a lot of people off, and I think that’s his intention. The worst part is, I’m the one who brought the damn mask to begin with. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Jax 
 
    I needed a reason to cut out of there. That whole crew was cramping my style by turning our idea into something wholesome for everyone to enjoy. I wanted to stage a crash. It would have been cool to see the shock in the naughty kids eyes, and the innocent ones too. How dare they screw with my plans to torment the little kiddos? Now they’ll take the credit when it was me and Jake who came up with the plan first. 
 
    I’ll show them.  
 
    What I have up my sleeve is going to get everyone’s attention. Some quick thinking on my part will set everything into motion. Who needs them when I’m a basket full of fun all on my own? 
 
    It doesn’t help that they think I’m fat now. I’m not fat at all. I’m cuddly. I’m like a big kitten, who happens to enjoy snuggling up at night with another pussy. 
 
      
 
    Jake thought it was funny that my girls were scared of a Grinch mask we saw in the store during a pit stop in the RV on the way here. He kept putting it on and telling them that he was going to steal all the presents when Santa came. That’s where they got the idea of getting coal. They must have been talking about it to their cousins, because I heard them asking Uncle Colt if they were going to get coal for Christmas.  
 
    I tried to run this by Jake earlier, but he blew the idea off, saying that was taking it too far. Well, there’s no such thing as too far in my book. The more extreme the prank, the more likely they’ll never forget it. 
 
      
 
    It takes me a while to go through my wife’s luggage to find a pair black leggings. Just as I’m about to put them on, I spot something hanging from one of Reese and Jake’s bags. Much to my delight I discover something even better than dressing in all black. The holiday decorated leggings are plastered with Santa’s’, reindeer, and candy canes. I put on my black North Face and try on the mask. Satisfied it will do the job, I pull on the leggings, stretching them out to fit my thicker legs. Right away they itch against the hair. It makes me appreciate how often my wife shaves, but also understand it. If I had to wear these things every day I’d want to cut off my limbs. 
 
    I don’t keep the mask on while trekking through the property to search for a large burlap sack. I remember seeing one in the stables so head there first. I’m just about to walk out with the largest bag I’m able to find when I spot a shelf full of spray paint. One of them is labeled John Deere Green. The light bulb in my head suddenly pops on, giving me an even better idea for my kickass costume. 
 
    With no time to waste, I remove my jacket and start spraying my chest, arms and hands with the green paint. I’ll have to use gasoline to get it off later, but it will be worth it to look authentic. No one will suspect it’s me behind the mask. 
 
    The fumes are enough to get any person high, but I keep at it, spraying away until I realize I’ve gotten it all over the leggings. I use the remainder of the can to paint the rest of them. Now I look like a life-size Jolly Green Giant. Figuring I’ll be inside for most of the prank, I don’t worry too much about the frigid temperatures outside. I’ll run to the barn, steal the presents, make enough noise the kiddos take a peek, and then run back out. It’s simple. All I have to do is wait for everyone to settle down from the excitement of seeing Santa, and then I’m on it like a fly to shit. 
 
    I no sooner toss the can in the trash when I hear one of the horses causing a ruckus. Since most of the stables are insulated and warm, they attract mice and sometimes field rats trying to come in from the cold. Suspecting a critter is stealing the horses food, I walk over to calm the horse and chase away any unwanted critters, at least for the time being. I can’t have my family running in to check on the noise and spotting me.  
 
    The horse calms when I enter and begin rubbing it’s face to reassure it I’m friendly since I reek of paint and appear a different shade than the average human. I’m not sure what colors horses can see, but I obviously don’t look the norm. At first glance nothing is out of place. The timothy hay is in the trowel. The salt block is new and almost untouched. There’s nothing making a sound, so I begin to wonder if it’s only fussing because of me. Maybe it doesn’t appreciate the smell of spray paint. I’d done it far enough away that it wouldn’t cause the animals harm, but I’m sure they can still smell it. 
 
    As I’m walking out I get a whiff of something different though. My eyes fly open as panic strikes me. In the corner of the pasture, chewing on what appears to be a core to an apple, is a big furry skunk. It sees me as soon as I see it. Backing away as quick as I can, I fall back against a pile of straw near the door. The horse comes up off it’s two front feet and neighs loudly again. This does it for the skunk. I watch in horror as the little prick shoots it’s tail in the air and fires the most awful scent known to man directly at us. The horse begins bucking around, while the skunk stays in a defensive position. I’m gagging as I try to stand, hurling vomit as I shoo it back out of the crack it obviously came in from. 
 
    When I assume it’s gone, I catch the side of the wall and hold on as I spew more of last night’s dinner all over the ground at my feet. The pungent odor burns my eyes and there’s little I can do to alleviate the disturbance. This isn’t the first time I’ve encountered a skunk, and unfortunately, it’s a grueling process to get the smell out.  
 
    Amber is going to shit a brick for sure. There’s no telling how long she’ll force me to keep my distance. I know for a fact I won’t be getting any Christmas nookie this year. Hell, I’ll be lucky if she lets me sit with the adults at dinner. 
 
    It takes me a few minutes to stop throwing up. Even when I’m done, I’m dry heaving. It doesn’t help that I’m sticky from the drying paint on my body, and with my stomach churning it’s impossible to relax. The sooner I get this charade over with, the faster I can find cans of tomato juice and get this stink off of me. As for the horse, well he’s just going to have to suffer through it until Colt can have one of his workers take care of it. Besides, I’m pretty sure that smell is going to linger for months to come.  
 
    There’s no sense of creeping around when I exit the barn. With my bag in tow, and a can of black spray paint, I start collecting rocks. It’s not coal, but I need to improvise. The best solution is to spray them black and let the kids think it’s coal. They’ve never held the real stuff, so they’ll be easy to fool. 
 
    Even as I’m painting the rocks, I’m still heaving and sick to my stomach. I’ve never smelled anything so powerful in my life. It’s worse than the time I locked myself in my mom’s hope chest for a couple hours and shit my pants when no one was around to let me out. 
 
    The family has had plenty of time to clean up and head back to bed. While I know most of the children are still too excited to fall asleep, I step inside the barn where the massive Christmas tree sits and take in the amount of packages I need to either hide or carry outside. My bag of painted rocks is weighing me down, distracting me both from the frigid temperatures and the fact that I smell worse than a dead decaying body.  
 
    I can hear stirring from the loft above, so get to work quickly, moving larger boxes and hiding them behind the furniture. The small items I switch with the rocks, purposely piling them up like their on display under the tree. I’m almost done when I hear the first gasp.  
 
    “What’s that smell?” A child says from above. 
 
    Feet begin to shuffle around. I straighten the mask and let out a wicked snicker. With my voice changed to appear creepy, I give them a taste of what their about to discover. “I hit the jackpot tonight. Lots of presents for me and none for the kiddies.” 
 
    A light comes on behind me, and out of the corner of my eye I spot an adult sized figure. Then the patter of little feet coming down the stairs captures my full attention. I spin around and come face to face with a whole herd of the little monsters. “Hey, what are you doing with our presents?” My own son asks with a lisp he can’t seem to shake.  
 
    My brother is pinching his nose as he watches in shock. “What in the hell? Is that skunk? Is it a stink bomb?” 
 
    I ignore him and stay in character. “You’ve all been bad. You don’t deserve these presents. Enjoy your coal, and the smell of revenge.” I hang a quick left and dart for the door, presents banging against my back as I hold them tightly.  
 
    I touch the doorknob, only to have the thing fly open. My wife is standing on the other side, her nose covered by her own hands, her eyes squinting like their burning. “What in the hell, Jax? What have you done?” 
 
    Next thing I know I’m being taken down by a horde of very angry kids, who obviously think fighting me will get them their presents back. As they bring me to my knees a couple of them start gagging. Amber takes me by the hand and pulls me away from them. “Stop it, unless you want the smell to stay on you for weeks. Stay inside kids. Your presents are safe. I promise.” 
 
    In all honesty, I think I’m getting used to the smell. As more family members exit the barn, wearing only pajamas, they stare at me, gagging and wondering what the hell is going on. “Jax?” My sister cups her nose. “Is that you? What the hell smells like skunk? Did you do this? Take off that stupid mask.” 
 
    My brother comes out and shoves me. “Have you lost your damn mind?” 
 
    “I got sprayed by a skunk, dude. Chill the fuck out. Had I known it was in there I would have avoided it.” 
 
    “Where? And how in the hell are you green?” 
 
    “Were those my Christmas pants, Jax?” Reese asks from behind him. “You ruined my leggings, you asshole!” 
 
    Amber looks like she’s about to cry. “I can’t believe you would do this.” 
 
    “Baby, it was just a joke. You saw how much they hated the Grinch. I thought it would be funny.” 
 
    She points at me, as Christian, Callie, Ethan, Cammie, Addison, Cole, and Cassie come out from the barn. They’re saying something, all covering their noses to avoid the stench. I finally pull off the mask and toss it on the ground. “Okay, it was a bad joke. This isn’t how I planned it. I thought we could teach them a lesson. I was only going to hide the presents for a few minutes tops.” 
 
    “The whole barn smells like skunk now. It’s in our clothes already, Jax. The kids touched you. How in the hell are you still standing in it, and why are you green?” Bella asks. 
 
    “Was this a dare?” Reese questions. She turns to Jake, who looks just as furious as everyone else. “Did you tell him to do this? Is that why you two took so long earlier?” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me. I draw the line at spray paint and skunks, babe. This was all Jax.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you’re innocent. You’ve done plenty.” 
 
    “I wanted to get out an old sleigh and play a joke on the kids saying Santa left it behind. I had nothing to do with you…” He motions with his hands toward me. “Doing all that to yourself.” 
 
    “In hindsight maybe I shouldn’t have done my whole body in the paint.” 
 
    “Jax,” he pauses to gag. I start to laugh, but refrain considering the trouble I’ve managed to cause. “You need to get out of here. Go find someplace outside to wash up, and pray to God that skunk spray isn’t flammable, because if you’re planning on getting the paint off with gasoline or something to that degree, you’re in for a hell of a burn. Oh, and if I were you I’d hurry up. There’s no telling when Mom and Dad will be back, or Uncle Colt for that matter. If you think we’re angry, he’s going to be furious.” 
 
    Amber points in the direction of a nearby chicken house. They’re heated and have hoses. She knows I can’t go in the RV or the barn to use the shower, not until the stench is managed. “Let’s go!” She orders.  
 
    While walking away I notice a bunch of kids standing near the exit, shivering, some even crying. My twin girls and little son aren’t pleased with what I’ve done. What I assumed would be a silly joke has turned into something I’m never going to be able to live down. It’s a catastrophe. I’ve single handedly ruined everything.  
 
    We’re halfway to the chicken house when I stop my wife from going any further. “I’m sorry about the smell, Amber. That part wasn’t planned, babe. Uncle Colt needs to do something about that skunk. The whole barn reeks.” 
 
    “Jax, it’s taking everything in me to walk beside you. I’ve never smelled something so rank, not even when the dogs came in after being sprayed. You repulse me right now.” 
 
    “Damn, so you don’t think I’m a little sexy as a green man?” 
 
    “If there was a giant pit of tar, I’d throw you in it. In fact, I may never forget the way you smell. You may have ruined our sex life forever.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “No way! Don’t say that. It’s like telling me I have to cut off my dick.” 
 
    “We’ll start with the hoses. Reese is going to look for as many cans of tomato sauce as she can find and hopefully your uncle has some spray he uses when the animals come home like this.” 
 
      
 
    A few moments later I’m standing with my arms spread letting her squirt me with a freezing cold hose. My teeth are chattering and I’ve ever felt more regretful in my entire life. “I think I have frostbite.” 
 
    Amber aims the stream at my genitals. It’s like a stabbing pain as the chill rips through the legging fabric. I hunch over, unable to take the agony. “You’re slowly killing me.” 
 
    “It serves you right. Scaring all those children with that stupid mask. When we’re done here I’m burning that ridiculous thing. As a matter of fact, I’m going to let the kids do it, if they’ve recovered from having their Christmas practically ruined.” 
 
    “I was only trying to be funny. I was thinking about them talking about it for years to come.” 
 
    She sighs, but keeps scrubbing the paint on the front of me. I’d enjoy it if she wasn’t tearing away layers of skin with the hard beads of ice cold water. To give it a rest, I push the hose away and start shoving the wet leggings down and kicking them off. From the waist down hasn’t suffered the same green fate as the rest of me. My bone white legs almost shine in the dim lit room. Amber remains silent, stewing in her own cocoon of anger, while random dry heaves continue to torture her. 
 
    When the door opens I spot Reese heading in our direction. She has a grocery bag full of cans. Jake follows behind her, a can opener in one hand, and his other holding his nose together. “We can find you from the smell, man. It’s terrible.” 
 
    “I’m doing my best. Not even the paint wants to come off.” Amber explains. 
 
    Jake pulls out a can of WD40 and begins to spray it all over the green parts of my body. Within seconds the paint begins to seep from my skin. I start rubbing it around, until everything is coated. Meanwhile, Reese opens all the cans of tomato sauce and starts handing them to Amber.  
 
    When our eyes meet I know better than to say something smart about her rubbing it in. If her eyes could light up red right now they would be glowing. I’m in the dog house. 
 
    Amber and Reese wait for Jake to rinse off the paint before they douse me in the red sauce. It gets to the point where I’m so freezing I collapse to the ground. I’m shaking, my teeth feeling like they’re about to crack from chattering together. “Stop!” I order. “I can’t take it anymore.” 
 
    Jake unzips his pants, and I think it’s because he’s layered and wants to offer me something to put on, but what he does next shocks us all. A warm, or what feels like hot piss comes at me, and I’m unable to dart out of the way in time. “What the fuck, man?” 
 
    “I’m peeing on you. I heard if you pee on it the smell goes away.” 
 
    “That’s a fucking jellyfish you nimrod. Now I’m covered in piss. If I wasn’t so damn cold I’d kick your ass right now.” 
 
    Jake is beside himself, while the girls follow in his amusement all at my expense. “You all suck balls. You deserve to smell like me. Who the hell pisses on their own brother?” 
 
    “I was trying to help.” My brother is officially out of my will. I’m going to shit in his bed when we get home. I don’t care if I have to break in his house to do it. 
 
    Amber sprays me again with an ornery smile flashed across her face. I hold my tongue, because I know better. I need her to get over this sooner than later. 
 
      
 
    The door opens and I see my sister coming in. She’s carrying a blanket. “You can use the tub in one of the old work trailers. I already have Rusty running over with more tomato sauce and some juice we found at the main house. Noah thinks he has some shampoo that he used for the dogs before. He went home to look for it.” 
 
    I shoot Amber a vengeful glare. “At least someone cares about me freezing to death, covered in piss.” 
 
    She takes the hose and sprays it at me again. “Don’t talk, Jax. Just because your sister feels sorry for you doesn’t mean she’s not as angry. Her kids have to suffer now too.” 
 
    “Suffer? It’s over with.” 
 
    Bella corrects me. “Sorry, little brother, but you’re wrong about that. You’re little prank has caused everyone to have to move out of the barn. That smell spreads quickly. It will be weeks before they can clear it out of there. All of our clothes, presents and luggage stink of skunk now. The tree has to be trashed. We may as well open the presents outside and give them to the kids without paper, because they’ll stink if we don’t.” 
 
    “So this isn’t about me being the Grinch? It’s about what the skunk did to me?” 
 
    Bella slaps me across the back of my head. “You idiot, if you weren’t doing something sneaky you wouldn’t have gotten sprayed. It serves you right. You deserve this. I hope you smell for months. Don’t even think about bringing that mess to my house when we get home.” 
 
    “Damn. Is everyone pissed at me?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Jake answers. 
 
    I clap my hands together and manage a smile, even though I do feel shitty about the whole skunk thing. “I’m going down in Mitchell history now. Woohoo! My work here is done. I’m Mitchell famous.” 
 
    “For stinking maybe,” Reese offers. “I’m out of here. He doesn’t deserve our help. Let him fix this mess himself, since it’s all fun and games.” 
 
    The hose drops. The cans of tomato sauce left on the ground. My family abandons me in my time of celebration. I call out to them anyway. “At least I can laugh. It’s pretty funny if you think about it. Our kids will tell their kids. It will go in the Christmas book.” 
 
    Alone, and freezing, with only a pair of boots and a small blanket, I gather what I’m able and regrettably head to the empty trailer where my furious loved ones have shunned me.  
 
    They’ll get over this in no time, or at least I hope they will. It’s not like I set a fire or wrecked a tractor. So what if I stink? Not only did the kids get to see Santa in action, but they got a good laugh in, or will eventually. It’s the best I could do in short notice. At least the fake coal doesn’t smell, or at least I hope it doesn’t, because I’m pretty sure it’s the only present I’m going to get this year. 
 
    Rusty is waiting at the trailer when I finally make it there. The smell of the heat being turned on fills my nostrils, making me forget I stink to high Heaven, at least for a few seconds. Rusty gets a quick whiff and covers his nose. “Damn, that skunk got you good.” 
 
    “You’re a vet. I’m sure you’ve smelled worse.” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’re pretty rank.” 
 
    I spot the empty cans on the table and hear the water running in the bathroom. “It the tub hot?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    I drop the blanket, not caring if my brother-in-law sees my ass. “I’m about to die of frostbite, that’s why.” 
 
    “You’ll need to soak for a while. Your cousin brought some shampoo by. I sell it at my clinic. It’s good stuff. Lather it up and let it sit.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc. I think I’ve got it under control now.” 
 
    “All right then, Jax. Smell you later.” 
 
    I shake my head at his comment. It’s appropriate I suppose. 
 
    Nothing feels better than putting my frozen body into a hot tub full of watered down tomato juice. After I’ve lathered the weird textured shampoo into my hair, I lay my head back and close my eyes. Eventually I’ll stop stinking. For now I’m going to enjoy the peace and quiet that comes with being shunned from the rest of the family. 
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    Chapter 7 
 
    Joshua 
 
    We've been driving for several hours and I'm glad Wes and Cob decided to tag along. When my daughter asked for a horse I wasn't sure how we were going to manage it. Luckily, Uncle Colt knows someone who was looking to sell his own daughter's horse since she's gone off to college. The horse is seven, an Arabian, Quarter mix. He's sixteen hands high, and used to being ridden. He's also trained for barrel racing, which is something Tamsyn wants Jade to get into. While we were there, Cob made a purchase of his own without my sister Callie's knowledge. We have no idea how it's going to go over, but there's a little kid that's going to wake up with a miniature pony for a Christmas present, if we can make it back in time. The second purchase set us back an hour, so we're barely going to get back before daybreak. It's going to kill me to arrive and see that my kids have already tore into their other presents. I'm hoping by some miracle they sleep in. 
 
    "How many more miles we got, Josh?" Wes asks from the back seat of the farm truck. 
 
    "Sixty." 
 
    "That should put us there by five thirty. That's plenty of time." 
 
    I clench my jaw and pray he's right or else my wife will have my tail for waiting until the last minute to acquire the special present. 
 
    The roads are icy, so we need to take our time to arrive in once piece. I’d rather be safe than sorry. We’re going on zero sleep, so as the minutes on the digital clock change I begin to struggle.  
 
    We make one pit stop for large coffees, not that it helps Wes or Cob. They both fall asleep soon after, leaving me to fight to remain coherent. The only thing keeping me awake is knowing how important I am to my family, my kids and wife. They need me as much as I need them. I have to focus. Making it home safely is my responsibility.  
 
    After a little tiff about when we were leaving, I haven’t heard a peep from my wife. The guys called to say goodnight to their kids, while I remembered the reason I was doing this. Anticipating the look in my daughter’s eyes will make this all worth it.  
 
      
 
    It's a relief when I'm pulling through the gates of the ranch. The sudden bumps cause my two family members to stir. "We made it," Wes teases. 
 
    "Should I pull right up to the barn?" I ask with a yawn. 
 
    Cob stretches his arms out and matches my yawn, forcing Wes to follow. "I think that’s probably a good idea. That way we can walk them right out and surprise the kids." 
 
    I pull out front and don't spot any movement, which tells me everyone must still be sleeping. "Sweet. It's going to be a surprise." 
 
    "Maybe we can catch a nap before they wake up. It's still dark." I'm shocked Wes says this. 
 
    "You slept the last hour of the drive." 
 
    "Exactly. Now I'm dog ass tired." 
 
    "Shit. All I needed was that nap. Now I'm good for the next few hours," Cob tells us. 
 
    "Must be nice, assholes. I haven't closed my eyes once. If I go down for a nap, I won't wake up until tomorrow. This body is exhausted. Not even the coffee is helping." 
 
    We hop out as soon as the vehicle shuts off. I'm stretching, looking at the ground around us. A strand of lights hooked to an extension cord is spread out across the gravel driveway. There is an elf hat a few feet away from that, not to mention a very heavy smell of skunk." 
 
    I'm relieving myself when Wes comes up behind me. "I'm going to start getting the animals out of the trailer. Cob is going to grab some feed and water for them. Any particular area you want them tied up at?" 
 
    "You pick," I say as I zip back up. 
 
    With stealth precision, I sneak into the barn and notice the smell is even stronger. I actually have to cover my nose to keep it manageable. The tree is empty underneath, and when I search the loft there isn't a child in sight. Starting to worry, I call out for the adults, my sisters in particular. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    At first I assume they're playing a joke on us, but that wouldn't explain the continued skunk odor. If it sprayed outside it would carry indoors, but it seems somehow more pungent near the Christmas tree. It makes no sense at all. 
 
    Calling my wife feels like the logical way to figure this out. It rings three times before she picks up. It's so loud with background noise that I can barely hear her greet me. "Hey, honey." 
 
    "Hey. So I'm standing in the barn and you aren't here. No one is. What the hell is going on?" 
 
    "Long story short, Jax Mitchell." 
 
    "Whoa, hang on. Did it involve a skunk?" 
 
    "You could say that. After spray painting his whole body green, apparently he got sprayed by a skunk." 
 
    "What an idiot!" 
 
    "We haven't seen him in while, ever since they sent him to the old trailer to soak in a tub of tomato juice. I'm glad too. We all smell like skunk now. He brought it into the damn barn. Even the children reek." 
 
    I want to laugh, but from the tone in her voice I can tell she's frustrated. "Everyone awake?" 
 
    "Most never went to sleep. We're over at the main house. We had to open the presents on the porch because they stunk too. We're still working on them, getting them rewrapped for the kids to open again. If you hurry up you'll get to see the kids before they start." 
 
    "Should I bring the horse?" 
 
    "Actually, that’s a great idea. Saddle him up and ride him over here. I'll tell Jade you're coming with her present." 
 
    I feel excited, because I know once I see the appreciation on her face this will all have been worth it. "Give me ten minutes. I'll text when I'm on the way." 
 
    "Sounds good. I missed you last night, Josh. You're such a great dad though. She'll be thrilled." 
 
    "I love you, babe. See you in a few." 
 
    After letting Wes and Cob know the new plan, I decide I better check on Jax, being that it sounds like the whole family is pretty pissed with him. The old trailer should be torn down, but I suppose at times like this it's still useful even in the current condition. 
 
    Not knowing what I'm going to find, and expecting the worst because it's Jax, and let's face it, he's always up to something, I enter the home curious as to his state of mind. Following the stench, I come into the bathroom and spot something I could never prepare for. Fully submerged in a tub full of red liquid, his head off to the side, mouth wide open, Jax snores loudly, the sounds echoing off the empty walls. Given the fact that he hasn't noticed I'm here, I get the urge to make my appearance known with a scare. First, I pull out my phone and snap a couple shots that I know will end up on the Christmas album. He deserves this. 
 
    Standing over his sleeping body, I lean closely and scream at the top of my lungs. 
 
    Jax jumps up, his wide eyes showing his fear as the tomato filled liquid splashes out the side of the bathtub. I'm laughing so hard I can barely breathe, still standing there waiting for him to say something. "Where the fuck were you all night, asshole?" 
 
    "Had to pick up a horse for Jade. Heard I missed an epic time. You really screwed up this time." 
 
    He sulks back down in the tub, sadly displaying his dismay regarding the current situation. "Yeah, it wasn't exactly how I planned it, then a damn skunk sprayed me." 
 
    I notice tinges of green on his skin. "What's with the color?" 
 
    Jax shrugs. "I painted myself green to resemble the Grinch." 
 
    "Like real paint?" 
 
    "Spray paint." 
 
    "You're a damn fool." 
 
    "Merry Christmas to you too." 
 
    "Get cleaned up. The family is at the main house. Let's go have breakfast and watch our kids open presents." 
 
    "What time is it?" 
 
    "Around six." 
 
    "Damn." He takes a look at his pruned hands. "I fell asleep hours ago. I could have drowned. Not one of them checked on me." 
 
    "You're too damn big to drown in this tub. Only you would make yourself the victim. Get your ass up and come on. Don't be a selfish prick." 
 
    "I'm not used to people being this mad. Usually they laugh at my pranks." 
 
    I shake my head as he stands and turns on the shower to rinse off the tomato water. He pays no mind that I'm standing in the room with him. "Couldn't you wait until I walked out?" 
 
    "You jealous of my rock hard physique?" 
 
    A guffaw fills the room. "Yeah totally that. My Christmas is ruined because I'm nothing like you, Jax." 
 
    When the spigot shuts off I hand Jax a towel. He wipes his face and proceeds to smell each arm pit. "I think I'm used to it. Can you still smell skunk? I used that shampoo Noah gave me." 
 
    "It's not too bad. There's a bit of an odor, but it's more like a heavy brussel sprout fart." 
 
    He nods, piercing his lips together like he's satisfied. "I can deal with a vegetable fart." 
 
    "You got clothes?" I ask. 
 
    "Na. Threw them in the trash before I got here. I came in a blanket." 
 
    I toss my hand in the air. "Don't even tell me. I'd rather not know." 
 
    "See if you can find me a fresh blanket or something. It's cold as shit outside." 
 
    "Maybe if you show up suffering they'll feel obligated to forgive and forget." 
 
    He tightens the towel around him, while walking into the living room. We manage to find one afghan with large holes in it. Jax burritos it around his midsection and rubs his hands together. "Tell me you drove here." 
 
    I smirk. "A golf cart." 
 
    "Shit. This is going to suck." 
 
    "It's five minutes tops. Until we reach the horse, and then you can go with the guys the rest of the way." 
 
    "Maybe you should go get me something to wear and then come back?" 
 
    "I'm supposed to be riding Jade's new horse to surprise her. I'm already late. There's no time. I told Tamsyn ten minutes and it's been thirteen." 
 
    He shakes his head, takes a few deep breaths and hauls ass out the house, racing toward the golf cart. Seconds later we're rushing toward the stables. I find Wes and Cob waiting around the corner with the horse and miniature pony. They spot Jax and look at each other like they can't believe their eyes. 
 
    Ignoring them, I hop on the horse and send the text to my wife, telling her to have Jade come outside. When I start to take off, Jax whistles for me. "Give me a lift." 
 
    "Hell no. You're bare balled." 
 
    "Come on. It's fucking freezing, and I’m not waiting for these fools to ride on the golf cart. My nuts are up in my stomach. I need clothes, heat, shit anything to keep me from freezing to death. Come on, I’m willing to have my sack smashed. Just let me get behind you, dude." 
 
    I'm shaking my head as he chases after me, grabbing ahold of the saddle and jumping on behind me. I suppose I could have refused, but it's Christmas and he's miserable. 
 
      
 
    Nothing can prepare me for the excitement I see in my precious daughter's eyes. She starts running toward me, leaving the whole awaiting family behind to reach her new gift. 
 
    I hop down and pull her into a big hug, swinging her around. "Daddy, Daddy, Santa came last night. We saw him and his elves. His sleigh was full of presents. Then Uncle Jax tried to scare everyone pretending he was the Grinch. He wasn’t very scary though. He smelled real bad. Mommy said he made friends with a skunk. He tried to give us coal for presents.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    She nods and looks up on the horse at poor Jax. “Why isn’t Uncle Jax wearing clothes Daddy?” 
 
    “His got ruined last night. I brought him here so he could find new ones.” 
 
    “Okay, but does he still stink?” 
 
    “Not that bad anymore.” I can’t help from laughing. It’s too funny to keep a straight face. I give my attention to Jax. “She wants to know if you still stink.” 
 
    Jax shakes his head, but refuses to answer. I think he’s been punished enough. 
 
    Jade rubs the whiskers on my face. “Mommy wouldn't tell me where you went. Did you go to get the horse? Is it mine, Daddy?" 
 
    "Of course he is. Merry Christmas my sweet girl." 
 
    Tamsyn reaches us in a matter of seconds, followed by our other two children. While I embrace them, thankful to be with them on this special day, I look over to see Jax climbing down from the horse. He holds the blanket tightly as he approaches his wife. His bottom lip protrudes when she accepts him into her arms. As pathetic as it looks, I can tell he's happy to be here. 
 
    "Put some clothes on, stinky."  His father yells from somewhere in the crowd. 
 
    Amber leads Jax inside, followed by their three children. Some people shake their heads, but most are too preoccupied with the kids to give Jax their attention.  
 
    It’s too cold to remain outside, so after Jade and I take her new horse for a short ride and put him in the stables with the other horses, we head back to open presents and share our annual Christmas breakfast.  
 
    Instead of skunk, the house smells like heaven and maple syrup. We round the corner and spot all the kids sitting in front of a decorated tree. It’s not as big as the one in the barn, but serves it’s purpose. We pack into the large great room like sardines to exchange presents. Some might think it’s uncomfortable, but I get a kick out of being this close to my relatives. It’s pretty funny seeing everyone trying to maneuver around.  
 
    Jax comes down looking like he’s taken another shower. His hair is wet and he’s finally put on some appropriate clothes. Amber follows behind him, both of them carrying more boxes of presents. It sucks everything had to be rewrapped, but no one seems to care anymore. The smiling faces of the children make it all somehow worth it. There’s always some catastrophe every year, and we always manage to make it out okay. 
 
    Jade comes over and jumps into my arms. She’s getting too big to carry around, but I don’t mind times like this. I cherish them. The person I used to be stop existing the moment she came into my world. My family is everything to me. They make all my hard work worth it and I’m so damn grateful. “You still have presents to open, sweetie.” 
 
    “I know, but I want you to open your gift.” She shoves a little box at me. 
 
    I kneel down with her by my side and open the package. Tamsyn, Bacon, and our youngest stand waiting. The small top lifts off and I see a set of keys. I recognize the Kubota logo and know exactly what it is, even though Tamsyn explains further. “We couldn’t bring the new equipment to Kentucky for Christmas, so I figured the keys were a good enough hint.” 
 
    I’m shocked. She fought with me tooth and nail over such a big purchase, especially after we decided on buying the horse. “You went and did this on your own?” 
 
    “Your dad helped. He knew the one you wanted. He got you the extra attachments so you can plow our lane too.” 
 
    “Babe, this is amazing. I can’t top this now.” 
 
    She shrugs and leans over to kiss me. “You already have. You do it every day you come home and take care of us. We love you. You work hard and deserve something nice.” 
 
    I pull a box out of my hoodie and hand it to her. Tamsyn gives me a funny look before taking it. She already suspects it’s jewelry. I watch her opening the package with the one of a kind gold necklace inside that I had made especially for her. Our children’s names are pressed into the round charm, with their birth years underneath. She lifts it out and holds it close to her chest. “Oh my gosh. This is beautiful. Josh, thank you. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “There’s even room for another name, just in case.” 
 
    Tamsyn snickers. “Are you hinting?” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe I am. Nothing feels better than seeing what we’ve made together.” I motion toward the middle of room where our kids have gone off to. “Just look at them. Have you ever seen anything more beautiful?” I ask while pulling her into my arms. 
 
    She snickers and rests her head against me. “We’ll start trying after breakfast, and then we’re taking a long nap.” 
 
    “I’m good for the trying, but I have a feeling our kids will argue about the nap. I’m going to be saddling up a horse, and putting together all sorts of toys for the rest of the day.” 
 
    We both look at one another and smile. At the same time a solution to our problems comes out. “Grandparents!” 
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    Epilogue  
 
    Colt 
 
    Ty and I are alone in the study. The kids are wound up on sugar from their stockings, while most of the parents are so worn out they can barely stand. I hand him a glass of bourbon and take the seat next to him. “Cheers, old man. We made it through another holiday.” 
 
    “We still have New Years,” he reminds me. “Maybe we can leave Jax at home.” 
 
    “No need, cuz. Van reminded me of something today, or rather before the sun came up. She told me to remember being his age. We did some crazy shit back then. Yeah, Jax was pretty stupid about the Grinch thing, but the skunk incident wasn’t exactly his fault. I’ve been having problems with them getting in the barns for a couple years now. I’ve never been able to catch them. What are the chances that your son gets sprayed?” 
 
    Ty gulps his drink and sits the empty glass face down on the silver tray. “Even so, he caused a ruckus for everyone, not to mention embarrassing the shit out of Amber. Miranda said she’s been crying all morning.” 
 
    “We all know those boys of yours are double the trouble. When you get past the disaster it caused and look at the big picture it’s pretty damn hilarious. He painted his whole body green, Ty. I know he’d been drinking all night, but who the hell does that?” 
 
    “One of my sons, apparently.” 
 
    I stand up and finish my drink. “I think instead of us giving him a hard time we should enjoy the rest of the holiday. Then, come New Years, we’re going to get his ass back.” 
 
    “You sure you want to go there? I thought we retired from shenanigans?” 
 
    “Mitchell boys never retire, Ty. We’re lifers.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s on like Donkey Kong.” 
 
    I chuckle, while shaking my head. “You really need a new tagline. Maybe try one that’s at least in this decade.” 
 
    “I’ll work on it.” 
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder and smile. “Keep this talk between us. The less people who know the better the plan works out.” 
 
    Ty nods. “This is going to be good.” 
 
    “It always is,” I say with a guffaw. 
 
      
 
    When Ty and I head into the great room we discover the whole family conversing, smiling, laughing and making memories together. Even Jax seems happy, his wife on his lap, while they watch their three kids playing. This is what it’s all about. It’s everything. This family, our legacy, it will live on forever through them, through all of us – always.  
 
    Like the old story says, “Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for joining us for another holiday adventure. We hope this time of year is filled with family, friends and happy times.  
 
      
 
    Love- The Mitchell – Healy Family 
 
    Want to know what Jax’s secret present to Amber was? Don’t say you weren’t warned… 
 
    http://amzn.to/2h7Ax5G 
 
      
 
    Have you read the full family series? 
 
    In order: 
 
      
 
    Letting Go 
 
    Folding Hearts 
 
    Raging Love 
 
    Risking Fate 
 
    Wrapping Up 
 
    Wanting More 
 
    Saving Us 
 
    Blinding Trust 
 
    Losing Him 
 
    Loving Her 
 
      
 
    Noah 
 
    Isabelle 
 
    Christian 
 
    Merry Mitchell Affair 
 
    Jake 
 
    Jax 
 
    Addison 
 
    Cassie 
 
    Jingle All the Mitchell Way 
 
    Cammie 
 
    Callie 
 
    Joshua 
 
    Rockin Around the Mitchell Tree 
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