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Sign up HERE to my exclusive mailing list and be notified of my hot new releases and news. No spamming! You’ll also get my exclusive novel, Big Bad Billionaire for FREE!

 

And want to get up close and personal with me? Join Tia’s Bad Girl Club, my private Facebook group.

*

 

 


Personal Note

 

Hey Bad Girl,

 

Imagine being in love with your best friend but never telling him how you really felt, even when he went away. But what if he came back to marry you and have a baby years later, flowers in hand? 

 

This is Brad and Mia’s story, and you’ll love it!

 

Once you finish, you’ll just want to continue reading.

 

So I’ve included 3 bonus novels for you: First Everything (also a friends to lovers romance), Forbidden Baby, and Hot Man Wanted. So much romance in one book!

 

So go on. Spoil yourself.

 

xx

Tia
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The Marriage Pact

Eleven years ago, I made a pact with my best friend:

If we were still single at 35, we’d get married and have a baby!

 

Brad was funny, cocky and insanely s*xy.

Hanging out on the beach on Coney was always a blast.

His body was ripped and tanned and I yearned to have his lips on mine, to be his, to be more than friends.

But I could only dream.

Because he was my secret love.

And I was just his goofy buddy.

 

On our last night together before he moved to L.A., something was different.

We’d had too much to drink.

The heat between us too intense to ignore.

It was my dream come true and I was so in love.

I gave him my V-card.

And he left me with his promise: a marriage pact.

 

He couldn’t have been serious, right?

I don’t know why I’m still thinking about it.

It was so many years ago and we haven’t spoken since.

 

But you know what’s really got my stomach in a knot?

 

Today’s my 35th birthday - and I’ve got a missed call… from Brad.

 

*

 

 





Chapter One

Brad

I blew into my cupped hand, then sniffed. All good. I knew I probably didn’t need to do it, but I didn’t want to have dragon breath. No one wanted to hang out with someone who could peel paint off the walls with their breath. 

Taking a deep breath, I knocked, aware that I was nervous as hell. I shouldn’t have been. I had done this a hundred times. Tonight felt different though. It was different. This would be the last time we hung out for a long time. Mia Hunter was my best friend in the world, and she was also incredibly hot. I didn’t think I was exactly scraping the bottom of the bucket in the looks department myself, but in all the years we’d known each other, we had never crossed the line. We weren’t friends with benefits. We were plain old friends. It was nice. Things never got complicated so it was an easy friendship.

Even though I’d been carrying a torch for her for a long time, I had never let her know how I really felt. 

“Hey. You knocked?” she said with that smile that always hit me right in the gut. 

I shrugged. “I wasn’t sure you’d be decent.”

She giggled and swung the door open wider. “Get your ass in here, Brad.”

I winked and walked past her, carrying my bag of goodies for our last night together. It wasn’t anything fancy. It never was. 

“I brought vodka,” I said, pulling out the cheap bottle I picked up at the liquor store.

She scoffed. “Our last night together and you couldn’t even spring for the good stuff?”

“This was your big idea. You could’ve bought the booze, you know.”

I got another one of her sexy giggles. “I just wanted to spend one last night hanging out with you. I can’t believe you’re leaving me,” she pouted. 

“I’m sorry. It’s too good an opportunity to pass up,” I said. “You can text and call anytime. Email works too. And I’ll be making the big bucks soon and can buy you a plane ticket to come out and visit me.” 

Seeing her was killing me. She was wearing yoga pants and a tiny shirt that left her belly button exposed. The woman didn’t seem to know how sexy she was. That messy bun on top of her head was torture. I loved her long brown hair, but seeing it piled on top of her head like that was too much for me. I knew she wouldn’t be so relaxed around me if she knew how attracted I was to her. 

“I can’t believe you were actually going to leave without saying good-bye. That’s not cool,” she scolded. 

I shrugged a shoulder. “I’m sorry. I really wasn’t trying to offend you. I thought it would be easier for both of us.”

She was shaking her head. “You knew I would be pissed. That was a dumb idea. You can’t just move away without a real good-bye.” 

“I’m here. Let’s eat, drink, and be merry.”

“Sit. I’ll get the snacks and make a couple screwdrivers. You can splurge tonight. Don’t give me any of that crap about not eating carbs,” she muttered. “It’s seriously a wonder I am even friends with you. A man who watches his weight and eats right can’t be trusted.”

“You love my body and you know it. But tonight, just for you, I will stuff my face with unhealthy food.”

“And you’ll damn well like it,” she quipped. 

“Nothing fried,” I said, settling on the couch. 

I heard her mumble something under her breath and smiled. “What was that?”

“Nothing.”

“Not all of us can be naturally thin and beautiful, Mia. Some of us have to put in some effort to look this good.”

She made what sounded like a choking noise, and I started laughing. Mia could eat, like, a five-hundred-pound man and never gain an ounce. She chalked it up to good genes, and I had even told her on more than one occasion that she had won the gene lottery: gorgeous, sexy as hell, and smart to top it off. 

“Here. Drink this and I’ll look even better to you,” she said, shooting me a silly grin. 

I took the tall glass of orange juice from her. After one sip, I realized it was equal parts vodka and juice. I choked as the alcohol hit my tongue, and an involuntary shudder shook my body as the strong drink rolled over me. 

“Wow,” I sputtered. “That’s a stiff one.”

She was laughing. “Too strong?”

“If you’re trying to get me drunk, it’s definitely going to work.”

More of her delicious laughter washed over me. “So, tell me about this job that is taking you away from me.”

I smiled, feeling excited about the new path I was about to jump on. “I’m basically the coffee guy. It isn’t anything spectacular yet, but I hope to impress the big guys and get on the air. Maybe one day I’ll even have my own show and you’ll get to hear my voice from all the way across the country.”

“Good. I’m so proud of you, Brad. You deserve this. I know you’re going to be bigger than Ryan Seacrest one day. I’ll get to say I knew you when.”

I shook my head. “It isn’t going to be like that. You’re still going to know me. We’re going to be seeing each other and talking all the time. You aren’t getting rid of me that easily.”

“That’s what you say now. You’re going to be in Los Angeles with all the beautiful people. Some hot little blonde is going to catch your eye and you’re going to forget all about me.”

“That will never happen,” I promised her. “Besides, I’m partial to brunettes.”

She slapped my arm. “I have some news as well, by the way.”

“Really? What’s up? You’re not running off with the guy from the coffee shop, are you? I don’t think I could take that kind of heartache on my last night in town,” I teased. 

“Tempting, but no. I’m going to be starting as an intern at that magazine I told you about.”

“What! How come you didn’t tell me? That’s awesome!”

She shrugged one of her dainty shoulders. “I didn’t want to steal your thunder.”

“Mia, you’re not stealing my thunder. I’m happy for you. You are going to do great. I hate that we’ll be on opposite sides of the country, but I’m glad you’re getting your shot.”

I hid my true feelings on the subject. I’d hoped to find success out in LA, then convince her to move out there with me. That would never happen now because I knew Mia was going to make it. She would get her dream job at a top magazine here in New York and never leave. My heart hurt at the thought of not seeing her every day, not getting together on the weekends, not going for hikes together. She was my best buddy, always willing to entertain my wildest ideas. I was going to miss her terribly. 

“Is this it?” she whispered. 

“Is what it?” I asked. 

“This. I mean, how many people do you talk to from high school? None, right? At the end of senior year, we all promised to keep in touch and all that crap. None of us have. I occasionally see a couple people, but I don’t hang out with my old friends from school. Then with college, same story. You are the only one I really talk to still,” she said in a quiet voice. “We’re saying all these nice things about seeing each other on vacations and keeping in touch, but will we?”

“Yes! I’m not letting you get away from me that easily. We’re older now. Our friendship is based more on who we are and not on what boring class we were stuck in together. Mia, I want you to be my friend forever,” I said. 

That made her smile. She was getting a little melancholy. I was, too. “Give me your glass. I’ll make the next round,” I said, grabbing her glass and heading for the tiny kitchen in her tiny apartment. 

I had to put some space between us. Honestly, I was dying to wrap my arms around her and promise her things I knew I could never follow through with. I wanted to kiss her, just one taste. What could it hurt?

We finished our second glass, and I could feel the buzz from the strong drinks. “You’re drunk,” I told her, laughing at her flushed cheeks. 

“I am not.”

“I should go. I need to get home and finish packing.”

“Don’t go. Not yet. You can sleep on the plane. Stay a little longer.”

I nodded my head, agreeing to stay. “Okay.”

She leaned back against the ugly-ass orange sofa I’d always hated. She had picked it up at a thrift store, insisting it was perfect for her apartment. I had not been convinced, but once it was inside, I realized she had been right. It really was perfect. She had an eclectic style that was unique to her. No other person in their right mind—and living in this decade—would have ever thought the sofa was a good idea. That was Mia, quirky and sporting a style all her own. It was one of the many reasons I loved her like crazy. 

“Brad?”

“What?” 

“How come we never dated or hooked up?”

I nearly choked to death on my drink. “What?”

“You and me. Why did you never ask me out?”

I took a deep breath. “I didn’t think that was what you wanted. You know I think you’re beautiful. No, strike that. You’re hot, way too hot for a guy like me.”

She laughed. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“It’s true. I could never have gotten through these past six years without you. You’re my best friend in the whole world, my partner in crime, my go-to when I want to try a new restaurant or do something crazy. I didn’t want to complicate things and risk ruining that friendship.”

“You’re assuming we wouldn’t have stayed together.”

“We’re both young. Neither of us wanted to settle down. You’re twenty-four and have admitted more than once that you don’t want to settle into a relationship. You’ll find the right guy for you.”

“Uh, you’re twenty-four, too,” she said. 

I laughed. “I know. Like I said, we’re both young and neither one of us is looking for that whole long-term relationship thing. We would have had a good time, but then when we got bored with the sex and the mushy stuff, we would have broken up.”

“You wouldn’t have gotten bored with the sex—trust me,” she said in a husky voice.

I laughed to hide what I was really thinking. There was no way I would have ever let her go. I loved her. I was in love with her and had been for years. I should have told her. I’d missed my chance. What if she was the one for me and I’d fucking blown it because I was a coward?

“You’re right, but you would’ve gotten tired of me. You know it. We are too good of friends to risk throwing it all away for some hot sex.”

She released a long sigh. “I suppose. I guess we’ll never know.”

We both went quiet. With the talk about sex, it was all I could think of. I had undressed her in my mind at least a hundred times, but now she’d all but given me permission to fuck her in my dreams as well. I knew it would be good. Not good, fucking amazing. I thought about her tight little body pressed against mine as I drove into her. I imagined the sound of her heavy breathing and the little moans that would escape her lips. 

Opening my eyes, I shook my head. I couldn’t think like that. Not now at least. When I was home in the privacy of my own bedroom, I could fantasize about her, but not here right in front of her.

“I really should get going,” I croaked out, my voice hoarse given my current state of arousal. 

Mia leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees. “Fine. Leave me all alone,” she said, pouting.

It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I was convinced it was the right thing. 





Chapter Two

Mia

I was buzzed. Okay, maybe a little more than buzzed, but I knew what I was doing. Brad thought I was hot. That made me giddy. I’d played it cool, or at least I thought I did. My brain was a little muddled from the vodka. I considered myself to be skilled in the flirting department. Unfortunately, I had never flirted with Brad, and it felt awkward. 

“I think you’re really hot, too,” I blurted out. “I’ve only been a little jealous of all the women falling at your feet.”

“Now I know you’re drunk.” 

“I’m not that drunk. You know you’re sexy. Girls are always willing to drop their panties for you. Why would I be any different?”

“Stop it.”

I giggled. “You know it’s true. Don’t be shy,” I cooed. “I’m a typical hetero girl who isn’t blind. I can see how good looking you are. I’ve just been polite and never actually told you. I didn’t want to inflate your ego any more than it is.”

“Hey! I don’t have a big ego.”

I laughed. “Oh, come on. You’re not exactly hurting in the self-confidence department.”

“Neither are you,” he grumbled. “You know you’re a hot little thing, parading around in your sexy little outfits when we go out together and pretending you don’t understand why so many guys want your number.” 

I giggled. “You never made a move.”

“You’re my best friend, Mia. Me making a move would have taken us right out of the friend zone and into a place neither one of us was ready for or wanted.”

“Hey, don’t speak for me. How do you know what I wanted?” 

“Whatever. You’re drunk,” he mumbled into his glass, taking the last drink. 

“Not really, but I agree. Us sleeping together would have been weird. I mean, I’ve seen you almost naked, but seeing you all the way naked could make things a little awkward between us. I don’t know if I could handle seeing your O face,” I teased. 

He nearly spit his drink across the room as my words hit home. “My O face?”

“Yeah, you know, that moment you climax. Everyone has a different O face. If I saw yours, I don’t know if I could ever look at you the same way. I would always think back to the moment,” I said, teasing him but actually meaning the words. 

He shook his head. “You think of the dumbest shit.”

“It’s a valid concern,” I protested. “Have you never had sex with a woman and then, say if you see her on the street, the first thing that pops into your mind is that look on her face when you brought her to her climax?”

He smiled. “Which time?”

I burst into laughter. “You’re such a guy. You do know women fake it, right?”

He shook his head. “Not with me they don’t. They don’t have to. I make a woman come over and over.”

His voice took on a deep, husky tone that felt as if he were pouring warm honey over me. It was his seduction voice. I had heard it before when we double dated, or when we went out to a club and he wanted to take a woman home. 

“Brad!” I shrieked. “Don’t you use that tone on me.”

He shrugged a shoulder. “You’re the one who started talking about orgasms. It was a natural response.”

I shook my head. “You’re a smooth operator. It’s amazing I’ve been able to stay your friend this long without falling under your charms.”

“Only because I haven’t ever tried. If I tried, you would never be able to resist my charms, or anything else.”

I made a sound that was meant to be a scoff but came out sounding as if I were choking. 

“You okay?” he asked, suddenly concerned. 

“Yes. Just trying to digest your words. I think you underestimate my ability to shoot you down.”

He laughed. “You think?”

“I think it would so be the other way around. You’d be all mooning around after me. That could get old. So, I agree, our relationship was better left as friends. I can’t have another man begging to take me to bed,” I said with a wink. 

“Now who has the big ego?” he joked. 

“Only calling it like it is. I guess we’ll never know now since you are moving across the country.” 

“If things had been different, you know I would have made a move,” he whispered. 

“I know.”

We went back to sitting in silence. I hated regrets. I regretted not sleeping with him, but that was only one part of me. The more practical side knew I would have ended up regretting having sex with my best friend and tainting our friendship. It sucked either way. I smirked. At least one way would have led to a great deal of pleasure. Brad had a killer body and worked out every day to keep it that way. He was hard and muscular, and that naturally curly blond hair of his always made me want to run my fingers through it. As his friend, I got away with doing that. As his former lover, I couldn’t. It would violate some secret code. 

He reached out and put a hand on my thigh. “I promise I will stay in touch. You better do the same. No matter how busy you are or how jealous your boyfriend gets, shoot me a text or an email from time to time,” he said. 

I let out a long sigh. I felt like a chapter of my life was ending, just like  with high school and then college. Another door was closing, and I really didn’t want Brad on the wrong side of that door. I felt as if I were losing him. I knew I was. 

“I will,” I mumbled. “I hate this. I hate that you are walking right out of my life. You and I both know we’ll drift apart,” I said, not able to hide the sadness in my voice. 

“I hate it, too. So, we can’t let ourselves drift apart. We have to put in the effort to stay in touch.”

I smiled, knowing life would get busy for both of us. “I’m sure we’ll try, but you’re going to be busy, I’m going to be busy, and, you know…” I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t have to say the words. We both knew what I was saying. 

“I tell you what. Let’s make a pact right now. If you and I are both single at the age of thirty-five, we’ll get married and have twenty kids together.” His face lit up with that familiar, loveable, cheesy smile. 

I burst into laughter. “No way is this body popping out twenty kids. Will you settle for one?”

He shrugged. “We’ll start with one and see how it goes.”

I smiled. “Thank you. I know you’re joking, but thank you. I’m just feeling sorry for myself because you’re moving away and embarking on a whole new life without me. I’ll be fine.”

He turned to me and got serious. “I am absolutely not joking. I’m serious. If we are both still single and unattached at thirty-five, let’s do it. We know we get along. Even if sex between us is horrible, we can still have that companionship we’re looking for. Neither of us will ever have to worry about growing old alone.”

“Unless one of us is married and the other isn’t when we turn thirty-five,” I pointed out. “And by the way, sex would not be horrible,” I mumbled. 

“I’m just saying, if we don’t like each other in a sexual way, we could work out a special arrangement. You could have your side guys and I could have a girl on the side. We would be discreet. Our kids would be loved, and we’d love each other enough to have a happy family,” he said with sincerity. 

I gave him an incredulous look. “Are you being serious? I think you must be smashed.”

He nodded. “I am. Absolutely. I want to do this. I want to make sure you will marry my ass if we are both lonely, sad sops and in our mid-thirties.”

“Really?” I asked, still not believing it.

“Mia, I’m dead serious. Now, come on, let’s get you to bed. I need to get going.”

He stood up and reached down a hand to help me off the couch. Like so many times before, he led me to my bedroom and pulled down the blankets on my bed. I flopped down on the mattress, flat on my back, and waited. He began the familiar process of untying my tennis shoes. I looked down at him and smiled. He always took such good care of me. 

“Scoot,” he ordered once my shoes were off. 

I slid up the bed, resting my head on the pillow. He grabbed the blankets and pulled them up to my chin before sitting down on the bed beside me. 

“I’m going to miss you,” he whispered. 

I fought back the tears that threatened to fall, but I was not going to turn into a girly girl. No way. “I’ll miss you, too. You have to promise to visit.”

“I will.” He leaned over to kiss me on the forehead like he had done a million times before.

I turned my face up, staring into his eyes, demanding a different kind of kiss. I knew I was playing with fire, but I didn’t care. He hesitated, his mouth inches from mine. I could see him warring with himself. I reached up and put my palm on his cheek, encouraging him to make the move. 

When his lips touched mine, I felt as if I would melt into the pillows. It was a feather-light kiss. I kissed back, waiting to see if he would take it a step further. More pressure and then it was a full on make-out session. His hands were in my hair, pulling out the bun I had piled on my head. My hands moved to his neck and then slowly rubbed down his back. 

The kiss changed almost instantly. It went from playful and sweet to fiery hot. My heart raced at the thought of what could happen if I didn’t stop things. I didn’t want to stop it though. I had encouraged it and wasn’t about to back out. 

“This is what you’ve wanted,” he breathed over my mouth, his hands moving to my neck. “I’ve wanted it too.”

“Brad.” I was going to say we should slow down, but instead his name came out in a give-me-more way. 

“I know you want it. I’ve waited too long, Mia. I’m here now.”

I put my finger over his lips before he could kiss me again. “Promise me one thing?”

He grinned. “Yes, it’ll be good.” 

I smiled. “Don’t get weird after this. Don’t walk out and never call or text me again. You have to promise we’ll still be friends.”

He nodded his head. “I promise.”

“Then kiss away,” I said, moving my finger from his mouth. 

He kissed me gently on the nose and then things started to heat up. I closed my eyes, wondering if and secretly hoping this was the start of something new for us. My heart felt full. My best friend in the world was kissing me. I threw caution to the wind and let myself go. He was an excellent kisser. It was easy to forget about all the reasons we shouldn’t cross the line.


Chapter Three 

Brad

My phone vibrated on my desk. I picked it up, looked at the screen, and groaned. When had birthdays become something I dreaded? It was only a little sad I had to set a reminder in my phone to tell me when my birthday was. It wasn’t like I had a special someone or family around to tell me. It was me and me alone. Jaxon, my one good friend in Los Angeles, had remembered tomorrow was my birthday and wanted to take me out for a drink. 

Not exactly the birthday celebration I had hoped for. Somewhere, life had passed me by. I couldn’t name the specific day I had realized that fact, but it was hitting hard today. I was officially heading toward the other side of thirty. I was middle-aged. Holy shit, when did I get old?

“Bout done?” my coworker, Tina, popped her head in the door of my office. 

“Yep. Just getting some notes down for the show tomorrow.”

“Hot stuff?”

I winked. “Would I ever have anything less?”

“See you tomorrow.” She waved and left the doorway. 

Tina was a married mother of three. She was a couple years younger than me, but so much farther along the road of life. I envied her in many ways. Every night she got off work and went home to a loving husband and her cute kids. Her life was full. 

I wasn’t scraping by or completely alone in the world, but I didn’t have that feeling of being complete. I was successful at my job. Having a nationally syndicated show on the radio was no joke. I knew that and didn’t take it for granted at all, but I wanted more. 

I finished my notes for tomorrow, saved the document, and shut down the laptop. It was time go home, alone. As usual. 

Once home, it was the same old routine. I opened the fridge and pulled out one of the meals that had been made fresh at the beginning of the week. Tonight’s dinner was a vegetable lasagna. I kept my intake of red meat to a minimum, preferring fish or chicken. 

“Smells great,” I mumbled as I pulled it out of the microwave. 

I sat down in my chair in front of a TV that was ridiculously big and ate my meal that had been prepared for me by my private chef. I looked around my apartment, took in the monochrome furnishings, and had a sudden realization. I hated it. Black, white, and gray did not say welcome home, kick off your shoes, and chill. It said you are a successful, single person. Period. 

After eating my dinner, I showered and headed for bed. I was driving myself into a serious funk. I blamed it on the birthday tomorrow. I was apparently having a midlife crisis. 

The following morning, I wasn’t feeling any better. I dressed in a black T-shirt and black jeans, feeling a little Johnny Cash. I was mourning the loss of my youth. I headed for my office, hoping no one would stop me. I didn’t feel like hearing birthday wishes or having people ask me about my plans. I didn’t have plans. Well, technically, yes, I did. Jaxon and I were going to get a couple beers. Big fucking deal. 

“Hey!” Tina said, grabbing my hand and dragging me down the hall into the employee breakroom. 

“What’s going on?” I asked. 

She smiled. “I think you know.”

She pushed open the door. As expected, the breakroom was decorated with balloons and streamers for my birthday. At the center of a table was a big cake. 

“You guys are great! Thanks so much,” I said, faking enthusiasm. The cake had my name scrawled across it. 

“Gabe brought that in,” Tina announced. 

“Oh, I’ll have to thank him.”

“He’s already gone. Flew down to Phoenix. Trying to get your show on some stations down there,” Tina said. 

Tina knew everything that went on in the office. She was the one you went to when you wanted to know something. 

“I’ll text him,” I said. 

Tina grabbed a knife from a drawer in the mini-kitchen. “You have to blow out the candles,” she said, holding the knife up. 

I fought back the urge to roll my eyes, and like a good boy, I went through the whole process. When she handed me a slice of cake, I took it but only ate a few bites before saying I would eat it in my office. As soon as I was in my office, I tossed it in the trash. I didn’t do cake or sweets in general. I turned my attention to my day and got lost in work.

“Ready to go?” Jaxon said, stopping by my office. 

I looked at the clock. “Shit. I didn’t realize how late it was. I’m ready. Get me out of here.”

We took a car to one of our favorite bars. It was a bit more upscale, but the bar flies were still plentiful. I avoided them like the plague. I’d made the mistake of hooking up with one years ago. They were social climbers, and once they got their claws sunk in, they tended to cling. It had been like removing a wart once I decided to cut ties. 

“Beer or whiskey?” Jaxon asked, sitting at one of the ridiculously tiny tables. 

“Why do they make these tables so damn small? What’s the fucking point? It’s like something out of the Jetsons,” I complained. 

“Whiskey it is.”

I was in a shit mood. I officially hated birthdays. 

“Only one drink,” I said, not wanting to get hammered on a weekday. 

“Sure. Two Jack and Cokes,” Jaxon said to the waitress. 

“Thanks for doing this. Sorry I’m being such a dick. This birthday shit sucks.”

He chuckled. “Dude, I’m pushing forty. Trust me, I know.”

I stared at Jaxon. He was a successful salesman. He was wealthy, and I guessed women found him attractive. He was also single. Jaxon said it was his choice; he didn’t want to be tied down. 

“Why are we single?” I asked. 

He grinned. “Because there are too many beautiful ladies to pick just one.”

“Seriously. Don’t you want a family? A wife? The whole picket-fence thing?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Not my thing. I like coming and going as I please. I like being able to do what I want without checking in.”

I nodded. “There is that.”

“Drink up,” he ordered when the waitress brought our drinks. “You need to get drunk. You’re bringing me down.”

“I can’t get drunk.”

He smirked. “You can. You choose not to. Do an extra mile on the treadmill.”

It wasn’t long before the first drink was gone. We didn’t have to order a second round. Two blondes, wearing tiny little skirts and even tinier tank tops, had sauntered over with fresh drinks. 

“Can we join you boys?”

Jaxon smiled, winked at me, and got up to drag another two chairs over to our table. I was worried there wouldn’t be enough room on the table for our four drinks. 

Before my second drink was gone, Jaxon ordered a third. He was trying to get me drunk. The woman he’d claimed was hanging on him like a bad rash. The other woman kept trying to touch me, but I made it clear I wasn’t interested. 

Halfway through the third drink, Jaxon decided he needed to get home in a hurry. His lady friend had her hand under the table, which, considering the size of said table, was doing very little to hide his erection. 

“We better get out of here before you get the cops called on us,” I said dryly. 

He grinned. “Call us a car, babe,” he whispered in the woman’s ear loud enough for the entire bar to hear.

“I better get my own,” I mumbled. 

As usual, Jaxon had picked up a woman on one of our nights out. He usually did. I didn’t mind. I wasn’t innocent, but more selective. 

“See you tomorrow, Brad. Happy birthday—again,” Jaxon said, as we strolled out of the bar. 

“Have fun,” I replied, finding my ride and crawling in the back seat. I had a good buzz going. As the driver weaved in and out of traffic, I let the buzz run my thoughts. That was not the best choice. 

My thoughts drifted into my memory bank and selected memories I had filed away years ago and never pulled out unless I was shit-faced. I didn’t think I was shit-faced, but I was in a fucked-up mood. I closed my eyes and Mia’s face was there. 

I smiled, remembering the way she looked. I had missed her like crazy for years, then eventually it had faded to an occasional memory now and then. Soon enough, she was gone from my daily thoughts. I hadn’t thought about her in a long time. Today, I turned thirty-five. I couldn’t help but wonder if Mia had found happiness. I felt like an asshole for never calling or checking in with her. A month turned into three months, and then it was a year, and before I knew it, it had been four years, maybe longer. I couldn’t remember the last time we had talked. Despite all those promises, she had never visited me in LA and I had never gone back to New York. 

“We’re here, sir,” the driver said from the front seat. 

“Thanks,” I said, getting out of the car and looking up at the high-rise building I called home. 

I climbed into the elevator and pushed the button for the twenty-third floor. I wasn’t in the penthouse—yet. Maybe one day, if that was still my goal. I wasn’t sure it was. 

As I stepped through the door of my apartment, the emptiness had never felt so suffocating. I wondered if Mia was married. Did she go home to an empty apartment every night? Did she have any kids? Maybe she was a soccer mom living upstate in some big house with a big front yard. The last I knew, she had just gotten hired on as writer for some fashion magazine. I had no idea if she was still there. 

It was my thirty-fifth birthday. Did she remember? I couldn’t help but think about that last night we spent together. We had made a pact I didn’t think either of us had actually thought would be called upon. I certainly hadn’t. Mia was a beautiful woman. I figured she’d be married or at least involved in a serious relationship. I was the loser in the equation. I was the one who couldn’t find a woman. 

I was the one sitting alone in my apartment on my birthday and daydreaming about a woman I had only had sex with once. 

I grinned. That was entirely true. It had only been one night, but multiple rounds. That night was burned into my memory. I could recall every detail about the way she smelled, the little gasps she made when I was pushing inside her, the way her eyes closed and her mouth formed a little O shape when she was on the verge of an orgasm. 

I groaned at the memory of that night. It had been sweet and hot at the same time. I had left in the morning before she’d woken up. I’d thought I was saving us both that awkward morning-after experience. I had packed my bag and gotten on the plane to LA without a word. It was a dick move, but I’d been afraid if I had stayed and woken up with her in my arms, I would have never left. I did what I thought was best at the time. 

Stripping naked, I flopped on my back on my big king-size mattress. My eyes closed, and it was her face I saw as I let the buzz carry me into sleep. 


Chapter Four 

Mia

It had been another long day. We had all busted our asses to get our articles to print on time. The rest of the writers and editors had gone out for drinks. I’d chosen not to. I should have. I had somehow fostered a reputation for being a stuffy, stuck-up bitch. It was one of those things that had just happened. I wasn’t a big drinker and I didn’t even like most of the people I worked with. Turned out I was a bitch. 

My eyes drifted to my calendar. May twelfth. It was a day I couldn’t forget. I had tried, many times. No matter how hard I pretended the day was just another day, I couldn’t. It was Brad’s birthday. The scoundrel. 

I had been dumb enough to sleep with him. No matter how many times he had promised he wouldn’t, he got weird. The man had turned out to be like all the rest. We had sex and he got all weird and ran away and never called again. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He’d sent some text messages and we exchanged silly Facebook Christmas cards and crap like that, but it had never been meaningful. It had all turned out exactly as I had known it would. He left and that chapter of my life was over. 

“Happy Birthday, Brad,” I whispered into the empty office. I remembered the many birthday celebrations we had shared together. Those had been the best times of my life. I would always hold those memories close, but life marched on. 

“Hey! You’re still here,” Tara said. “You going to meet at Bruiser’s?”

I shook my head. “No. I still have a lot of work to do. Then I have a hot date with a pint of Ben and Jerry’s and my couch.”

“Mia, you never go out. Why not?”

I shrugged a shoulder. I truly had no good answer to offer. “It’s just not my scene. You guys are all younger than me. I always feel like the old lady.”

Tara threw her blond hair back and laughed. “You’re, like, five years older than me.”

“I’m just not the kind of girl who likes the bar scene. I prefer to be home in my jammies.”

“I take that back. You are old. Do you put curlers in your hair?” she teased. 

“Ha ha. Have fun. I don’t want to see a bunch of hangovers tomorrow. Be responsible,” I called out in a sing-song voice.

“Oh God,” she groaned. “When did you become my grandmother?”

I smiled but didn’t answer. It had happened years ago. I had been out with some of the girls from work and realized I wasn’t having fun. I wasn’t enjoying the excessive flirting and the musical bed game. It had all seemed so childish and pointless. 

I was approaching thirty-five. My ovaries were drying up and taking the eggs with them. I had always put off finding a relationship. Now here I was on the verge of menopause. I would never have kids. 

The thought was depressing. I closed my laptop, slid it into my bag, and grabbed my purse. I really needed to go home and drown my sorrows in a pint of rocky road. I would call it my tribute to Brad’s birthday. I was eating ice cream to celebrate the big day. 

“You headed out, hon?” asked the older woman who cleaned up and generally kept the busy office running smoothly as I walked by the break room. 

“I am.”

“It’s okay,” she said with a knowing look. 

“Excuse me?”

“Not going out with all those young, anxious hopefuls. They are all hoping to find that hookup that gets them to your level. You don’t need that kind of thing,” she said with a serious look on her face. 

My brain whirred as I tried to remember her name. I was a stuck-up snob. I couldn’t remember her name. “Thank you. I think I was once one of those young, energetic people.”

“You were. You were one of the most anxious young women I’ve seen come through those doors in a long time. Unlike the rest of them, you had something else—real talent.”

“You’re very kind. Thank you.”

The older woman nodded. I felt terrible that I couldn’t remember her name. I didn’t even realize she had worked here that long. I had only recently noticed her. 

“Judith,” she said. 

“Excuse me?”

“My name is Judith. I’ve been working for Helga since she was your age. I don’t have a job title. I’m just the lady who takes care of all the little things that maintenance doesn’t do and secretaries refuse,” she said with a smile. 

I nodded and smiled. “Your work is invaluable. Thank you for all you do, Judith.”

“Take care, Mia. Things will get better,” she promised. 

I gave her a strange look, certain I hadn’t said things were bad. I must’ve had a look on my face that revealed how bummed I was. 

With a wave, I headed for the elevator. As I rode down the many floors, I took stock of my life. I was a successful writer for a successful fashion magazine. My word was gold in the fashion industry. I had climbed the ladder and felt as if I’d made it. I had arrived. Here I was at the top of the world and completely alone with no one to share my joy and success with. Except my mom. My mom was thrilled. That had to count for something. Didn’t it?

My night inside my luxury apartment was as expected: boring and totally comfortable. The following morning, I had managed to get rid of most of the melancholy. Brad’s birthday had triggered that pity party. 

I couldn’t really complain about my life. I loved my life. I loved my closet even more. I grinned as I pulled open the double doors. It wasn’t actually a closet by normal standards. It was the spare room in the apartment transformed into a closet. I had paid a ton of money to have the space completely remodeled. I even had a small settee in the center I could sit on and contemplate what I wanted to wear. 

Most of the stuff hanging in the closet had been given to me by various designers and young hopefuls, anticipating I would wear their stuff and write about it. Sometimes I did, and sometimes it went straight to the donation pile. I had more clothes than a well-stocked Barney’s. Whenever I was feeling down, I grabbed a cocktail and hung out in my closet. 

Now dressed for the day, my earlier sadness forgotten, I headed into work. 

“Hi, Helga,” I said, knocking on my boss’s door. 

“Come in, come in,” she said, pushing aside stacks of papers on her desk. 

The woman was a train wreck. She had to be the most disorganized woman on the face of the planet. Despite her hectic appearance and rather awkward personality, she was an extremely successful woman. She was the face of fashion. She wasn’t like an Anna Wintour but was equally famous and successful. 

“I just wanted to stop by before I headed out to that launch.”

She nodded, pushing her glasses up her nose. “Yes, yes. Today?”

“Yes. I’ll be out of the office all day.”

“Okay, good,” she said, looking around her sprawling office. She wasn’t actually looking for anything. It was just what she did. She was always looking for something, but nothing. It was part of her quirky personality. 

“Do you know anything about this launch?” I asked, curious as to who’s it was. I had very little information on the designer. I knew he was fresh out of school and here from Seattle. 

She shook her head. “No. Nothing. That’s great, right. We need fresh and new. There has to be that one guy or gal out there. We’ve got to be the magazine that shines a light on the next big thing. We can’t lose our edge,” she lectured. 

“I understand. Hopefully, this is it. I’ll give you a call and let you know if it looks promising.”

The woman continued pacing her office, looking for something. “Good, good. You do that,” she said absently.

“I’ll see you on Monday,” I told her, walking away and leaving her to whatever it was she was looking for. The woman’s disorganization was astonishing. I had no idea how anyone as successful as her could be so completely unorganized. It was one of those mysteries that would likely never be solved. 

“Have a good time,” she called out. 

I laughed. No wonder Helga had Judith. I had a feeling Judith was the only reason Helga functioned and stayed on top of things as well as she did. I used to have a Judith. It got too annoying for me. I did have an assistant, but she stayed out of my way. She wasn’t all up in my business and constantly yakking in my ear about where I should be or who had called. It was an efficient system. Every morning she left a sheet of paper on my desk letting me know about any appointments, lunch dates, or events that evening. I rarely saw the woman, which was fine by me. 

When I showed up at the factory where the new designer was hosting his big launch, I grimaced. The latest trend in fashion shows did not thrill me. The designers went out of their way to find the scariest buildings in the city to host their debuts. It was supposed to be edgy, but I found it scary and difficult to concentrate on what I was seeing. 

“Hello!” a handsome, young man said, opening the massive warehouse door. “You’re Mia Hunter!”

I smiled. “I am. You are?”

“I’m George’s assistant. He’s putting the final touches on his designs.”

Walking inside the warehouse, I did my best not to cringe. The man had created a makeshift runway with folding chairs in a row on either side. It wasn’t exactly luxury accommodations, but everyone had to get their start somewhere. The use of the warehouse had probably cost him a small fortune. 

“You’re our guest of honor. Please have a seat,” the young man said, walking me to one of the folding chairs near the end of the runway. 

I smiled at the other men and women already seated. I recognized a few of them. They were mostly fashion bloggers, and one was from a competing magazine. That was not a good sign. I was going to have to ask my assistant why she’d added this to my calendar. This could have been covered by one of the junior columnists. 

“I’m David,” the attractive young man said. “I have to tell you, you’re stunning. I’ve seen you at other shows and your picture by your column of course, but seeing you up close is a totally different experience.”

I smiled. “Thank you. You’re too kind.”

Inside, I was doing cartwheels. The guy had to be in his early twenties and was very good looking, and here he was flirting with me. It gave me a boost of confidence while helping to soothe away the anxiety I had felt yesterday. Yes, I was pushing midlife, but I still had it. 

“The show’s about to start. Maybe I can give you my number in case you have any questions about the show?” he said with a grin I recognized for what it was. 

“Thank you. If I have any questions, my assistant will get in touch with you,” I said as politely as possible. He was cute, but I wasn’t into younger guys. 

He nodded and walked away. I pulled my notepad and pen out of my bag and prepared to take notes. I hoped the guy was good. I hated to waste time scoping out a new designer only to find out they were simply regurgitating the same old styles made successful by established designers. Then there were those designers who used Lady Gaga as their inspiration. If anyone walked out wearing a steak, I was going to walk out. 





Chapter Five 

Brad

Mia had become the star of my every thought. I couldn’t get through a single day without thinking about her. She had been on my mind ever since I’d thought about her and our silly pact on my drunken ride home. No matter what I did, it all pointed right back to her and our promise to get married if we were still single. I wasn’t sure if I was scared or thrilled by the idea. 

I knew I should let it go. It had been a drunken promise made in a moment of weakness. Neither of us had been serious. Right? I shook my head. Wrong. I had been completely fucking serious. I just never imagined I would be sitting across the country wondering if I should hold her to it. 

The walls were closing in on me. Getting out and doing something—anything—was the only way I was going to stop myself from hunting Mia down and demanding she marry me. 

“Hey,” Jaxon said, answering his phone on the third ring. He sounded groggy and I knew right away he was still in bed. “Why are you calling me so early?”

“It isn’t early. It’s ten.”

“That’s early when you didn’t go to bed until four,” he said. 

I shook my head. “You’re getting too old for that shit,” I said with exasperation. “You’re going to need to take some vitamins or some shit. One of these days you are going to keel over from exhaustion.”

“No, I won’t. I’m healthy as a horse. And I have the stamina of a horse by the way,” he added. 

I scoffed. “That’s not what I heard.”

“Whatever. You’re jealous.”

“Get up,” I grumbled. 

“I’m already up,” he said, laughter in his voice. 

“Gross. Get out of bed and go to the beach with me.”

“No.”

“Get up. Let’s go surfing.”

“No.”

I growled. “Jaxon, you can’t sleep all day.”

“Who said I was sleeping?”

I rolled my eyes. “Same chick from the other night?” I asked. 

“No.”

“You need to expand your vocabulary. No wonder I’m the one on the radio and you’re the one pedaling my show. Come on. We’ll go to the beach and you can look for fresh meat,” I said, really not wanting to spend the day alone. 

“I can’t. I have things to do,” he said in that same sly tone. 

I heard a soft moan and held the phone away from my ear. I did not want to hear Jaxon pleasuring a woman. We were friends, but there were some lines I wasn’t prepared to cross. 

“You can do her later. Get up.”

“No,” he said. “I’ve got to go, unless you want to stay on the line and listen to how a real man takes care of a woman.”

“Fuck you. No, you pervert,” I said, and I hung up the phone. 

I was going to go stir-crazy if I didn’t get out of the apartment. I didn’t want to stay inside on a gorgeous spring day and stare at the walls. I had to get out. Maybe I could go for a run or do some paddle boarding. I hadn’t done that in a while. 

But not yet. First, I had to satisfy my curiosity. I pulled out my laptop and quickly Googled Mia’s name. Within seconds, her beautiful face was staring back at me. There were pictures of her posing with famous designers at various fashion shows and out and about in the city. I clicked on the professional picture of her and was taken to her biography page at the fashion magazine she worked at. 

I smiled as I read about her accomplishments. My Mia had made it big. I felt an unwarranted sense of pride as I stared at her picture. Damn, she was gorgeous, and from what I could see, single. The years had changed her little. She looked a bit more mature, but hot as hell. I was only pissed the picture was a head shot and not a full-body shot. I went back and scanned the images of her that had been posted on the society pages. I didn’t see any of her with a man on her arm. That had to be a good sign. 

I enlarged a few of the pictures and looked at her wedding ring finger, searching for a ring or signs of a tan line. Nothing. That made me a happy man for no real reason. I should have felt a little bad that she was alone and single in the world. I didn’t. I was a terrible person because it made me happy to know she was somewhere out there waiting for me. Well, she may not have purposely been waiting for me, but I wanted to take advantage of the situation. 

We would both be thirty-five in a matter of months, and a promise was a promise, right? If she was single, I was ready to call and remind her of our pact. We had said we could have affairs in our marriage if the sex was bad, but that wasn’t going to be a problem. The sex had been amazing. It had become the yardstick all other women were measured against. No one could compare to Mia. 

Closing the search engine, I felt a bit like a stalker and headed for the shower. I had to call her. I had to know. I cut my shower short and looked up the number for the offices of Mia’s magazine. It was Saturday morning and it was unlikely she was in, but I had to call. I had to do it before I lost my nerve and carried on with my miserable life while wondering what if.

I waited, pacing around my living room in just my swim trunks. As expected, her extension went to voice mail. I left a message. I doubted she checked her messages. I didn’t check mine at the station. There were a lot of crazies in the world. I had an assistant who filtered the messages, passing along those that meant something or were worth hearing. 

I had done all I could, and I still had plenty of time to hit the beach before I had to head into work myself. I worked Saturday nights. It was one of my most popular nights on the radio. Dinner with Brad had jumped to the top of the syndicated radio shows. 

Tonight, I was going to be doing dinner with a newcomer to the music scene. I avoided the hip-hop guys and most of the teeny bopper singers. I needed to keep my audience happy, and nobody wanted to hear what those manufactured people had to say. I certainly didn’t. 

After a long day on the water working out all the old frustrations that came along with the realization that I had lost Mia, I was starving. Thankfully, part of the Dinner with Brad format was that various restaurants and food truck owners catered the show. 

“Hey,” I said, greeting Tina as I strolled into the office. 

“You’re going to love the dinner for tonight. It’s right up your alley: healthy cardboard-tasting something or other.”

I laughed. “I love me a good piece of cardboard. A little ketchup makes it all taste good.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s disgusting you look as good as you do, but I am not about to give up steak and potatoes just so I can have a smoking-hot body,” she said. 

I winked. “Tina, you already have a smoking-hot body.”

She laughed. It was a joke between us. The woman looked amazing. No one would ever know she had three little kids at home. 

“Is my guest here?” I asked. 

She nodded. “In the green room. He wasn’t real excited about the low-carb, gluten-free, dairy-free bullshit you are serving for dinner. He’s in there eating a real pizza.”

I cringed. I was not a dairy-free guy. I did like to keep my carb intake low, but after the workout I put in today on the paddle board, I could have used some carbs. 

“I think I’m going to see if he’ll share with me,” I said with a grin. 

“Want me to order you something?” she asked, stepping right into the role of doting mama. 

“I’ll be okay. Is the catered dinner pizza?”

“If you can call it that,” she mumbled. 

“I’ll eat a slice like a dutiful host and then grab something to eat on my way out. I think I have a protein bar in my office.”

She nodded. “You got a new case in today from some company up north.”

“Awesome!”

I loved the freebies I got from various healthy and natural food companies. Part of my shtick was my healthy eating. I tried out a lot of the latest health-food trends and gave my honest opinion. Companies wanted me to give their product my seal of approval. When I did, they would see spikes in sales. If I didn’t like a food, I didn’t say it on the air but instead had my assistant send a note explaining I didn’t feel comfortable promoting the item. 

Sadly, that happened a lot. 

“How are the kids?” I asked as we walked down the hallway toward my office. 

“Brats. Cutest brats you will ever meet, though.”

I laughed. I knew how much she loved her kids. She had brought them to the station a few times. The little wrecking balls were definitely energetic. I had decided that was how she managed to stay in good shape. Chasing the little monsters would be very good exercise. 

“I’ll admit, they are pretty cute.”

“When are you going to settle down, Brad? You’re not getting any younger. Unless you plan on being one of those old rich guys who buys a trophy wife.”

That hit home. That was exactly the way my life was headed if I didn’t make some changes. I couldn’t let her know that though. I had an image to uphold. 

“I can’t settle down. I’ve only conquered about half of Los Angeles. I’ve still got the outlying areas!”

“You’re so full of shit. Why do guys always have to pretend like they enjoy being players? Jaxon is an exception to the rule. That man is shallow and can’t handle more than three weeks with the same woman. You’re different, Brad,” she said sincerely. 

“Thank you. I’m glad you think so. I’m not there yet. Maybe someday.”

She grinned. “I could let you babysit one day, give you a little taste of the parenting life.”

I grimaced. “Uh, I’m going to say no. Love your kids, but no. Three is three too many. I need them tiny and unmoving.”

She laughed. “Brad, I hate to tell you, but those tiny ones grow into those adorable little balls of fire I have.”

I groaned. “Do they have to?”

“Get ready. You’re on in thirty.”

I changed in my office, scarfed down one of the protein bars, then headed to the green room to meet my guest. Dinner with Brad had started out as a show that played during the five to eight dinner hours. It grew and evolved into what it was today. I loved every minute of it. I loved talking to millions of people, knowing they were hanging on my every word. I had the power to make them laugh or make them think about issues they may not have even known about. It was a heady feeling to know you could influence people with such ease without ever having met them. 

Shit. I was becoming an egomaniac. Hell, maybe I already was. 





Chapter Six

Mia

My assistant dropped off my schedule for the day and casually told me there was a rather personal message on my voice mail. That was odd. Anyone who knew me had my cell number. I picked up the phone, and the blood drained from my face as I listened to the message.

“No way,” I breathed out. “No way!”

I pushed the button to save the message and then immediately replayed it. 

“Seriously?”

I replayed the message for the third time. My brain had rejected it the first two times. 

Brad Jones? That was a blast from the past. He actually thought I was going to follow through with his marriage pact idea? The man had lost his damn mind. We had been foolish kids back then. Well, not technically kids, but twenty-four felt like a lifetime ago. I felt as if a hundred years had passed since then. The man was out of his fucking mind if he thought he could call me out of the blue and expect me to drop everything and take him up on his stupid offer. 

No way. Not happening.

I laughed into air of my empty office. The guy had to be out of his damn mind if he thought he could pick up the phone and call me after eleven years and I would just jump into bed with him. Not just jump into bed—he actually thought we would get married. It was good to see his sense of humor was still intact. 

I sighed and leaned back in my fancy chair. I hated him. The man had broken my heart. He didn’t know he did, but that didn’t change the fact. I had been in love with him for years, and when he left without saying good-bye or calling, it had hurt. It pissed me off that it had hurt so badly, and I spent a good five years getting over him. 

Plus, I felt like I should point out that I wasn’t yet thirty-five. I still had another six months before I turned thirty-five. There was a chance I would find a man and fall head over heels in love. It could happen. 

“Mia?” I looked up to see my assistant standing there. 

“What?” 

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I muttered. 

She didn’t look convinced. “I thought I heard you talking to someone.”

“Nope. Just the phone.”

“Okay,” she said, closing the door behind her. 

She obviously thought I was losing my mind. I was. Brad certainly was. I wasn’t going to let him get away with lobbing this curveball at me out of the blue and then going back to his regularly scheduled life. He had done that once and I’d let it happen. He had thrown me for a loop. I’d waited and waited for him to call. He never did. No text or anything. He had fucked me and left me. Wham, bam, thank you ma’am, as they said. 

I blocked all thoughts of Brad from my mind. My day was packed; Brad could wait. The asshole had waited eleven years. Eight more hours wouldn’t kill him. There was no way I was going to call from my office. Gossip and fashion went hand in hand. If anyone happened to overhear me talking to a man about having a baby, good God, the gossip would run rampant. 

By the time I got home after a long day of interviews and researching, I finally decided I would call him back. I had changed my mind at least twelve times throughout the day, but I was not going to let him get the last word. 

First, though, I needed a glass of wine to give me that last bit of courage I needed to make the call. I downed the first glass and poured the second. 

My stomach was flipping, rolling, and jumping all over as I dialed the number. 

“Hello?” His smooth voice drifted through the phone. 

Fuck. His voice was like sex in a bottle. It was smooth, a deep baritone with just the perfect amount of annunciation. I could practically feel warm honey pouring over my body. 

“Mia?”

I blinked. He knew it was me. I couldn’t form words. 

“Mia? Is that you?” he asked. 

In an instant, it was as if the veil lifted from my eyes. Everything cleared. I remembered what I had repeated over and over in my head all day. 

“Brad, did you honestly call me about that stupid pact?” I seethed. 

He laughed. The man actually laughed. “Well, I am thirty-five.”

“You are. I’m not,” I reminded him. 

“You will be.”

I took a deep breath. “Brad, how long has it been since you called me?”

“I’m sorry. Really sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t really make up for it, now does it? I can’t believe you think I would honor your pact when you couldn’t even honor one simple promise,” I said. 

He was quiet for a moment. I could hear him breathing and waited for him to say something—anything. 

“Mia, I know I fucked up. I did. It was stupid. I was young and dumb and wasn’t thinking straight. I know what I said, and after what happened between us, I—”

“Don’t say it. You said it wouldn’t get weird and it did. That wasn’t cool, Brad.”

Another long sigh. “I know. I meant to call, and then I got out here and it was all unpacking and going to work. The days just ran together.”

I scoffed. “Gee, I can see I was a big priority. You got in my pants and vanished. Typical. Very typical. It was my fault for believing you were different. I should have known better.”

“I am different. I mean, I was different. It wasn’t like that at all. You know that.”

The old me wanted to believe him. His honeyed voice was making it hard for me to stay mad. “I don’t know that.”

“Mia, I was an ass, a complete and total dick. I shouldn’t have done that. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to call you. I didn’t know what to say. Then every day I waited, it just got worse.”

I could hear his sincerity. I wanted to believe him. I did believe him, but that didn’t make it better. 

“Fine. How’ve you been?” I asked, hoping to act like a friend. 

“I’ve been good. I’ve got my own show—syndicated. Things are going well.”

“Good, good. I’m happy for you.”

“What about you? How’ve you been?”

I smiled. “I’ve been really good. I’m a columnist for a fashion magazine, which you obviously know since you called me there.”

He chuckled. “Yes. I’ll admit I did a little stalking. I was curious about you. You haven’t Googled me?”

“No,” I lied. Technically, it wasn’t a lie. I hadn’t Googled him recently. 

“Liar.”

“Once, a long time ago,” I admitted. 

“I knew it. You missed me.”

“Brad,” I warned. 

“I’m really happy for you, Mia. I knew you would end up being really successful. Do you live in the city?”

I had planned to keep the conversation short and sweet, but hearing his voice made me want to talk. I missed the conversations we used to have late at night. We had talked about everything: our hopes, our dreams, and our fears. He had always been an excellent listener. All the qualities I loved about him had made him into one of the top radio hosts in the country. Everyone else was benefiting from his easy charm and soothing personality. I was a little jealous. 

“I have a condo in the Garment District. Manhattan,” I clarified, hoping it didn’t sound like I was bragging. I assumed he was wealthy considering his success in radio, but I really had no idea how much that kind of job paid. 

He let out a long whistle. “Damn, you have made it big. Is it a studio?”

I chuckled. “No. It’s two bedrooms, kind of,” I said, looking around my sparsely furnished home. 

“Kind of?”

I was only slightly embarrassed by the amount of clothing I had. “I had the second room turned into a closet. So I mean there is still a room, but it’s about half the size it was.”

He laughed in that cool, easy way he had. “That doesn’t surprise me. So, do you have a bed in your spare room?”

“No, I don’t. Why?”

“Because I want to crash at your place.”

“Brad, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

“Shh,” he whispered, and I could practically feel his breath washing over my neck. “I want to come and see you.”

“No. Stop playing around. You haven’t seen me in eleven years.”

“I know, which is why I’m coming to New York. I need to see you. It’s going to be hard to marry you if you’re not there,” he teased. 

“Ha! As if I would marry you.”

“You will. You know you want me.”

I shook my head even though he couldn’t see me. “Brad, it isn’t a good idea. A lot of time has passed. We’ve changed.”

“We’ve only gotten a little older. We’re still the same people.”

“No, we’re not. I hope we’re not. I think I’ve changed.”

“Aw, come on. You’re still my same buddy, Mia. I saw your pictures. You’re still sexy as hell. Send me a selfie. Do you have your hair all piled up on your head right now?”

“No,” I said, putting my hand to the wild mass of hair on top of my head. 

“Liar,” he said in a sexy voice. 

“I need to go.” I suddenly felt vulnerable. The man had hurt me terribly. I didn’t want to feel that pain again. 

“I’m coming out there, Mia. I want to see you.”

“No. We aren’t going to see each other. We’re definitely not getting married. There’s really no reason for you to come here unless you plan on seeing friends or something,” I told him. 

“I do plan on seeing friends. You.”

“Take care, Brad,” I said, wanting to get off the phone before he convinced me to let him back into my life. 

“Mia.” He said my name in a way that made me feel as if he were right there beside me. 

“Happy birthday,” I whispered and hung up. 

I held the phone in my hand, staring at the number. In the past, his number had included a picture of his handsome face. Now he was a stranger. His number wasn’t even in my contacts list. He was just a guy I used to know. 

So why did my heart feel like it would explode if I didn’t care about him anymore? 

“Don’t do this, Mia,” I told myself. “He’ll break your heart again.”

I took a deep breath before setting the phone down and picking up my glass of wine. I didn’t want to admit it. I couldn’t. If I did, I’d be opening myself up to more heartache—heartache only Brad could cause. I couldn’t admit the feelings were still there. Hearing his voice had brought it all to the surface. But while talking to him had filled my heart, it had also hurt. I remembered the pain, and that was far more powerful than any of the good stuff. 

I couldn’t do it. I had barely survived being dumped by him the first time. I had fallen into such a serious funk I’d nearly blown my shot at landing my first job. It had been by the skin of my teeth and a lot of luck that I’d managed to pull my shit together and get to work every day. 

“No way, Brad. You’re not going to do that to me again. I can’t.”

I finished my wine and headed off to bed. It was late, and I didn’t want to think about Brad. I didn’t want to imagine him in my house, sitting on my couch, or touching me. It was too dangerous. 





Chapter Seven 

Brad

I was at work earlier than usual, hoping to persuade the station manager to give me the time off I’d requested. The guy was putting up a big fuss about me taking my vacation days. I never took them, so I had a lot banked, and I wanted to cash them in to go see Mia. 

“Brad! What can I do for you?” Tommy Lemon, the station manager, asked, waving me into his office. 

“You know what you can do,” I shot back. We’d had the conversation twice already. He was being a dick about it and not granting me the time off. I was close to using my celebrity card and reminding him who was the real boss in this scenario. 

I could take my voice elsewhere and start a new show. Hell, I could go on Sirius and make a shit ton of money if I wanted to. I was doing Tommy a favor by sticking around, but if he didn’t let this go, I was going to leave the minute my contract was up. 

“Brad, really? You’re not going to drop this?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I need the time off, Tommy.”

“Where do you have to go in such a hurry?”

I shrugged. I wasn’t about to start talking about my personal life with him. “I want to take a few vacation days. People take vacations. You certainly do.”

“Fine,” he grumbled. “Don’t make this a habit. Why won’t you tell me where you’re going?”

I shrugged a shoulder. “Because I appreciate my privacy.”

Tommy grinned. I knew he wasn’t actually mad. We had been friends once. We just tended to hang out in different circles now and he was technically my boss. It was better if we kept a professional relationship rather than get too personal. 

Walking out of his office, I felt good about my plans. I hadn’t been able to get Mia off my mind. Her voice had stirred up memories and feelings that had been put away for a long time. Now they were front and center. Everything I saw, did, smelled, or heard reminded me of her. I had to see her. Sure, she had told me no, but I knew I could change her mind. 

Sitting down at my desk, I opened my laptop and went over the notes for my interview with one of the rising stars in the pop music scene. The guy was making a killing singing about broken hearts. Some people in the industry were calling him the next Elvis. I scoffed. No one would ever be the next Elvis. However, I did like his music and the fact that he seemed relatively normal. He was in his late twenties and didn’t seem to be falling victim to the Hollywood machine. 

I smiled, thinking Mia would really like his music. We had always had similar tastes in music and almost everything else. It was why we got along so well. She was easy to hang out with. Of course, we had our arguments, but they always worked out and we went right back to being best buds. 

I headed to the green room, met my guest, Daniel Brown, and gave him an idea of the kinds of questions I would be asking. The guy was very down-to-earth. 

Tina met me in the hallway, and she was carrying a pan covered with foil wrap. I immediately smelled it. 

“What is it?”

She smiled. “It’s good stuff tonight. It’s meat though.”

“That’s fine. I can handle a little red meat now and then.”

She laughed. “I hate when you talk like that. You do it on purpose.”

“What?” I asked innocently. 

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t play coy with me, mister. You know your voice is sexy. It won’t work on me.”

I grinned and waggled my eyebrows up and down. “If only you weren’t married, Tina.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Keep dreaming, buddy. I’m putting this in the studio.”

“Thanks!”

I grabbed a few water bottles and my notes and headed into the studio to start the show. My guest was already digging into what I learned was a Mexican casserole with a healthy twist. 

“How is it?” I asked, pulling up my chair. 

“Man, this is amazing. You gotta hook me up with the place that made this.”

I nodded. “I’ll have Tina give you the information.”

Dishing up my own plate, I took a couple bites and was pleasantly surprised. I handed my guest a bottle of water and drank a little from my own to washed it all down. 

“Ready?”

He nodded his head while drinking from the bottle. 

I began the show and fell right into an easy groove. 

“Have any lost loves?” I asked Daniel. 

He smiled and nodded his head. “Don’t we all.”

“Tell me about one,” I prompted. 

Daniel smiled and leaned back in his chair. “She was the girl of my dreams. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the man of hers. I was young and stupid and made bad decisions. I hope she’s listening right now. I’m working on becoming a better man, and I want her to know it.”

“Any of your music about her?”

He winked. “It is.”

“Want to tell me which songs?” I asked, not wanting to press too hard. I could tell it was a sensitive subject for him, and I could certainly relate. 

“A few. She’ll know which ones,” he said coyly. 

“Good enough, man. Good enough.”

That got the ball rolling, and we talked as if we had been friends for years. It was a really good show. Once it was over, Daniel and I exchanged numbers and promised to hang out when he was back in town. I generally didn’t like most of the people I interviewed. Some were all right, but most were shallow and fake, promoting an image that had been created via the spin machine. Daniel was a great guy. I could picture hanging out with him on the beach. He was a San Diego native and loved surfing. 

“Heading home?” Tina asked, cleaning up the remnants of our dinner. 

“I am. Did Daniel get the information from you about that casserole? He pretty much ate the entire pan,” I said with a grin. 

She nodded. “He did. He said he was having his driver take him there and ordering a freezer full. I bet that will make those people very happy. See how effective your advertising is? I have a feeling you can expect more from them. You just put them on the map.”

“Good. It was good food. I like to give credit where credit is due.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Of course. Why are you are asking like that? Am I being fired?”

“I heard through the grapevine you were taking a little vacation, and you know you’re not getting fired. Without you, none of us would have a job. You’re the station’s bread and butter.”

I rolled my eyes. “Holy shit, gossip spreads fast in this place. Why is it so hard to believe I might actually have a life outside the studio? Everyone else takes days off or calls in sick,” I said defensively.

She laughed. “You don’t! When it comes out that you are taking time off, people want to know what’s happening.”

“Why? Why are they so worried about my days off?”

“Because there has been a lot of talk about Sirius courting you. If you leave, there’s a good chance some of the staff will be let go. Right now, it takes a lot of people to make your show happen. If you go and take your show with you, it does affect others,” she said. 

“Oh. I guess I hadn’t thought about that. I’m not leaving. Yes, Sirius has been knocking on the door, but I’ve not entertained any of their offers. I’m happy where I am.”

“Are you? I think you’re looking for more,” she said. 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Things are just a little weird for me right now.”

“This place is your entire life. Jaxon is your best friend and coworker. Do you have anyone else outside these four walls?” 

I shook my head, hating to admit the truth. “No. I guess I don’t. The truth is, I’m feeling a little old and a lot lonely.”

She smiled. “I understand.”

“I talked to an old friend the other day and realized I’ve been missing out on a lot. I want a few days off to visit my friend and try to have a life outside the people I work with,” I said, keeping my voice down. I didn’t need the entire station to know my personal problems. 

“Is it a girl? Have you finally met a woman you want to settle down with?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know. I didn’t just meet her. She’s an old friend. Please don’t say anything. I don’t need this kind of shit leaking to TMZ or becoming fodder for another radio show.”

“I won’t. I’m happy for you. I hope it works out. Your secret is safe with me. Take some time. You deserve to be happy, Brad. You have a loyal fan base. They’ll understand if they have to listen to a few reruns. You deserve it.”

“Thank you,” I said, giving her a quick hug. 

I loved Tina like a sister. She was never afraid to call me out on my bullshit. In many ways, she was a lot like Mia. It was probably why we had hit it off right away. 

I went home and looked at the clock. It was nine my time, which meant it would be midnight in New York. She was probably sleeping, but I called anyway. I didn’t want her to forget me. I needed her to know I wasn’t going to go away. Her phone went to voice mail as expected, although I would have been happy to hear her sleepy voice answer the phone. 

“Mia”—I dragged out her name in my low register—“I’m going to be coming to see you. I can’t wait to wrap you in my arms and squeeze you tight. I want to take you to the finest restaurants. I’m going to wine and dine you. You know you miss me. I miss you like crazy, babe. I’m coming for you,” I said before hanging up. 

I smiled as I looked at the phone. She could try to deny me, but I knew she had to feel a little something for me still. I had heard it in her voice. It had dropped to that low, husky tone when she talked to me. I knew her well, and I had made knowing voices a career. I was going to wear her down. She would let me back into her life. She had to. 

It wasn’t even about the stupid pact anymore. I missed her. I wanted that steady person in my life who I could call when I was happy or bummed. I wanted to tell someone about my day and have someone to share life with. But not just anyone—Mia. She had always been the one to keep me grounded. I needed her. I had no damn idea why it took me so long to figure it out. 

Mia was a tough, stubborn girl, but I hoped I could worm my way back into her life. We had shared so much. I just had to remind her how great we were together. She would see I was still the guy she knew back in the day, just a little older and hopefully a little wiser. Once she saw I was serious and that I had changed for the better, she would let me in. 

I hoped. 





Chapter Eight

Mia

 “Asshole,” I muttered after listening to the voice mail. 

He knew exactly what he was doing. That voice of his was a weapon, and it needed to be holstered. I couldn’t listen to him talk like that without getting all warm and gooey in my center. Well, I used to be able to, but after having sex with the man and hearing him use that low, husky voice while he was buried deep inside me, I immediately got wet. 

Brad wasn’t an idiot. He knew how powerful his voice was. It was his secret weapon. Damn him for using it on me. He knew better! 

I hadn’t thought about him in a long time, but ever since I’d heard from him, I couldn’t get him out of my head. It was like being haunted only it was really happening. Waking up and hearing his sexy voice on my voice mail was cruel. 

I walked to the shower, determined to put the man out of my head. I had work to do, and mooning over him made it difficult to concentrate. As I stepped under the hot spray, the water hit my breasts. It sent a tingle down my spine that radiated out and over my flesh. I closed my eyes and thought about him touching me. That night I had been buzzed, maybe a little drunk in the beginning. By the time round three rolled around, I had sobered up. I remembered every detail: the feel of his tongue on my breasts, his gentle caresses that turned more demanding when I kissed his neck. 

My hands mimicked what he did to my body that night. As tension built in my body, I groaned in frustration. I couldn’t take the time to pleasure myself. I was already running late for work after listening to his message several times and daydreaming. 

Despite the frustration my body felt, I was perky when I arrived at work.

“Hi. Hello.” I greeted one person after another as I walked down the hall toward my office. 

Perky was a foreign feeling. I wasn’t perky by nature. It was waking up to Brad’s voice that had put me in a good mood. He could also be credited with the little tingling still going on between my legs. The man had done some crazy voodoo on me. 

Once I made it to my office, I reviewed my schedule for the day. It was a repeat of yesterday and the day before that. Lunchtime was upon me before I even realized it. I usually called my mom in the mornings on the way to work, but this morning I hadn’t. I blamed Brad. My mind had been too preoccupied with him. 

My mom’s business partner, who ran the shop with her, answered the phone. “Is Maria busy?” I asked her. 

“Hi, Mia. Nope. Let me grab her. You should see the new line your mom secured,” the woman said with a great deal of excitement. 

“Oh yeah?” I asked. 

“Yes. The designer goes out of her way. Everything is hand-stitched and super cute.”

I laughed as Mattie called for my mother. She and my mom ran a small shop that sold pet clothes. Only in New York City could that type of business be as successful as it was. I didn’t quite understand the appeal, but I was happy my mom had a business she loved. She deserved every ounce of happiness she could get. 

“Hi, honey,” she said, her voice coming through the phone. 

“Hey, Mom. How are you doing? Mattie says you got some new stuff?”

“Yes! They are absolutely fabulous, Mia. You have to stop by and see the dog line. I am, of course, partial to the dog stuff. Cats are just too damn finicky for my tastes. They don’t appreciate a good outfit,” she said. 

The woman could always make me laugh. “I agree with you.”

“What are you doing? You didn’t call this morning.”

“I was running late. I overslept,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t know I was lying. 

“Oh. You don’t have to call me every morning, Mia. I’m fine. I’m healthy. I’m staying busy and I love it. I promise, you will be the first to know if something isn’t right.”

I sighed. I couldn’t help but worry about her. When I’d nearly lost her to breast cancer two years ago, I had told myself I would be a better daughter and call her every day. When she got a clean bill of health, I was ecstatic. 

“I know, Mom. I just like checking up on you. I’m going to have to get over there and see these new dog clothes.”

She laughed. “I’m sure my new line of dog clothing is at the top of your list of things to do. You have real fashion to write about. You just stop by when you can.”

“I will, Mom. I love you,” I told her, ending the call. 

I was smiling when I put down the phone. My mother’s love of fashion had inspired me to do what I did. I loved writing and had thought I wanted to be a journalist, but my love of fashion pushed me in another direction. When I got a job that allowed me to marry the two things I loved most in the world, I jumped at the chance. 

“How is she?” Helga asked from the doorway. 

I smiled. “She’s good. She’s pretty excited about a new line of doggie wear.”

Helga’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

“Yep. She says it’s fabulous.”

“Ooh, I have to go check it out. Little Diamond needs some new outfits,” she cooed. 

“My mom would love to see you. Did you need something?” I asked. It wasn’t often my boss showed up at my office door. 

“Here,” she said, handing me a piece of paper with her chicken scratch writing on it. “This young lady nearly accosted me outside. She showed me pictures of her designs and a few pieces she made. I told her I would have you check out her little boutique.”

I took the number and nodded my head. “I’ll have it added to my schedule—maybe early next week.”

“Good. Perfect,” she said and walked away. 

I loved my eccentric, sometimes strict boss. It was her dog that had essentially got me my job. Helga had been a regular in my mother’s store for years. When my mom learned who Helga was and what she did, she convinced Helga to give me an internship. Once my internship was up, she offered me a job, and I had been steadily climbing the ladder ever since. 

I focused on the article I was putting together until there was another knock on my door. When I looked up, I was happy to see it was my lunch. 

“Hi. Thanks,” I said, taking the sandwich and salad. 

The young, geeky kid didn’t make eye contact as he mumbled something and quickly shuffled out the door. It was the same routine. The same guy had been delivering my sandwiches for at least three months. No matter how hard I tried to make conversation with him, he quickly left without saying a word. I had decided he was probably on the autism spectrum. I quit trying so hard and let him do what he was comfortable with. 

“Mmm, turkey on rye,” I mumbled. It was something Brad had turned me onto almost fifteen years ago. The guy was a health nut. When he had taken off and abandoned me, I had gone on a bit of a junk food kick. It had been my way of rebelling against him, even if I was the one who suffered for it. 

The past couple years, I had changed my ways and gone back to eating healthily again. Not completely healthily, though, because ice cream was not something I was prepared to live without. I thought about his message. He said he wanted to wine and dine me. If he was serious about that, it would have to better than some tofu joint. I wanted steak and lobster, the whole nine yards. He was going to have to put some effort into the wining and dining. 

“Wait. What?” I mumbled around a mouthful of dry bread. 

I was actually thinking about letting him take me out? Had I lost my damn mind?

After shoving the rest of the sandwich back into the plastic container, I got back to work. I had to get that man off my mind. Working was about the only thing that worked. Not entirely, but it was better than daydreaming about him all day. 

By the time I was done with work, I was really hungry. I stopped and picked up some takeout before heading home to my empty condo. I poured myself a glass of red wine and settled in with my dinner to watch Real Housewives. It was my guilty pleasure, one I would never actually admit to if anyone asked. 

Yawning, I realized it was close to eleven. I didn’t usually stay up so late. I went to bed early and got up early nowadays. No more late nights at the club or hanging out with friends on a work night. I was old. 

I crawled into bed and immediately thought about Brad. The familiar tingling that had been with me all day sprang to life. I was home, alone, with complete privacy. I ran my hand over my stomach and straight to my throbbing pussy. I needed release. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had gone to bed with a man. As I rolled my finger over my opening, I realized it had to have been close to six months since I’d last had sex. No wonder I was so charged up after hearing his voice. 

My finger probed inside, and I smiled as I felt how wet I was. My folds parted easily as I ran my finger up and down my slit, shivering with excitement at the feeling. I imagined Brad next to me, his hand in place of my own. My breath came faster as I rubbed my clit, applying more pressure and nearly squealing in sheer delight. I could feel the orgasm coming already. There was no point in denying myself. I rubbed faster, bringing the orgasm on fast and hard. I moaned in the darkness, letting the climax roll over me.

My toes curled, and my leg muscles clenched in time with the muscles inside my pussy. I pulled my hand out of my panties and sighed. That had been good, but I craved more. I wanted more. I wanted Brad. 

Dammit!

It was because of him I was in an aroused and only partially-satisfied state. I rolled over, turned on my lamp, and dialed the number in my phone. I hadn’t quite brought myself to put his name in my contact list, but I knew who the number belonged to. 

When the voice mail message came on, I was a little relieved. I wasn’t sure what I would have said to him had he answered. 

“Tag, you’re it,” I said in a breathy voice. 

I put the phone down and turned off the light, still smiling. I didn’t know what I was doing, but a little harmless flirting couldn’t hurt. It wasn’t like he would actually show up in New York. I figured he was probably in a dry spell or maybe he had recently been dumped. He was desperate for attention and had called me. 

I didn’t really mind. It brought up old memories, but in a way, I felt more at peace with everything. It was as if talking to him had brought closure. I knew he was okay and doing well for himself. I could turn on the radio and hear his voice from time to time and not instantly feel that familiar hurt. It had been replaced with something else. Was it a little crush? Maybe. Whatever it was, I was okay with it. 

I let myself drift off to sleep while picturing the man in my dreams. 





Chapter Nine 

Brad

The woman enjoyed tormenting me a little too much. I was going to make her pay in the best way possible. The voice mail thing wasn’t working for me anymore. I couldn’t survive on little thirty-second messages. I needed more. While it wasn’t exactly what I wanted, texting was the next best thing. It meant I could reach out to her all day and sometimes even in the middle of the night. I didn’t have to worry she wouldn’t listen to my voice mails. 

“Hey.” Tina startled me mid-text. 

“Hey. What’s up?”

“I’ve been buzzing you. What are you doing? Are you sexting?”

I chuckled. “I don’t know what that entails, but I don’t think I am.”

She rolled her eyes. “You are not that old, and don’t even try to tell me you haven’t sexted with anyone. Hell, even I sext my husband.”

I grimaced. “Too much information.”

“How do you think we made three babies in a matter of five years?” she said with a sexy grin. 

I groaned. My half-written message had just lost all appeal. “You’re killing me.”

“Anyway, you’re late. You’re supposed to go do that opening at some bakery.”

“Oh, shit. I forgot all about that,” I muttered. 

“I know you did. You always do. Get your ass in gear. You look like shit by the way.”

I took a deep breath. “I wasn’t planning on doing any public appearances.”

She walked out of the doorway. That was a bit rude. 

“Here,” she said, coming back and handing me a garment bag. 

I grinned. “You take such good care of me. You think your husband will share you with me?”

“He already does.”

I laughed as she closed the door and left me to change. I quickly put on the dark suit, hating it but knowing I had an image to uphold. Tina was waiting for me and rushed me out the door. 

I got through the opening, smiling and posing for pictures. The entire time, all I could think about was getting back to the office and texting Mia. I had found a couple memes and couldn’t wait to send them. We were in a bit of a competition. Well, actually, I was the only one trying to win some weird game of who could send the naughtiest meme. 

She didn’t exactly send raunchy memes, but she did laugh at the ones I sent. Well, I assumed she laughed. Her LOL response suggested she laughed, but it was hard to know for sure. 

As I walked back into the station after the opening, I was getting ready to send Mia another meme when Jaxon stepped in front of me. 

“Hey! Have you been dodging me?” 

I looked up from my phone. “What?”

“I’ve called you several times and you never returned my calls. You can’t still be mad.”

“Mad?”

“Because I didn’t go to the beach with you that morning.”

I laughed. “Jaxon, I don’t give a shit if you want to lie in bed and fuck some woman all day, every day. I’m not mad. I’ve been here, same as you.”

He nodded but didn’t look convinced. “What are you doing?”

“Going to my office.”

“On the phone, asshole. You were staring at it pretty intently.”

I pushed a button to lock the screen and slid it into my pocket. “Nothing. Reading a text.”

He eyed me up and down. “Who is she?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’ve got a woman. It explains why you’ve been hiding from me and the way you were staring at the screen with that weird look on your face. Don’t deny it. Who is she?” he asked again. 

I shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t have a woman. It’s an old friend. We’ve been texting lately.”

He was smiling and nodding his head, his arms crossed over his chest. I felt as if I were standing in front of the school principal. “A friend. Uh-huh. I’ve never seen you this giddy over a text message I’ve sent you.”

“You don’t have the same sense of humor. She’s gorgeous and funny, two things you’re not.”

He chuckled and turned to walk with me down the hall. “Who is she?”

“Just someone I used to know a long time ago.”

“Is this why you’re taking some vacation time?”

“Oh my God. Does everyone know about that? Holy shit, can’t a guy take a couple days off?” I grumbled. 

“Not you, my friend. Not you. You’re a workhorse. We all take vacations. You don’t.”

“Well, I am now.”

We chatted about business as we walked. My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I was anxious to see if it was a response from Mia, but I didn’t pull it out of my pocket. I would wait until I was in the privacy of my office. I had just sent her a particularly funny, although naughty, meme about men who didn’t have regular sex. 

Jaxon finally left. I shut my office door and pulled out my phone. I laughed aloud in my empty office. Her suggestion about how I could take care of my lack of sex was creative. Leave it to her to find a solution to my problem. 

I did a quick Google search and sent Mia a link to several articles that proved a man lived longer if he was married. I waited, staring at my phone, anxious to see what she would write back. 

When the phone chimed, I pulled up the text. She suggested I find a catalog to buy a bride. I laughed and put the phone away. I had to get some actual work done. My vacation was coming up and I needed to have some shows on standby. 

“You off tomorrow?” Tina asked as I packed up my small briefcase. 

“I am.”

“Got big plans?”

“Going to hit the beach.”

She rolled her eyes. “You know, when you get that woman to settle down and marry you, you’re not going to have as much free time. She’s going to want to hang out and spend time with you.”

“I hope so. The only reason I’m going surfing so much is because I don’t have a woman. I’m feeling a little tense—if you know what I mean.” I winked. 

She laughed. “Go out with Jaxon. He’ll get you laid.”

“No. I don’t want any more of Jaxon’s hookups. I’m telling you, I’m a changed man. I’m saving myself for marriage,” I teased. 

She gave me a look that said I was full of shit. I was, in a way. “I guess if surfing works for you. When are you going to see her?”

“Soon.”

“Does she know you’re coming?”

I laughed. “Yes and no. I told her I was going to, but she doesn’t believe me. She thinks I’m the same cocky kid from eleven years ago.”

“You are that same cocky kid, but now you’re older,” she quipped. 

“Nope. I’ve changed. I’m going to convince her we’re meant to be together.”

Tina smiled. “I think that is really sweet. I hope she falls for you. But, Brad?”

“Hmm?”

“Don’t let her break your heart. It’s been a long time. We can’t always go back. You’ve both had a lot of time apart and done a lot of growing up. People change. What we liked back then isn’t going to be the same as what we like today.”

I nodded in understanding. “I get it, which is why I haven’t bought a ring.”

Her eyes widened. “What? You were actually thinking about it?”

“I can’t very well marry her without a ring, can I?”

“Brad, you’re having a midlife crisis. You should talk to someone. You’re going off the deep end. You don’t call a woman out of the blue and decide you’re going to marry her. Plus, have you forgotten you live on opposite sides of the country?”

I threw my head back and laughed. “No, I’m not having a midlife crisis. I don’t think anyway. I’m jumping in with both feet, but I know exactly what I’m doing and who I’m doing it with. I want this. We’ll figure out the geography later.”

“Promise me you’ll take some time and get to know her again. Trust me, I’ve done the quickie marriage thing before.”

“I thought you and your husband have been together forever?”

“We have, but before him, there was another man. We met and fell in love and got married all within about two months. We were divorced six months later. I didn’t know him like I thought I did. It was an infatuation fueled by passion. Once the dust settled, we realized we didn’t really like each other all that much when we weren’t between the sheets,” she said in a wistful tone. 

I hadn’t known that about Tina, which was strange. I had thought I knew her fairly well. 

“That’s where we’re different,” I said. “Mia and I were best friends for six years. We only had sex one time, and that was the last night I was in New York. We knew everything there was to know about each other.”

Her eyes narrowed and her hands went to her hips. “You slept with your best friend in the world, a woman you clearly loved, and then you jumped on a plane and never called her?”

I stared at Tina. This was the fierce woman I knew. She was a bulldog around the office. She was tiny but mighty. 

“I, uh—it wasn’t like that.” 

She shook her head. “I hope that woman keeps you dangling on a string for a long time. Shame on you, Brad. And if you hope to win her back, I suggest you start thinking about something grand.”

I grinned. “Want to help me?”

“No!” she said and walked away from me. 

I shrugged a shoulder, not having expected any input from the woman. I had to do this on my own. I headed home, thinking about Mia the entire time. I was on the verge of being downright horny. I felt like a randy teenager. But unlike a sex-crazed hormonal teen boy, I only wanted one woman. I wasn’t willing to sleep with just anyone to take the edge off. I wanted Mia. I wasn’t lying to Tina when I said I was waiting for marriage. I kind of was. 

I reached down and stroked my aching cock. It had been two months since I’d had sex. It was a serious dry spell, but it was of my own choosing. I was used to having women fall at my feet. I could go out to the clubs and have a woman or two on my arm the moment I arrived. But I didn’t want any of them. I wanted Mia. 

It was too late to go surfing, but tomorrow morning, I would get out there. Catching a good wave was pretty close to sex. I could ride all day tomorrow until I couldn’t stand up. I would be too tired to do anything but fall into bed and pass out. I wouldn’t have to dream about Mia or fantasize about the many different ways I was going to fuck her. 

I wondered if her body was still tight like it used to be. That night, I had nearly blown my wad the second I had slid insider her slick, tight pussy. It had been pure heaven. One night with her hadn’t been enough. I wanted her again and again. I was going to go to New York and do whatever it took to make the woman accept me back into her life. The sex was certainly going to be important, but it was her I craved: her sense of humor, her wit, and her genuine honesty. 

Tina was right. I couldn’t believe I had waited so long to reach out to Mia. I was a fucking idiot. No man in their right mind would ever walk away from a woman like her. She was the total package. 





Chapter Ten 

Mia

I reread my article for the tenth time at least, made a few last-second edits, and then forwarded it on to the proofer for review. I loved finishing up an article. It always gave me a sense of accomplishment. Some articles took months for me to complete. The one I just wrapped up had taken me a few weeks. It was about the underground fashion movement. I had met a lot of aspiring designers who were looking to get their big break. 

There had been a few who were eccentric and really didn’t care if their designs were featured in our magazine. They made clothes for fun, which was inspiring. I had bought a couple pieces, loving the fact that they were all one of a kind. 

Checking my schedule, I realized I was free for the rest of the weekend. I had beat my deadline, which meant I got to take tomorrow off. 

I packed up, deciding I didn’t want to waste another minute of the beautiful spring day cooped up in my office. 

“Hi!” I said to my mom as I walked through the door of her shop. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked in surprise. 

“I finished early and wanted to see if you could get lunch and maybe go for a walk? It is absolutely gorgeous outside. We could both use the fresh air.”

There had been plenty of bright spring days, but today felt different. I felt different. I felt alive and looked forward to the future. I was not going to give Brad all the credit for my new outlook on life. No way. I was convinced it was the closure. I finally had closure for that heartache in my life. I was healed and ready to get out there once again. 

“I would love to. Let me tell Mattie,” she said, disappearing behind the little curtain that separated the front and back rooms. 

I took a minute to look around and burst into laughter at the princess costume for an extra-large dog. I somehow didn’t see a proud Labrador or Great Dane being happy to be sport a frilly pink getup. 

“I’m ready,” my mom said, emerging with her purse and sunglasses. 

Smiling, I once again thanked the universe for letting me keep my mom on this earth a little longer. 

“What do you want for lunch? My treat.”

“Oh, gosh, I don’t know. I’m sure you’re tired of sandwiches.”

I shrugged. “I could go for a nice meaty sandwich with everything piled on it. Let’s stop at the shop on the corner where we used to always go.”

“Sounds good to me.”

We walked to the corner and ordered our lunch before walking across the street to have our picnic. The entire time, my phone was beeping. 

“Who is that? Do you need to answer it?” she asked with concern. 

“No.”

“What’s new with you anyway?” She smiled. “Is that a boyfriend you’re dodging?” 

“Not exactly.”

We sat down on a park bench overlooking a small pond. 

“Tell me,” she said in a low voice. 

I hesitated for a second. My mother was my best friend. I knew I could tell her everything. She had known Brad well. She had been fond of him. 

After taking a deep breath, I blurted out the twisted story of our marriage pact and the fact that Brad was calling it in now after all this time without even talking. 

She was smiling, beaming really. 

“I think you should do it,” she announced after only mulling it over a few short seconds. 

“Mom!” I exclaimed in horror. “You can’t be serious!”

She nodded her head. “I am. You’re all alone, Mia. He cared about you so much back then. I had always hoped you would be able to see it, and you never did. I didn’t know if you were oblivious or simply didn’t feel the same way. I always thought you two would end up together. When you didn’t, I was very sad. He’s a good man, and he always treated you so well.”

“You mean when he up and left and never called me again after we slept together?” I said dryly. 

She waved a hand in the air. “You were both young back then. You both had your entire lives ahead of you. He was looking at a career doing something he loved. You were too. Neither one of you was ready to settle down.”

“No, but he could have called,” I said. 

“Maybe he didn’t know what to say. Or maybe he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to leave you if he talked to you. You were both on the brink of making huge changes in your lives, and if he had stayed, he might have missed his chance. Maybe you guys would have gotten together, but he would have resented you. He would have constantly wondered what would have happened if he had gotten on that plane.”

“I hate when you’re rational,” I grumbled before taking a bite of my sandwich. 

She just laughed. “And besides, phones do work both ways. You could have called him, too, but you never did.” She gave me a pointed look and dug into her lunch. 

What did she mean by that? He was the one who had left. I mean, yes, I knew he was leaving that next day, but he had promised not to get weird, and he had. That was all on him. Right? Ugh, I hated when my mom didn’t just side with me. 

We ate in silence for a while, doing a little people watching while we listened to the birds. It was peaceful, and I needed peaceful right now. 

“So, when’s he coming?” my mom asked. 

I shrugged. “I don’t know that he is. He hasn’t given me a specific date. I think he’s just having some fun. He’s probably bored or between girlfriends.”

“I don’t know about that. For him to call you out of the blue like that seems like he is pretty serious.”

I laughed. “Brad is never serious about anything. It’s all a silly game. He’ll get tired of it soon enough. He’ll find a new girlfriend and the whole thing will be forgotten again.”

“Sometimes fate has a funny way of working out.”

“Yes, it does, but does fate normally take vacations that stretch eleven years?”

She nodded. “Yep, if that’s what is needed to have everything work out as it should.”

“I don’t know, Mom. Brad and I had our time. It didn’t work.”

With a shrug, she didn’t say another word about it. We spent the rest of the afternoon doing a little window shopping and walking around the city. It wasn’t often I got to take a step back and simply enjoy the life I had. Being with my mom on a beautiful spring day was something I wanted to treasure forever. 

“I should get going,” my mom said. “Thank you for hanging out with me today. I had a really good time.”

“So did I, Mom. I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said, waving as I hailed a cab to take me home. 

It was after dinner by the time I got home. I had used my phone app to have dinner delivered. It would be at the desk by the time I showed up. 

“Hi, George,” I said to the man at the front security desk. 

“Good evening, Miss Hunter. Got a couple things for you,” he said, pulling out the bag of takeout. 

He also handed me a stack of mail and then grabbed the vase of pretty pink and yellow tulips off the desk. 

“What’s this?” I asked, looking at the vase full of gorgeous flowers. 

“They were delivered for you earlier,” he said with a smile. “I sure do love spring flowers.”

I smiled, already knowing who they were from. I loved tulips. They were my favorite flower, and there was only one person in my life besides my mother who knew that: Brad. 

“Thanks, George,” I said, hanging the bag of food from my arm before taking the vase. 

Once I got in the elevator, I quickly opened the card. There were no sweet words or even a name. A kissy face emoji was front and center. It was enough. The man was going to spoil me. I couldn’t let him lull me into this idea of a relationship. We weren’t together. We wouldn’t be together. He was in California and I was in New York. We both had careers and lives and couldn’t just up and leave. One of us would have to move. I wasn’t going to do the long-distance thing. 

When the elevator dinged and stopped moving, I shook my head. Why was I even thinking about the logistics? This was all a joke anyway. I carried the flowers to my small dining table and centered them before leaning over and inhaling the lovely fragrance. 

The man was smooth. He had always been a bit of a smooth operator, but clearly the years had refined his skills. That was not my type. I hated guys who relied on their good looks and charm. They usually ended up being snakes. I couldn’t imagine how Brad was still single. Maybe he’d already run through all the women in Los Angeles. 

I grabbed a plate and dished up my dinner. I chose to sit at the table, wanting to be near the beauty of the flowers. I used my phone to turn on the surround-sound music system in the condo, lit some candles, and poured a glass of wine. I loved my life in New York. No way was I going to move for him. 

Once I finished eating, I grabbed my phone and headed for the bathroom. I was going to sink into a luxury bath and wash away all my worries. I considered taking the flowers with me but quickly reminded myself they were part of a game. A game I wanted no part of. The man had broken my heart once. I couldn’t give him the chance to do it again. 

I sank into the tub loaded with fragrant bubbles. The candles flickered all around me, creating a soothing atmosphere. I took a drink from my wine glass before picking up my phone to send him a quick text. 

Thank you for the flowers. They are beautiful.

His response was almost instantaneous. 

Just like you. What are you doing right now?

I smiled. If the man only knew. I felt a little daring and decided to tell him exactly what I was doing.

Bubble bath. 

I closed my eyes and luxuriated in the scent of strawberries emanating from the bubble bath. My phone chirped. I smiled when his reply demanded I prove it. 

I popped my toes above the water. My painted red nails looked bright against the mountain of white bubbles surrounding them. I took a picture, making sure he could see the candles around the tub. Once the picture was sent, I put the phone down and concentrated on the music streaming through the speakers. I had recently stumbled onto Yo-Yo Ma after a date had taken me to one of his concerts. It wasn’t usually my taste in music, but I had fallen in love. I had thought only old people listened to symphony music. Either I was officially old or I had developed a little culture. 

My phone chirped several times, but I ignored it. Brad needed to take a step back. Bath time was all about me. It was a luxury I rarely got to enjoy. Persistent chirping from my phone had me finally reaching for it, though. 

There was a series of emojis ranging from mad faces to praying hands. He wanted more pictures. I laughed. He wasn’t going to be getting any nudes from me. I wasn’t going to risk being on the cover of Page Six as the fashion columnist who’d been hacked and had my naked ass splashed all over social media. 

I silenced my phone and enjoyed the rest of my bath. Brad was going to have to do something much bigger if he wanted me to take him seriously. The flowers were nice, but that did not make up for his eleven-year absence from my life. 





Chapter Eleven 

Brad

I did a few stretches in my apartment before taking the stairs to the lobby. Jaxon finally agreed to get his ass out of bed and hang out for a bit. We were heading to the gym to play basketball. He refused to go surfing with me. According to him, I was a show-off. I didn’t think I was a show-off, but I was good at it. Surfing had become my favorite pastime since I’d moved to LA. I was too close to the ocean not to learn. Plus, I loved being outside. Anything I could do to get in a good workout while having fun outside was at the top of my list of things to do. Lately, surfing had taken the place of chasing women and sex. I had a lot of free time on my hands these days. 

“Hey. Thought you would call and say you weren’t going to make it,” I said when I saw Jaxon already in the gym shooting baskets. 

“I’m here and you’re late.”

We got right to playing a little one-on-one. I sucked. My mind was not on the game. It was on Mia and those pretty little red toes that I knew were attached to a wet naked body. My brain had been stuck on her and the idea of her being nude for days. 

“What the hell?” Jaxon grumbled when I missed an easy shot. 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. My head just isn’t in it.”

“Obviously. What’s wrong with you?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit. You’re still hung up on that New York chick, aren’t you? You’ve been acting off for over a week.”

I considered denying it, but there was no point. It was painfully obvious. “Yes,” I muttered. 

“Holy shit, man. She’s got you hooked. Who is this girl?”

I rolled my eyes. “I told you, someone I used to know.”

He shook his head. “I’m calling bullshit. This is much bigger than an old fling. You are sprung.”

“She wasn’t a fling. She was a very good friend. My best friend, really.” 

He nodded his head slowly. “Sounds like it’s a bit more than that.”

We sat down on one of the benches. I waited a few minutes before I told him the real story. 

“Wow.”

I laughed. “Yes. I guess that’s one response.”

“Wow,” he repeated. “Really? You really want to get married? You don’t even know her. What if she is just messing with you? You dumped her. This could be her revenge.”

I shook my head. “I do know her. She isn’t like that. Plus, she keeps telling me no.”

He looked at me like I had three heads. “What the fuck? Why are you chasing her if she doesn’t want you? She’s told you to get lost and you’re still pursuing her from three-thousand miles away?”

I let out a long sigh. “Yes.”

“Maybe you should think about finding a girlfriend. A real one. There are plenty of good women I could hook you up with. Don’t rush into marriage. You’ll just end up losing half of everything you have,” he warned. 

“Not with Mia. She has plenty. She wouldn’t want anything from me.”

He chuckled. “You really don’t know women. You piss them off, cheat on them or whatever, and they have you by the balls.”

“I’m not going to cheat on her. Plus, we both agreed we would have an open marriage if our sex life wasn’t satisfying,” I said, feeling confident we had covered all the pertinent details. 

“Yeah, right. Like that is ever going to happen.”

I shrugged a shoulder. Jaxon wasn’t going to talk me out of it. Obviously, Mia could turn me down, but I was going to make it difficult for her to do that. 

“I want to get married,” I said. “I want to have a family and feel more settled in life. You have to know that feeling. You can’t tell me you are truly happy jumping from one bed to the next.”

He shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t think I have ever wanted the family thing. Not yet. I still got time.” He grinned. “But I don’t think I am made to be with one woman for the rest of my life.”

“Because you haven’t found the right woman yet.”

Jaxon laughed. “Brad, I’ve met a lot of women. A lot of pretty, successful, smart women, and none of them have made me think about putting a ring on her finger and making babies. It just isn’t in my DNA.”

“Well, I feel like I need that in my life to make me happy. I want Mia. I’m going to grovel at her feet and beg her to have me.”

He groaned. “Man, you don’t have to grovel. There are about a thousand women right this minute who would be your bride and give you babies.”

I shrugged. “I want Mia.”

“Fine. More power to you, but don’t you think you should actually get to know the woman before you decide she’s the one you want to marry? Eleven years is a long time. She could be totally different,” he said.

“That’s what we’re doing: chatting and flirting, getting to know each other again. She thinks I’m joking about the pact, but I’m not. I just need to convince her she wants me. Shouldn’t be too hard.” I winked. “I’m a catch.”

Jaxon burst into laughter. “If only you had some self-confidence.”

“Let’s get out of here. I need the water. I can’t be locked up in a gym.”

Jaxon groaned. “You always make me look bad when we’re out there. You’re an overachiever. Simply being toned would do, but oh no, you’ve got to take it a step further and be all hard and tanned. It’s really kind of embarrassing.”

“You are bad, and you could get a tan if you stopped hanging out in bedrooms on your days off,” I quipped.

“Thanks. That really makes me want to go hang out on the beach with you. The women act like you are some Adonis. It’s kind of insulting. Maybe you could keep your shirt on, give me a chance,” he said. 

I slapped my bare chest and washboard abs. “I work too damn hard to cover this up,” I said with a grin. “The public should not be denied my awesomeness.”

“I hate you.”

“Will you be my best man?” I said, wrapping my arm around his shoulders as we walked out. I was taller than him by several inches, which was another point of contention with him. 

“No.”

“You know you want to. I’m sure Mia will have hot bridesmaids.”

“No.”

“Thanks. I knew I could count on you.”

We parted ways in the parking lot. I made him promise not to stand me up. I loved to tease the guy. 

We met at my favorite spot and headed out for a day of surfing. It was nearly five by the time we finished for the day. Jaxon had spent most of his time on the beach, flirting with women and getting a stack of phone numbers. I realized then he really wasn’t ready to settle down. He was a consummate bachelor. If that made him happy, so be it. 

I was dog tired when I strolled through the doors of my building. I was about to head into the elevator when the night watchman waved me over. 

“Mr. Jones!”

“What’s up?” I asked, dragging my tired ass toward him. 

“This was delivered for you,” he said, holding out a box with Amazon Prime tape on it. I didn’t think I had ordered anything, but maybe someone at the station had.

I took the box, looked at it, and noticed it was from New York. Mia had sent me something. I listened to the box to make sure it wasn’t ticking or leaking anything gross. It seemed innocent enough. I smiled, thanked the man, and headed for the elevator. I couldn’t wait to see what she had sent me. 

I rushed to my door and ripped open the package the second I was inside. I pulled out something flat and rubber. 

“What the fuck is this?” I muttered. 

I flipped the package over and realized it was a blow-up doll. I burst into laughter when I pulled the note out of the package. 

“Her name is Judy. Maybe she’ll marry you?” the note read. 

I shook my head, laughing at the woman’s sense of humor. That was the Mia I remembered. She gave as good as she got. I was already thinking about what I would send her in return. I opened the package and nearly took out an eye when the damn doll inflated in my hands. 

I pulled my phone out of my pocket, planted my lips on the doll’s cheek, and snapped a selfie. 

Jealous? 

I sent the single word with the picture. 

I tossed Judy on the couch and went in search of food. I was starving. I looked at the cold beer in the fridge and debated it for a second before grabbing one and popping the top. I took a long drink and let it roll down my throat before looking in the fridge again to see what I had to eat. 

Beer was a splurge for me. I worked too hard to let a beer belly sneak up on me. I pulled out a veggie dish and popped it in the microwave before heading into my room to change. I threw on a pair of sweats and headed back out to the kitchen to grab my dinner. My phone was flashing, indicating I had a message. 

Mia was quite the comedian. She pointed out the many features of my Judy doll, providing graphic images in case I wasn’t sure. 

I thanked her for the help. Normally, I would hate sitting home alone on a Saturday night. Tonight, I didn’t feel alone. I had Judy after all and Mia on the other end of the phone. I was comfortable sitting on the couch in a pair of sweats and watching television. 

Flipping through the channels, I found some stupid old-school sci-fi show and put it on. It reminded me of something Mia and I would watch just so we could make fun of the horrible acting and terrible special effects. 

After finishing my dinner, I settled in with a pillow, stretching out on the leather couch. Mia and I continued to text back and forth. It was late. I was happy to know she wasn’t out at some swanky club or on a date with another man. She was at home, curled up in bed and watching TV as well. After a lot of prodding and begging, she finally told me she was watching her favorite reality show. I made fun of her. She deserved it. 

My day on the waves was catching up. I kept dozing off only to be woken by a text from Mia. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to go to bed. It was only ten, but I was beat. I sent a sweet text telling her I was going to bed and would text her first thing in the morning. 

Her response was a sleeping emoji. It was enough. It was hard to imagine a stupid little yellow face making me so happy. The simple emojis were all I needed—for now. I had to see her soon. She hadn’t asked me for any specifics of my trip. I knew she didn’t believe I was actually going to do it. I was. I wanted to surprise her and sweep her off her feet. 





Chapter Twelve 

Mia

Helga waved at me from across the restaurant. It wasn’t like I hadn’t noticed her sitting next to the window wearing the massive black sunglasses that told everyone she was someone important. I gave a slight wave and weaved my way through the tables to make my way to her. 

“Good morning, Helga. You look fabulous this morning. New?” I asked, taking in her glitzy green jacket. 

She smiled. “Yes. I promised Karen I would wear it. You know, free publicity and all that,” she said, waving her hand as if it was a chore to wear designer clothing. 

I sat down at the table and nodded my head, pretending to understand her plight. “I think it’s very nice. Is it the fall line? I don’t remember seeing that.”

She shook her head. “Couture.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Would it be bad if I ordered a mimosa?”

I giggled. “You’re the boss. You can do anything you want.”

She sighed. “I wish I could, but I better not. I’m sure I’m supposed to set a good example and all that nonsense. So, tell me, how have you been? Your mom told me you have a new man in your life.”

Leave it to my mother. “I don’t know that he’s really in my life.”

“Oh, I hear a story. Tell me everything!” she squealed. 

Now I needed a mimosa. “It’s really no big deal, Helga.”

She shook her head. “Nope. It is. Please tell me.”

I drew in a long breath and told her the short version of my story. She was smiling and nodding as I spoke. 

“That’s it? You haven’t seen him?”

“No. I really think he’s just playing games. Nothing will come of it.”

She looked at me as if she could see into my soul. “I think something will come of it, and I think you want it to.”

“No! I don’t. I can’t. I mean, it’s silly. It’s a joke.”

“What if it isn’t? Can you imagine? A real marriage pact. Here I thought those things had become out of fashion.”

I laughed. “They are out of fashion because they rarely work. We don’t have to marry to save our country.”

She shrugged a dainty shoulder. “I think it’s romantic. Is he handsome?”

“He used to be. I haven’t actually seen him for eleven years.”

“You haven’t looked him up? Come on, you have to have Facebook stalked him a little,” she teased. 

I blushed. “I’ll admit I used to.”

“But you haven’t recently?”

“Honestly, I haven’t even thought about him until he called me completely out of the blue.”

She nodded. I could tell she wanted to say something. 

“What?” I asked. “I know you have an opinion. Please, tell me. I could use all the advice I can get.”

“In that case,” she said with a huge smile, “I think you need to give this a chance. I can tell you used to love him, and those feelings seem to be rising to the surface.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think I can trust him.”

“That’s always the risk. That’s what makes love so special. When you take a risk, you gain great rewards. Love lost and all that bullshit,” she said in a whisper. 

I giggled at her cursing. Helga was usually very ladylike. It was part of her image. When she slipped up, it was always funny. 

“I don’t know if I want the risk. You can’t go back. I’m not the same girl, and I know he isn’t the same. At least I hope he isn’t. Our more mature, adult selves may not get along quite as well as our younger, more carefree selves.”

“Or you might.”

I smiled. “Yes, there’s that. I’m not going to worry about it. It’s all a lot of harmless flirting. He has a busy career on the West Coast. I have a busy career here. Neither one of us is going to pick up and move our lives. But I’ll admit it’s kind of nice to have someone who at least pretends to want me.”

“I bet it is. This is that fun part of a relationship, the early beginning where everything is fresh and new and you can really enjoy it all. I love young love,” she said wistfully. 

I wasn’t sure that was what it was, but I could admit the idea of young love and a new relationship was exciting. I had to guard my heart, but that was easy to do when I didn’t have to worry about ever seeing him. I could flirt and tease via text messaging and relaxed about it all. If he were to show up, though, things would be very different. 

“We’ll see. This is all a lot of harmless flirting right now,” I told her. 

She wasn’t listening or didn’t care to. “When he shows up, I have to meet him. He sounds like a lovely man.”

“I don’t know if he is. That’s the problem!” I stressed. “He was great a long time ago, but what if he’s become some kind of womanizer and he’s bored so he’s coming back to old conquests?”

“He’s not,” she said with all the confidence in the world. 

I nodded. “I’m glad you are convinced. It’s going to take me a little longer.”

She smiled, and we got back to our breakfast. I loved our breakfasts together. It didn’t happen often. Helga was a busy woman, but she was my mentor and someone I could talk to. No matter how busy she was, she always made time for me. She was one of my few friends. It was then I realized I had really shut down after Brad left. My mother and Helga were my two closest friends. I didn’t really hang out with anyone my own age. Even the dates I accepted tended to be with older men. 

I silently groaned. I needed some fun and excitement in my life. That was probably why I had welcomed Brad’s recent attention. I had to get out there. Life was passing me by. 

By the time we go to the office, my mind had conjured up all these different ideas of who Brad was and what he looked like now. Maybe he’d let himself go and had gotten a little plump. The guy had always been so health-conscious; it would be understandable if he relaxed a bit and enjoyed all the good stuff life had to offer, like ice cream. 

I shut my office door, wanting privacy to do a little internet stalking. I had to know. I had denied myself for too long. Every time I caught myself thinking about him and longing to look him up, I would do something else. It had been painful to see those eyes looking back at me. Now I knew I wouldn’t feel that familiar pain. I wanted to see how he had changed. 

I quickly typed his name into the search bar, along with his show’s name, and was rewarded with a page filled with articles and images of the man I used to love. I took a deep breath and clicked on one of the most recent articles. It was a grand opening of some sort. 

There he was! My heart skipped a beat as I looked at the slightly older version of the Brad I had known way back when. He looked the same. His hair was shorter, the curls barely noticeable, but it was still blond. His arms were toned, and his skin was tan. The dark skin made his eyes look even bluer than I remembered. I smiled at the man looking at an elderly woman and grinning. I imagined he was probably flirting with her. He flirted with everyone and especially loved to dote on the older ladies. 

I read several articles about his show. His success was fairly recent. It was only the last couple years that he had become syndicated. Each time I opened a new article, there was a different picture of him. There were signs of a few wrinkles around his eyes and a more mature, defined face. 

I groaned. If the man truly did show up in New York, there was no way I could reject him easily. He was gorgeous. If the man sending the texts was really the man in the pictures, I was screwed. I was going to lose my heart again. That terrified me. 

I drifted out of my office and headed into Helga’s. 

“What’s the matter?” she said, peering up at me over the top of her glasses from her position behind her desk. 

“I looked him up,” I groaned. 

She grinned. “And?”

“And he is going to stomp all over my heart if I let him.”

“Ooh, that good looking,” she said with a dangerous smile. “I have to see this man. Let an old woman live vicariously through you.”

“Yes, very good looking, and I’m sure he knows it. He knew it when he was younger and I’m sure the women pawing all over him have reminded him quite often,” I snarked, feeling a little jealous of the women who were likely drooling over him right now. 

It was only seven over there. He was probably in bed with a woman at that very moment. My blood heated with jealousy, making me feel like screaming and smashing something. 

“I can’t wait to meet him,” Helga said, pulling me back from my internal jealous tirade. 

I shook my head. “He can’t come here. He just can’t. How can I reject him and keep my heart safe if he’s here? Those eyes,” I mumbled. 

She was nodding her head. “You still love him.”

“How can I know that? I don’t even know him.”

“You do. Your heart does and your body does. Tell your brain to sit down and shut up and have some fun with a handsome young man,” she lectured. 

I wanted to remind her that he wasn’t exactly young and neither was I, but Helga was pushing sixty. I imagined in her eyes we were young, just like I looked back and realized twenty-four was young. 

“Thanks. I still think the best thing would be for him to just not come out here. I can’t handle seeing him.”

“You’ll handle it fine. Let your heart lead you. If you realize he’s not the man you want, he goes home and you go back to your life. No harm, no foul. You have to try.”

I let out a long sigh. She was telling me the same thing my mother had. I had a feeling the two of them were colluding. 

“All right. I’m worrying about something that may never happen. I better get to work. I can’t sit around and wonder if he will or won’t. I will not let myself do that for any man,” I said, feeling more resolved than ever. “Thanks, Helga.”

I left the office and heard her snickering behind me. She was getting a kick out of all this. I was glad she was, because I sure wasn’t. I went back to my office and picked up my phone. I had only gotten a couple messages from him this morning and wondered if he was already losing interest. He had spoiled me with a barrage of messages every morning for the past week, wishing me a good day, telling me how sexy I was, and, of course, promising to do certain things to my body. 

Flopping into my chair, I held my phone as I spun around to stare out the window. I sent him a short message admitting to the stalking and then put away my phone. I had to focus on my work. I was not going to let him distract me. 

My phone beeped and I smiled. He was still there. 





Chapter Thirteen 

Brad

My plan was working. I hoped. It was risky—I knew that—but I wanted her to be completely surprised. I knew what she was thinking. She had told me as much. Mia didn’t think I was serious about going to New York, the pact, or her. She was about to find out just how wrong she was. 

In order to keep her in the dark, I had quit texting her. I smiled, imagining how pissed she was at me. I bet she was cursing me and thinking of different ways to get revenge. I had gone radio silent. No texts, no little emojis, nothing. I wanted her to think I had changed my mind and had no intention of seeing her or rekindling our friendship. 

It was risky. Very risky. Mia could be a bit of a hothead, and I was pressing her buttons, especially since she had only just started warming up to me. I walked past the baggage claim area at La Guardia and was glad I had only brought a single carry-on bag. Now that I was in the city, I didn’t want to waste another minute. I had to see her.

It had been a long time since I’d been in New York. It smelled different than LA. There was a different vibe altogether. I pulled up the handle of my suitcase, rolled out the doors, and inhaled the East Coast air. It was good to be home. 

I hailed a taxi almost immediately. That was something else I had kind of missed. It was a bit fun to try to get a taxi to pull over. I gave the driver the name and address of Mia’s office and sat back to enjoy the ride. The hustle and bustle of the busy city never ceased to amaze me. 

Though fully aware it was unprofessional for me to show up at her office unannounced, I figured it was safer territory. She wouldn’t make a big scene if we were in public and had her coworkers around us. At least I hoped she wouldn’t. She was going to be shocked when she saw me; I just hoped she didn’t throw anything at me or refuse to talk to me at all. 

When the taxi stopped in front of the massive building, I hesitated a split second before jumping out and going inside. I read the directory and quickly found the offices of her magazine. The ride up in the elevator seemed to take forever, yet the second the doors slid open, I felt like it had been too short. 

Gulping down the giant lump in my throat, I headed for the reception desk. A pretty young woman was smiling at me and looking me up and down. I was used to the attention, and it didn’t faze me, especially when I was on a mission. 

“Hi,” she said, showing her perfect white teeth. “You look like you need something.”

“Someone, more like.”

That amped up her smile. “I’m someone.”

“I’m here to see Mia Hunter.”

The woman’s smile slipped a little as she nodded her head. “Oh. Let me see if she’s in.”

I waited while the woman called someone on the phone. I glanced around the walls, looking at the various past covers of the magazine that were framed and hanging on the wall. 

“She’ll be right out,” the woman said. 

I suddenly had the urge to run. I was excited and scared at the same time. 

It wasn’t long before the huge doors opened and Mia strolled through. She took one look at me and stopped. I was paralyzed as well. She was absolutely fucking stunning. I knew she was pretty, but this woman was gorgeous. It was my same Mia but with a more refined, mature look. Her body was slender, her hips slightly fuller than I remembered. Her brown hair was still long but styled with choppy waves and some highlights.

I quickly looked her over, taking in the black pencil skirt, black high heels, and white shirt tucked in tight. My body instantly reacted to hers. Once I managed to catch my breath, I walked to her, dropped my bag, and threw my arms around her. 

She was stiff, her arms hanging at her sides while I embraced her, squeezing her body against mine. I kissed one cheek and then the other before stepping back, my hands on either of her shoulders as I gazed into the hazel eyes I remembered so well. 

“Hi.” I grinned. “You look amazing.” She was still in shock. 

“Brad?” she croaked out. 

“In the flesh,” I said, still grinning like an idiot. 

“Brad? You’re here?”

I nodded. “I’m here. I told you I was coming.”

She was shaking her head as if she were seeing a ghost. 

“Mia, are you okay?” I asked, a little concerned about her mental health. 

She nodded but still didn’t answer. 

Glancing over, I saw the woman at the desk openly staring at us. I shot her a look and she quickly diverted her eyes, pretending to busy herself on the computer in front of her. 

“I can’t believe you’re here,” Mia said.

“I told you I was coming,” I repeated. “I was very serious, which I told you as well. You know when I set my mind to something, I’m going to do it,” I said, hoping to remind her of our old friendship. 

“But, nothing. Two days and nothing.” She waved a hand. “And you’ve said things before and haven’t followed through.” 

I dropped her shoulders and slapped my palm over my heart. “Ouch. I said I was sorry.”

“You didn’t tell me you were coming today. I mean, you didn’t tell me any date, actually.”

I winked. “I wanted to make sure it was a surprise. If you knew I was coming, you might have dodged me.”

“Yes. I definitely would have,” she spat out. 

“Mia, come on now. You know you’re happy to see me. It’s been so long,” I soothed. 

She opened her mouth to fire another retort but quickly shut it when she heard the doors open behind her. 

An older woman with perfectly smooth black hair cut into a sleek bob walked through. She had a commanding appearance. She had to be someone important. She was beautiful in a regal sort of way. I imagined she had probably been a model in her youth. She had excellent bone structure and healthy, glowing skin despite her years. 

Mia turned to look at the new arrival. “Helga!”

“Who’s this?” the woman asked, looking me up and down as if she were considering me for purchase. 

“This is Brad,” Mia said. 

“Brad!” Helga’s voice went up a couple octaves. “Oh my. I’ve heard about you,” she said, stepping forward and extending her hand. 

I took her hand, kissed the top of it, and smiled. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

She winked. “I guess that’s for you to determine, isn’t it?”

“This is Helga, my boss,” Mia said, making the introductions. “Helga, Brad.”

“Good to meet you, Helga.”

The woman turned to Mia. “Go. Get out of here. Your day is officially cleared. So is tomorrow.” She turned back to look at me. “You’ll be here for the weekend.”

Uncertain if it was a question or an order, I nodded my head. “Yes, I’ll be here through the weekend.”

I didn’t tell them I had planned to stay until Monday. If things went bad, I wanted to leave myself an out; I could say I had to work and change my flight and run away like I had in the past. I hoped it didn’t come to that, but this was a huge leap of faith. There was always a chance it wouldn’t work between us. After seeing her and touching her, I didn’t think that was going to be a problem at all, though. The chemistry between us was still there. 

“Good. It’s settled then. Good-bye, Mia,” Helga said. She walked back through the doors. 

Mia stood there, her mouth hanging open, and looked at me, then the doors. “I have to get my purse. And my laptop,” she mumbled before spinning on her heel and going through the same doors. 

I turned to look at the receptionist, who seemed very interested in the situation. 

“We haven’t seen each other in a while,” I said, trying to explain Mia’s reaction. 

She nodded. “I didn’t realize Mia had a boyfriend.”

No reply seemed most prudent, so I didn’t disagree with her assumption. I was happy to hear Mia truly was single. In the back of my mind, I had been a little worried she was seeing someone and hadn’t told me. I knew she never believed I would show up. 

Mia came back through the doors a few minutes later and slowly walked toward me. She stopped in front of me, stared at me a few seconds, and then moved to the elevator. I followed her, not saying a word. I could feel the receptionist staring at us, waiting to see what we would do. I wasn’t interested in putting on a show. 

The elevator doors finally slid open, and Mia and I practically pushed each other out of the way in our rush to get on the elevator and out from under the prying eyes behind us. 

The second the doors slid shut, she turned and looked at me. There was fury in her eyes, and realized I had just locked myself inside a small box with an angry woman. She slapped my shoulder and then my chest. I didn’t move. I let her. It was something she usually did when she was pissed or frustrated with me. It wasn’t a mean or hard hit; it was just her way of letting me know I’d pissed her off. 

I raised an eyebrow, waiting to see if she had more to give. 

“You horrible, rude, cruel man! How dare you show up here without an invitation! You actually think you can walk right back into my life after what you did to me? You pig. Slimy, nasty pig!”

I couldn’t help but smile at her. I had missed even this, her raging at me. 

“Don’t you dare smile at me!” she shrieked. “You’re a world-class jerk!”

I kept smiling. I would let her get it all out now so the rest of my visit was relatively peaceful. I couldn’t deny her insults. They were all true. 

She opened her mouth to call me more names, I assumed, but the elevator doors opened, preventing the words from coming out of her mouth. She stomped out of the elevator and across the marble floors to the tall doors leading outside. I followed her, easily keeping pace. 

Outside, her arm shot up to hail a cab, and it didn’t take long for one to pull up to the curb. 

“Where are you staying?” she asked, sliding into the back seat. 

“With you,” I said, using my size to bodily push her across the seat of the cab. 

Mia stared at me in horror. “No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Where to?” the driver asked. 

I looked at Mia, waiting for her to give the man her address. She made a loud growling sound before finally spitting it out. 

Mia was frustrated and wanted to slap the shit out of me, but I smiled broadly the entire ride. That was all fine with me. I finally had her near me. I could smell her sweet perfume, and it was making me giddy. I felt like a teen girl meeting my crush for the first time. 

She looked straight ahead, refusing to meet my eyes. I busted into laughter, earning me a quick glare before she focused on the road ahead. 

She could try to ignore me all she wanted, but I wasn’t going away. 





Chapter Fourteen 

Mia

 

 

Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit! Brad was sitting next to me in a cab in New York City. If he hadn’t been watching me so closely, I would have pinched myself to see if I was dreaming. This couldn’t be happening. I’d been thinking the man had unceremoniously dumped me for the second time and now he was right here, thinking he was going to stay at my apartment. 

My breathing was coming too fast; I was on the verge of hyperventilating. I had to pull it together so he didn’t see how badly he could affect me. My body felt as if there were an electric charge between us. It wasn’t the painful zap one got after running their feet over carpet. This was different. It was a sexual zap. My body was humming. 

The moment his body pressed against mine and I felt the pecks on my cheeks would be forever ingrained in my brain. I had practically melted against him. It had felt too good, and that really pissed me off. I wanted to tell him to get lost, but my body had other plans. The chaste kiss on my cheek had me wet. If he could make me burn with just a simple kiss on the cheek in a public setting, I couldn’t imagine what he could do to me when he put his mind to it in private. 

“Mia?”

I blinked. Had he been talking to me the entire time? 

“What?”

“I think we’re here,” he said, pointing to my building. 

The cabby was looking at me in the rearview mirror. “Here?” he asked. 

I nodded, feeling like a complete moron. “Yes,” I said, fishing in my purse for money. 

Brad gave the guy a twenty and opened the door to get out. He reached a hand back inside to help me. 

“Thanks,” I muttered. 

We stood on the sidewalk, staring at each other. I didn’t know what to do. I was afraid of what would happen if I took him inside. Not afraid, eager. 

“You live here?” he asked. 

I nodded my head. “Yes.”

“Do you want to go in, or should we stand here on the sidewalk a bit longer?” he asked with that playful grin on his face. 

I took a deep breath. “Fine. We’ll go in.”

He opened the door and I strolled into the lobby. I couldn’t hide the pride I felt walking into the building with a man as hot as Brad. I didn’t bring many men back to my place, but the ones I had were not even close to being as good looking as Brad. He was hot—melt-your-panties, start-a-fire-in-your-belly hot. How had he gotten better looking with age? It wasn’t fair. 

We rode up in the elevator, neither of us saying a word. Once we hit my floor, I walked down the carpeted hallway to my front door. I paused, key in hand, and looked over my shoulder to take one last look at the man. 

He raised an eyebrow, questioning me. 

I shook my head, slid the key in the lock, and pushed open the door. 

“Damn, this is a nice place, Mia. You’ve really done well for yourself,” he said, looking around my condo. 

I was proud of the place. It was comfortable and modern with little rustic touches here and there. I had hired a decorator when I first moved in, but the design had felt cold. Over time, I had slowly replaced little things with kitschy items that made it feel more like a home than a mausoleum. 

I heard the door close and turned to look at him. He dropped his bag on the floor and stepped toward me. His arms snaked around my waist as he pulled me against his lean body. He was leaner than I remembered, but still just as hard. His chest pressed against mine, bending me backward a little with the force. 

He let go of me as quickly as he had grabbed me. 

“I’m starving,” he blurted out. “Please tell me you have something to eat.” 

I stared at him. That was what he wanted? “Food?” I asked in disbelief. 

He nodded. “I wasn’t going to eat airport food, and I went straight to your office.”

“I, uh… No. I don’t think I have anything. Do you still eat all that health crap?” I muttered. 

He grinned and nodded. “I don’t call it crap, but yes, I prefer clean, healthy eating. You?”

I shrugged. I didn’t want to admit he still influenced me after all this time. “I’ll change,” I said, walking away from him. 

He was very demanding. That was different. The old Brad was a more easy going. This Brad seemed like the kind of man who took charge in every situation. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. I was actually kind of turned on by it at the moment, though. 

I walked into my closet and tried to find the perfect outfit for hanging out with an old friend. Most of my wardrobe was high-end fashion or sweats. I didn’t have a lot of in between. I dropped to my knees in front of a drawer where I knew I had a few pairs of old jeans. I hoped they still fit. I slid them on, left my white blouse on, and put on a pair of spring wedges. 

When I returned to the living room, he was staring out the windows, looking at the Hudson River. 

He looked at me and smiled. “This is an amazing view. I knew you would get everything you dreamed of.”

“I’m ready.”

“Good. Where are we going?”

I shrugged. “What are you in the mood for?”

The look on his face told me exactly what he was in the mood for. That wasn’t on the menu. 

“Let’s just walk and see what we find. It’s been a long time since I got to breathe and smell New York.”

I laughed. “I don’t know if you want to take too deep of a breath. The smell isn’t always that good.”

The elevator ride back down to the lobby was quiet. Once we hit the street, he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into his side. 

“I’ve missed you, Mia,” he whispered. 

“I’ve been right here.”

He chuckled but didn’t say anything more. 

“How about vegetarian?” he asked. 

I scoffed. “You’re a vegetarian now?”

“No. Not really, but I like to eat vegetarian when I can.”

I shook my head. “That sounds very boring.”

He laughed and ran his free hand over his chest and flat stomach. “You don’t get this by chomping down on hamburgers and pizza every day.”

I rolled my eyes. “I see you’re still struggling with your confidence.”

He laughed again. “Say what you want, but my body is a temple. I treat it very well. I would say you’re obviously eating right. Your body is smoking hot.”

“Stop,” I growled. He wasn’t going to flatter me until I fell into bed with him. “Here, how about this place?”

He looked up at the sign and nodded his approval. We walked in and were seated quickly since the lunch rush was already over. I scanned the menu, seeing nothing that looked all that appealing to me. 

“I’ll order for you,” he said, taking the menu out of my hands. 

I opened my mouth to tell him no way but quickly closed it. I was pretty sure it didn’t matter what I said. He was going to do it regardless. 

He quickly ordered two veggie lasagnas with no bread. I tried to protest the ban on bread, but the man ignored me. 

“Was that your boss earlier?” he asked. 

I nodded and quickly told him the story about her love of dog clothes and how she and my mother knew each other. 

“She seems nice,” he commented. 

“She is.”

“How’s your mom?”

Sighing, I told him about the cancer and her recovery. He was floored by the news. “Wow. I had no idea. I’m so glad she’s okay now.”

“Thank you. So am I. So, what have you been doing out there?”

“Surfing,” he said with a grin. 

I nodded. That explained the permanent tan he was sporting. “Sounds fun.”

“It is. I love it and spend as much time at the beach as I can.”

We ate our meal, sans bread, and then strolled around the city a bit. He claimed he needed the exercise after his flight. I thought it was because he was homesick and wanted to remind himself of what it was like here in the city. After that, we headed back to my apartment.

“Do you drink?” I asked once we got inside, afraid to bust out the bottle of wine. 

He shrugged. “On occasion.”

“I’m going to have a glass of wine. Do you want some?”

“Sure. That’d be great. Thanks,” he said, settling his large body on my couch. 

After filling two glasses, I carried them into the living room. I paused, looking at him. His arms were spread out across the back of the couch. It was all very surreal. The last time I had seen him, it had been similar picture. He had been on my couch and I’d been bringing him a drink. 

“Here,” I said, handing him the glass and sitting on the opposite end of the couch, cursing myself for not having more furniture. 

“I don’t bite,” he said with a smirk. “Unless you want me to.”

I ignored his comment and reached for the remote to flip on the TV. I needed to fill the quiet in the room. If it was quiet, he would want to talk. If he talked, it would probably be about the stupid pact. I didn’t want to hear about it. 

He seemed content to watch the news with me, for now. It was only eight o’clock, but I was ready to go to bed. I needed to get away from him. Breathing the same air as him was making me crazy. I could smell him and practically feel the heat radiating off his body. 

“I’m going to change and get ready for bed,” I announced, practically jumping off the sofa. 

I pulled on my favorite leggings and a long T-shirt. I wouldn’t be sleeping nude tonight, not with him so close. I went to the linen closet and found a blanket, then realized I didn’t have extra pillows for guests. I’d never had a guest sleep over before. I yanked one off my bed and took it to the couch. He wasn’t there. 

“Figured I’d get comfortable, too,” he said from behind me. 

I spun around and nearly creamed in my panties. He was standing there wearing a pair of gray sweats and socks. He was shirtless, and holy fuck, he was gorgeous. I had a sudden urge to run my hand over his bare chest. I wanted to lap at his nipples. My tongue darted between my lips as I thought about licking every inch of that smooth, tanned skin. 

“Oh,” I said, my mouth suddenly dry. “Here, blanket,” I said, holding up the items before dropping them on the couch. 

He laughed. “I’m not sleeping on the couch.”

He walked down the hallway and pushed open my bedroom door. My eyes went wide when he walked inside like he owned the place. 

I followed him into the room. “What are you doing?”

He crawled onto my queen-sized bed and made himself comfortable. “I thought you said we were going to bed. It’s a little early for me, but I don’t mind.”

I stood there staring at him and his boldness. “Brad, this is my bed.”

He nodded. “I know, and this is where I’m sleeping. Get in.”

I shook my head and turned to walk out of the room.

“Mia.” I paused in the doorway. I didn’t want to, but he had used his damn radio voice on me. “Where are you going?”

I turned and glared at him, angry at him and his attempts to get his way. He knew what he was doing; I’d give him that. “To the couch,” I told him. 

He folded his hands behind his head and leaned against the pillows, just grinning at me. “You know, there’s a perfectly good bed right here,” he said, nodding at the empty space next to him. “And this might look a little hard”—he patted his bare stomach—“but it’d make a good pillow and would keep you warm.”

I gave him a look of disgust and turned from the room, his laughter following me all the way to the couch. 

After fluffing the pillow and unfolding the blanket, I snuggled into my bed for the night. The problem was, it was not nearly as comfortable as my actual bed. It felt like the gaps between the cushions were trying to suck me in. I tossed and I turned, trying all manner of positions, but I just couldn’t fall asleep. It didn’t help that I kept imagining Brad half naked and lying in my bed right down the hall.

Why was I letting him kick me out of my own bed anyway? After all the crap he had pulled today, showing up announced after eleven years—and at my office to top it off—I deserved a good night’s rest.

He was probably asleep by now anyway. I’d been out on my dumb couch for over an hour. Determined not to let him have all the control, I quietly grabbed my pillow and tiptoed into my bedroom. I paused, listening to his breathing. It sounded steady, like he was fast asleep.

I walked around the bed and crawled underneath the covers, being careful not to accidentally touch him. I lay flat on my back, my arms at my sides, and stared up at the ceiling. 

“Relax, Mia. Go to sleep. You’re safe with me,” he whispered. 

Oh, I was definitely not safe with him. 


Chapter Fifteen

Brad

 

 

My eyes popped open, and I realized I was not in my own bed. I blinked a couple times, staring at the unfamiliar ceiling. I was in Mia’s bed, which meant it was her left leg thrown across my thighs and her arm over my chest. My arm was under her lithe body. It was tingling a little due to lack of circulation, but I didn’t want to move. I wanted her to stay just as she was. I could feel her hot breath brushing over my chest as she slowly inhaled and exhaled. 

My hand moved under her, touching the exposed patch of skin between the waistband of her leggings and her T-shirt. I used my fingertips to draw little circles over the bare spot. 

She shrieked and sat up. Her shirt was twisted around her breasts, showing me more skin. 

“Brad! What are you doing?”

She picked up a pillow and hit me in the face as I laughed at her minor tantrum. 

“What do you mean what am I doing? I’m just lying here,” I said, all innocence. 

She jumped off the bed and stood there, staring down at me, both hands on her hips. Her eyes drifted over my chest and further down. She made a strangled sound when she saw the tent my erection was creating under the sheets. She couldn’t be that surprised. 

“Sorry. It’s natural.”

She spun around and walked into the bathroom. I laughed and threw off the blankets, needing some serious coffee. I walked into her kitchen, saw all the fancy gadgets, and had no idea where to start. 

“Fuck,” I groaned, just wanting some coffee. 

Who didn’t have a coffee machine? I pulled open the fridge and found a variety of yogurt, cheese, and a few cans of soda. I hated soda, but at least it was diet. I grabbed one and took a long drink from the can. Clearly, she didn’t eat at home often. I slammed the fridge door and wandered into the living room to the large bank of windows that rose high above the city.

I wanted to get out and see the city. I wanted to stroll through the park and see all the life. I had missed this place. I wondered if she would be interested in playing tourist for the day. She probably didn’t even notice the beauty that surrounded her. To her, it was all boring, everyday stuff. I wanted to see it with fresh eyes and hoped she would share that with me. 

“What are you doing?” she asked from behind me. 

I turned around, and all thoughts of seeing the city vanished from my mind. Mia was standing there in a pretty light blue sundress. Her hair was piled on top of her head in the sexiest messy bun I’d ever seen on a woman. She looked absolutely fuckable. 

The erection from earlier sprang back to life. I wasn’t ashamed of my response to her. I used my hand to adjust myself, my eyes on her the entire time. 

Suddenly, I didn’t want to leave the apartment. I wanted to stay inside all day and fuck her over and over. I wanted the woman every way possible. She was nervous, though. I didn’t want her to be nervous, so I took a deep breath and shelved the idea of sex. We needed to rekindle our friendship before I pushed her. I wanted it to be natural.

“Let’s see the city today,” I blurted out before she took off running. 

“What? You’ve see the city.”

I walked toward her. “Not like that. Like tourists.”

She laughed. “Brad, we’re not tourists. I mean, I guess you kind of are a tourist since you haven’t been here in forever.”

I nodded. “Exactly. Show me the city.”

“I have to go to work.”

I grinned and shook my head. “No, you don’t. Helga said you had the day off. She wants you to spend it with me.”

“She was joking.”

“No, she wasn’t.”

I stepped toward her, putting the can of pop on the coffee table before putting my hands on her hips. “Please? Let’s just walk around the city. We can go to the park, maybe do a little shopping at those tourist traps. I want one of those cheesy little Statue of Liberty things.”

I looked into her eyes, silently begging. 

“Fine, but I have to check in with the office first.”

I smiled. “Perfect. I’ll get dressed.”

I walked away and heard her mumble the word “good” under her breath. That made me chuckle. She wasn’t completely unaffected by my presence. 

My bag of clothes was light. I wore shorts most of the time in LA. It wasn’t quite as warm here, but I figured the walking around would keep me warm enough. 

“Can I take a quick shower?” I asked, coming down the hall. 

She nodded. “Sure. You can use mine. The other one doesn’t have anything in it.”

I could tell it made her a little uncomfortable. “I brought my own stuff. I can use the guest shower.”

Once I was ready, we left her building and stopped at an outdoor café for a quick breakfast. She drank coffee and ate a doughnut while I stuck with a bowl of fresh fruit and green juice. 

“Where do you want to go first?” she asked. 

I shrugged. “I don’t care. I’m at your mercy.”

A glimpse of the old Mia appeared at that. I knew the very second she shucked her anger and was ready to hang out and have fun with her old friend. 

“Well, I’m ready. Are you?”

“Let’s do this. Should I buy a camera—so I blend in better?”

She laughed. “No one carries a camera anymore. It’s all about the phones.”

I nodded. “I knew that.”

“Let’s go.”

We started down the sidewalk, and I took her hand in mine. She didn’t protest and easily accepted the contact. The day was beautiful as we strolled through the open-air markets. I picked up a T-shirt for Jaxon that said “I heart NY” and a few trinkets for Tina and her kids. 

Mia and I fell into easy conversation. I told her about Tina and Jaxon and a little about my life in LA. 

Her phone rang when we stopped for a bottle of water. 

“I have to take this,” she said, taking a step back. 

“That’s fine. Do you want anything else?”

She shook her head and walked over to stand in the shade. I grabbed the waters and walked to her. I stood next to her while she talked to someone about her schedule the following week. I couldn’t stop myself from running my finger over exposed collarbone. She looked up at me, not stopping me. Goosebumps jumped out all over her skin. I had to stop myself from lowering my mouth to that dainty area. 

When she ended her call, her eyes came up to meet mine. “Thanks,” she mumbled, taking the bottle of water. 

“Ready to go to the park?” I asked her, hoping she would say no and demand I take her back home and fuck her. 

I didn’t get so lucky. “I am.”

“Everything okay with your work?” I asked. 

She nodded. “Yep. Just getting my schedule ironed out for next week.”

We walked through the trees, her hand still in mine with the bags of goodies in my other. “This is really nice.”

She giggled. “Are we seriously so old that we think a stroll through the park is nice?”

I laughed. “I think we must be. I’m not even sad about it. I don’t care what it makes me, except happy. And I’m really happy being here with you.”

“Brad, I don’t—” 

I stopped her. I didn’t want her to protest anything. Not yet. She needed to give us a chance before she decided to hate me. 

“Let’s just enjoy today. This is fun, right?”

She nodded. “It is.”

“What do you want to do for dinner?” I asked her. 

She laughed. “Can we focus on lunch first?”

“Do you want a nice dinner, or do you want to pick up some pho and stay in?”

She shrugged. “Let’s see how the rest of the day goes. You want to go to a museum?”

I grimaced. “I don’t know.”

“Come on. Have you ever been to any of the many museums here in our lovely city?”

I had to think back. “I think when I was in, like, middle school. Like a field trip or something like that.”

“Good! We’re going!”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me off the bench we had just sat down on. “I haven’t been to a museum in forever. I want to go and just be normal. I don’t want to have to look at what people are wearing or anything like that. Let’s just go be Brad and Mia.”

I loved her enthusiasm. “Let’s do it. But, uh, Mia? What museum? Aren’t there, like, a hundred around the city?”

She stopped walking. “I don’t know. We can do the Metropolitan. Or how about the Smithsonian? What tickles your fancy?” she teased. 

I shrugged. “Lady’s choice.”

Before I knew what she was doing, she was hailing a cab and we were headed to the Met. The art wasn’t exactly my thing, and there was a lot of it, but I could appreciate the beauty of some of the pieces. It had been a long day, and eventually we were both ready to grab takeout and head back to her place. 

“I never knew sightseeing could be so exhausting,” I said, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and pulling her close to me. 

She sighed. “No kidding. I’ve lived here my entire life, but I don’t think I have ever seen as much as I have today. My feet hurt. You should have told me we were going to be doing a marathon.”

“I’ll massage them for you when we get back to your house,” I told her in my radio voice. 

I felt her body shiver against mine and smiled. The woman was not quite as immune to me as she pretended to be. 

“I’ll be fine.”

“I want to,” I insisted. 

“Here,” she said, switching the subject. “We can grab something to eat. How about you pick up the food and I’ll grab a bottle of wine. Unless you want something else?”

I shrugged. “Wine works for me.”

She turned to walk away. I took a moment to appreciate the sight, and it was a damn fine sight to see. I brought my attention back to the restaurant I was standing in front of only to see a woman standing off to my left, eyeing me. 

I smiled at her, and she said, “She’s pretty.”

“Yes, she is.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not hitting on you.” She held up her hand and wiggled her finger, which sported a large rock. “Happily married. I was just thinking you guys are a great-looking couple.”

“Thank you. She is a beautiful lady. I’m lucky to have her.”

“Yes, you are. Good luck to you both.”

I ordered our food and met Mia outside. “Ready?”

“I am. Do you want to take a cab?” she asked, clearly exhausted. 

“If you want. Or I can carry you,” I said with a grin. 

She laughed. “No way.”

I shrugged. “Suit yourself. Want to carry me?”

She rolled her eyes and stuck her hand in the air in one smooth move, but it seemed a Friday evening was not the best time to hail a cab. 

“Let’s keep walking while you keep trying. Maybe lift that skirt a little to grab their attention.”

“Ha. As if it were that easy.”

We finally got a cab to take us the rest of the way. I felt a little stupid for getting a ride for such a short distance, but I knew Mia was beat. I didn’t want her completely exhausted. I had plans for that beautiful body and wanted her alert—if she let me carry through with them that was.





Chapter Sixteen

Mia

 

 

We spent another quiet night in, eating and drinking wine. During the movie we watched, I kept catching him stealing glances in my direction. Each one sent a burst of heat to my core, but I pushed the feeling away. Instead, I thought about the hurt he had caused me before. I was in for more of the same if I allowed Brad to act on what I was sure was running through his mind.

I just couldn’t sleep with him again and have it mean nothing. And it would mean nothing, because this was only temporary. He lived in Los Angeles. I lived in New York. Neither of us was going to relocate. We both had careers that were too good to give up.

I would just enjoy the moment. We’d celebrate his birthday as old friends and then he would disappear from my life all over again. 

“Ready for bed?” I asked, standing and stretching. 

He yawned. “I am.”

We crawled under the covers. He pulled me against him, and I froze. I was afraid this was it; this was when he was going to make a move and ruin everything. 

“I’m not going to try anything. Relax and go to sleep,” he whispered. 

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. Good. We can’t,” I reminded him for what was probably the tenth time that day. 

“Not right now,” he clarified. 

That had my brain on high alert, but I quieted it and settled into him, letting the steady rhythm of his heartbeat lull me to sleep. 

The following morning, we lounged around and ate a light breakfast, mostly because I had no food in the house. 

“Let’s go to lunch. My treat,” I announced after getting out of the shower. 

He smiled. “No burgers.”

“Tacos.”

He wrinkled his nose. “I think that’s worse than burgers.”

“I laughed. Fine. You can have lettuce wraps and I’ll have tacos.”

Lunch went great. We chatted, that familiar ease having fully returned. He was my Brad again, my best friend. We were just finishing up lunch when he asked if I wanted to take him shopping.     

“Shopping?”

“Yeah, like for clothes. I need some new clothes. I figure with you being a fashion star and all, you could help me pick out the right stuff.”

I laughed. “Sure. Why not?”

I had a great time picking out outfits for him to try on. They ranged from wacky and ridiculous to smoking hot. I may have been a little too good at dressing him in clothing that accentuated his best features. I even found myself licking my lips at one point. 

It didn’t help that Brad was far more hands on now than he used to be. He was always holding my hand, or when we sat, he would put his hand on my thigh and give it a slight squeeze. It was blurring the thin line I had drawn between friends and something more, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I loved it, but I also hated it. He was leaving, and that thought now made me anxious. 

I stopped in my tracks at a sudden realization. Brad jerked as our connected hands pulled him to a stop as well. 

“Mia?” he asked.

Damn him. 

“Mia, are you okay?”

I didn’t know how he had done it, but he was making me fall for him all over again, and he was leaving tomorrow.

“Earth to Mia,” Brad said, waving a hand in front of my face.

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I just remembered an important interview I have coming up for work.”

“Oh,” he said. “Well, I just want to go in this one last store.”

I laughed at him, pushing my earlier thought from my mind. It couldn’t be true anyway. I wouldn’t allow it to be. 

“Don’t you think you have enough?” I asked, nodding at all the shopping bags in our hands. “You’re going to need another suitcase for all of this.”

“Oh no. No suitcases,” he said, completely adamant about it. 

“Then we better head back and not get any more stuff,” I said, turning around and leading him home. “But why no suitcases?” 

“My shit gets lost every time. Every time. I stopped carrying suitcases a couple years ago. I don’t even think my shit gets lost. I think it gets stolen,” he said. 

I had to laugh. “You think they know whose suitcases are whose once they get on that little turny thing?”

He nodded his head. “Absolutely. How else is it possible that my luggage is always lost? Oh, and sometimes I get it back, but there are always little things missing. So, I don’t carry luggage anymore. It’s actually really freeing. I buy clothes if I need them and FedEx them back to my house. No suitcases.”

It was hysterical. I had no idea he was so protective of his underwear. 

“Well, there’s a FedEx around the corner. Do you want to head there now before going back to my place? But you know, you’re such a celebrity, I don’t know if I would trust them either. They might be just as bad as airport security. They might not be able to resist the great Brad’s underwear,” I said, teasing him. I couldn’t help it. It was too easy.

“Oh, you’re going to pay for that,” he said, and there was a gleam in eye that both exited and terrified me. Next thing I knew, he had my hand and was dragging me down the block to the door of my building. Once inside, he didn’t even wait for the elevator. He took me up the two flights of stairs to my condo, grabbed the keys from my hands, and shoved open the door.

Then he lunged for me, his hands on my hips as he grabbed my body and spun me around, pinning me against the door. I looked up. His eyes were mere inches from mine as his face hovered above me. 

“I’ve been waiting all weekend for this,” he whispered before slamming his mouth against mine. 

A tiny voice in my head screamed “no,” but then my body took over as he pressed his hips into mine. I felt completely consumed by the man and loved it. It was exciting and exactly what I wanted. I whimpered as his teeth pushed against my lips. I opened my mouth, giving him the full access he demanded. 

His hand was in my hair, pulling it, turning my face up to his as his tongue jammed into my mouth. I moaned low in my throat. His mouth over mine swallowed the sound, and judging by the rock-hard penis shoved against my stomach, it fueled his passion. 

My hands went to his short hair, my fingers pressing against his scalp as I held him in place, demanding more. 

“Fuck, Mia, I’ve wanted you for so long,” he groaned, stepping back and lifting me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist and rubbed my hot core against his steely dick, shivering with delight, anticipating all that hard length pushed inside me. 

“You want me?” he asked against my mouth. 

“Yes,” I panted, rotating my hips a fraction. 

He carried me into the living room and dropped me on my feet. 

“Don’t move,” he growled. 

He stepped back and looked me up and down, licking his lips like a tiger sizing up his meal. 

“Brad?” I breathed out his name on a shaky sigh. 

His response was a quick jerk of the sheer, flimsy fabric that had been my dress. I was left standing in front of him in my black lace strapless bra and lacy black thong as the fabric fell to the ground around me. The cool air of my AC washed over my bare skin, causing my nipples to harden into points.

“My God, you’re beautiful,” he said in that husky radio voice I loved. Heat pooled between my legs, and I involuntarily rubbed my knees together to lock it in. 

His nostrils flared as he dropped to his knees in front of me, his face buried against my stomach while his hands reached up to grab the strings of my panties. He slowly pulled them down my legs. He lovingly kissed my lower lips as I lifted one foot and then the other. My black strappy heels were still on my feet. He slowly stood, his mouth running a trail of hot, wet kisses over my belly as he did. He moved his hands to the back of my bra, deftly unfastened it, and let it drop. 

“Fuck me,” he groaned, cupping my breasts in his hands. “I have to have you now, Mia,” he grunted before yanking off his cloths with rapid speed. 

He reached a hand between my legs, forcing my legs apart. He cupped my pussy before pushing the heel of his palm against me. 

“Do you want this?”

“Yes,” I whimpered. 

He ground the heel of his hand against me, the pressure perfectly hard against my clit. I rotated my hips, pushing back against his hand. 

One long finger slid inside me. I gasped at the invasion. 

“Fuck, you’re so tight and wet,” he groaned. His mouth dropped to my neck, sucking hard as he moved his finger in and out. 

My legs were shaking. I was already on the verge of an orgasm. I felt embarrassed. 

“Brad, I’m going to come. Wait,” I protested in a high-pitched voice that matched the way my body felt spiraling up into a frenzy. 

“Come, baby. I’m going to make you come again and again. Let me feel it on my finger,” he ordered. 

My back arched, shoving my pussy against his hand, swallowing his finger deeper inside as my body shattered into a million beautiful starry pieces. 

He yanked his finger out and spun me around so fast, I nearly toppled to the ground. The combination of shaking legs and high heels would have been dangerous if his hands hadn’t been firmly planted on my hips, holding me steady. 

“Bend over,” he ordered. 

I did as he asked, ignoring the vulnerability that tried to creep in as I bent over the back of my couch in the middle of broad daylight. My sex was exposed to the man. His big hand stretched over one ass cheek in a loving caress before spreading me wide and probing me with the head of his dick. 

I whimpered in anticipation. I had longed for him to be inside me for eleven long years. 

“Brad.” I said his name on a choked breath. I could already feel another orgasm building and he wasn’t even touching me. 

“Again, Mia? Are you going to come again?”

I nodded my head and arched my back, demanding he enter me. 

He stepped back and used the same delicious finger to part my swollen folds, pushing the finger inside me. 

“You’re soaked, baby. Holy fuck, you’re drenched.”

I moaned, unable to answer as he pulled his wet finger out and ran it up and down my slit, barely caressing my clit. He pushed his finger back inside and then added a second. I jerked with the stretching and tried to straighten my body. His big hand pushed me back down. 

“Stay down. I’m going to finger fuck you,” he ordered. 

His fingers pushed deep inside before pulling out and shoving in higher. His hand moved to my butt and firmly kneaded the cheek, spreading and pulling as his fingers worked inside me. He slapped my ass with his open hand as his fingers plunged in deep. 

“Oh God!” I shouted as my second orgasm rolled through my body. My legs were quaking as my pussy convulsed around his fingers. 

“That’s it. Keep coming,” he whispered, pulling his fingers out and stepping close behind me. 

His fingers were replaced by the large, smooth head of his cock. 

“Do you want me?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

“Say it.”

“I want you,” I groaned, shimmying my hips in invitation. 

He pushed the head of his dick inside a fraction. 

“Say it,” he demanded again. 

“I want you.”

“What do you want?”

He pulled out, leaving me feeling bereft. 

I cried out. 

“Say it, Mia. You want my dick inside you?”

“Yes, dammit! Fuck me, Brad. Please!”

His body slammed into mine, stretching and filling me in one fell swoop. My nerve endings felt raw. I couldn’t control my own body or my response to the surprise invasion. I sank against the couch, unable to support myself as one wild sensation after another assailed me. 

“Fuck. My God. You’re fucking tight and hot. God damn, Mia.” His voice was strained. 

I hung my head low, my ass in the air with his dick buried inside me. I couldn’t speak. His cock jerked inside me. I cried out as the first tingling sensation of a new orgasm started deep within my pussy where the head of his cock tickled my cervix. 

He grabbed my hips and jerked me back against him, shoving his dick impossibly higher inside me. 

I rolled my head back and forth, my body a mixed bag of sensations. I only knew it felt like I was being pulled apart. He rocked against me once. then twice. 

“Come!” he shouted. 

I wanted to. I couldn’t. I had no control over my body. It was his to do with as he pleased. 

He slammed into me hard enough to jerk my body forward. My feet came off the ground as he slammed against me again and again. 

“Now. I want it now.” His voice dropped into that familiar low, honey tone. 

I closed my eyes and let it wash over me like a soft stream caressing my naked body. Every thought and sensation was centered on the length of him sheathed inside me. I relaxed and let the tingling sensations slowly ebb and flow throughout my body. My toes curled as the orgasm started deep and low within me and spiraled outward. 

“That’s it,” he soothed. “Let it go. Oh, God damn, Mia, you’re soaking my cock. Your pussy juices are running down my leg.”

A smile spread across my face as I lost myself in the longest orgasm I had ever experienced. 

“Oh, fuck, I can’t stop,” he moaned. His thighs flexed against my body as his own climax hit him. I could hear a low keening sound and followed it back down to earth from where I had floated away on my own sweet orgasm. The sound was coming from Brad as he spurt his hot juices deep inside me. 

He pulled out, gently turned me around, and lifted me up to cradle me against him. 

“I’m not finished with you,” he said in his radio voice as he carried me into the bedroom. 

I smiled. “Thank God. I’m not done yet either.”





Chapter Seventeen

Brad

 

 

Her lying next to me in bed was like a dream come true. I had been fantasizing about this exact moment for weeks. Now that I was here, I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to wake up next to her every day, and now I had to convince her she wanted the same. It wasn’t going to be easy. I had fucked up and had to work hard to prove to her I wasn’t the same guy I was eleven years ago. I had changed, grown up. I could see what was right in front of me, and I didn’t want to take advantage of it ever again. 

Last night had been absolutely amazing. I knew she had a good time. I couldn’t remember ever being with a woman who had been as responsive as Mia. In fact, Mia had nearly killed me. Even thinking about how wet she had been last night made me hard. 

She looked like she was dead to the world. I had ridden her pretty hard last night. I wanted her to rest, because if she was willing, I was going to fuck her hard again today—all day and all night. 

I managed to remove myself from her bed without waking her. I wanted to do something grand to prove to her how serious I was about sticking around. I headed into the living room and strolled around, once again taking in the amazing view. I was feeling a little stir-crazy. Without the gym or the beach, I felt like a caged cat. The day spent walking around the city had been awesome, but I wanted to get in some real stretching. 

I pushed her couch back and moved the coffee table to the other side of the room. I dropped down and did a hundred pushups before rolling to my back and doing a hundred crunches. I yanked my shirt off and stripped off my sweats so I was down to just my boxer briefs before I moved to do some planks. It wasn’t exactly a good cardio workout, but it was good enough. 

I smirked. Last night I had gotten in plenty of cardio. 

Next, I did some floor work, feeling the burn and loving it. Now I could feel Mia’s eyes on me as I dropped down to finish my last set of burpees. I turned to look at her, daring her to comment. 

“What are you doing?” she asked a little breathlessly. 

I shrugged. “Getting a little workout in. I usually hit the gym or go surfing or something.”

She nodded. “Oh.”

“I’m going to hit the shower.” I stopped in front of her, letting her feel the heat emanating from my body. “Want to join me?”

She blushed and looked down at her feet. I grinned and slapped her ass as I walked past her. “Suit yourself. I would have lathered you from tip to top, leaving no bit untouched.”

I heard her make a choking sound and burst into laughter. I loved that she had enjoyed watching me. Mia was a cool cat, but after seeing the heat in her eyes, I knew she wasn’t completely immune to my body. I worked hard to stay in shape because I liked the way I felt and looked, but knowing Mia could appreciate all my hard work was especially satisfying. 

My shower was short because I wanted to get back to Mia. I only had two days left, and I wanted to spend every minute with her, convincing her she loved me and wanted to marry me. The sex we had was not typical. I had been with plenty of women, and never had it ever been that good. I was confident she had never been so satisfied as well. She couldn’t ignore the physical connection between us. We were best friends once before; we could be again. 

I found her in the kitchen. 

“What are our plans for today?” I asked, walking behind her and circling her body with my arms before dropping a kiss on her neck. 

She shivered against me. “I don’t have any. I do need to go see my mom. I haven’t seen her since you’ve been in town.”

“Perfect. Your mom is great. I’d love to see her,” I said, dropping my arms and going to take a seat at the kitchen table. 

She spun around, her mouth open in surprise. “What?”

I shrugged. “Let’s go see your mom.”

“That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,” she said. 

I smiled. “Too bad. It’s what I have in mind.”

She growled but called her mom anyway. I listened as they made arrangements to meet for a late brunch. I looked at the clock and realized we had a good hour before we had to leave the condo. I knew exactly how I wanted to pass the time. 

“There. Happy now?” she said, putting the phone on the table. 

I grabbed her and yanked her down to my lap, forcing her to straddle me in the chair. “Now I am. But I could be even happier,” I said with a grin. 

She blushed, and I gave her a quick kiss on the lips.

She wiggled against me. I quickly stopped her movement by putting my hands on her hips and pulling her forward. 

“Keep doing that and things are going to get messy,” I said, letting her feel my erection. 

I glanced at the kitchen table and then at the pretty skirt she had on. 

“No,” she whispered when she picked up on what my plans were. 

“It’ll be quick,” I said, leaning forward and kissing her neck. “I’ll put you on the table, lift your skirt, and pull your panties down with my teeth. This table is perfect for eating at. I want to feast on you, slowly and thoroughly,” I whispered against the sensitive skin below her ear. 

She shivered against me. “Brad,” she protested. 

I leaned back and looked up at her. She was blushing furiously again. I loved that she was shy. She hadn’t been the least bit shy when I was making her scream my name in ecstasy, but right here, in the light of day, she was acting like a virgin. 

“Mia.” I said her name slowly. “I want you. I know you want me. I can feel the heat between us.”

Once again, her cheeks turned bright pink. “We can’t.”

I raised an eyebrow. “We can. We already have, several times, and I want to again.”

She shook her head. “We have to meet my mom.”

I nodded. “In an hour.”

“Brad, she’ll know what we did.”

I laughed. “So? Are you going to give her the dirty details?”

She shook her head, horrified. “No!”

“Then what we do stays right here in this room. I can spread you out on the table and have my way with you. Once I’m finished, you get dressed and we go eat brunch with your mom. You’ll still be wet and quivering, but I can take care of that when we’re done with breakfast,” I said. 

She was chewing on her bottom lip. She was turned on. I could feel her moist heat pressed against me. All I had to do was undo my khaki shorts and I could be inside her. The thought made my dick jerk to attention. I wanted to feel her pussy sucking me dry. It had been too good last night. I would never have that kind of orgasm with another woman. 

“Brad.” 

“Mia.”

“Stop.”

I smirked. “Fine. I will, for now.”

She sighed in relief but didn’t make a move to climb off me or my dick. “Thank you for my birthday present,” I said, kissing her nose. 

She made a strangled sound. “Stop!”

I laughed. “Don’t be embarrassed. We had great sex. Phenomenal sex. You never have to be shy around me. Although, I really like it when you blush. You’re a beautiful woman.”

She shook her head. “You’re bad.”

“I know. So bad, I’m that good.”

“We need to work on your ego.”

“Oh? What’s wrong with my ego?”

She sighed and shook her head again as if she couldn’t explain. I ran one of my hands to her ass and pulled her higher up on my lap, rubbing her crotch against my erection. Her lips parted a fraction. I knew I could make her orgasm with a little rubbing. Instead, I decided teasing would be more fun. 

I moved her up and down my dick, staring into her eyes the entire time. I knew she was close when her eyes drifted close. 

“Look at me,” I barked. 

Her eyes popped open. My earlier intention of leaving her hungry and wanting more was forgotten. I wanted her to come, just like this, with her staring at me. I wanted to watch her face twist into sweet agony as the orgasm flooded her body. 

“Are you close?” I whispered. 

Her head nodded forward once. 

“Do you want to ride me like this when we get back?”

Her cheeks flooded with color at my blatant suggestion. 

“Mia, do you want to bounce up and down on my cock?”

Her eyes started to close again as her head dropped back. 

I reached up and put my hand on the back of her head, pulling her forward so she was looking down at me. “Look at me. I want to fuck you, just like this. I want my dick buried inside you while you ride me.”

She was biting her bottom lip as she moved under her own volition. I was no longer moving her body against me. It was all her. 

“That’s it, babe. Rub that clit. You’re close. Do you want me to finger you?”

Her eyes grew wide at the suggestion. She didn’t stop moving; instead, she moved faster. 

The entire time our eyes were locked. If she didn’t come soon, I was going to. The rubbing against my cock was making it difficult for me to control my own response. 

“Harder,” I ordered. “Faster. Come, now!”

Her body went stiff as a board, her back arching, thrusting her breasts up and out. I watched her face tense with the shocking release. I didn’t move or look away, taking in the sight of her beautiful face as she found her own sweet release. 

She collapsed against my chest, and I immediately hugged her against me, stroking her hair as I rubbed her back, comforting her on the trip back down to earth. We stayed like that for several minutes. I struggled to regain my own composure. It took every ounce of self-control I had not to throw her on the table and fuck the shit out of her. 

It could wait. Right now we had to go meet her mother, and I did not want to be sporting a hard-on for that occasion. 





Chapter Eighteen 

Mia 

 

 

I was really trying hard not to die of embarrassment. We got into the taxi. When I moved to sit against the window, his strong arm snaked out and pulled me against him. I rested my head on his shoulder, not wanting to look at him. 

I couldn’t believe what I had just done in my kitchen. I had never acted like that before. The man was making me crazy. He had managed to steamroll right over me. I’d had no intention of letting him see my mother, and here we were, on our way to see my mom. When it came to him, I had no self-control. I let him do whatever he wanted. The worst part was, I didn’t really mind. 

The driver stopped in front of the restaurant. Brad got out and once again leaned in to help me out after paying the driver. The man could be a true gentleman, which was a stark contradiction to the crude man who had just been in my kitchen. Both men were very appealing. I loved how nasty he was. It had left me in a constant state of arousal since those first few text messages. I loved his confidence; it was what drew me to him. 

As much as I hated to admit it, I did want him to take me on the kitchen table. The thought sent a lovely shiver down my spine to the spot where his hand rested on the small of my back. 

“Problems?” he whispered in my ear. 

“No.”

“Aftershocks. I get it. Keep that pussy wet, because when we get home, I’m going to be deep inside.”

I nearly came right there as we stood in front of the hostess, waiting to be seated. I sucked in a breath of air. 

“Relax, baby. I’m going to take care of you.”

I took a deep breath, fighting back the heat I knew was spreading up my chest to my face. I could not be thinking about sex when I sat down to eat with my mother. It would be wrong and way gross. 

The hostess sat us at a private table in a corner. Brad pulled a chair out for me and then sat next to me. I purposely looked at the two other chairs around the table, but he just smiled. 

“I’m sitting next to you. My arms aren’t long enough for me to sit over there,” he said, gesturing with his head. 

I gave him a peculiar look but didn’t get a chance to ask him what he meant. My mother appeared at the table. Brad jumped up and hugged her. 

“It’s so good to see you, Maria.”

“Brad, aren’t you a handsome devil,” my mother cooed, making me want to groan out loud. 

“You’re looking gorgeous as ever,” he complimented. 

“Oh, and you’re smooth as well. No wonder Mia let you waltz back into her life,” she said with a knowing look. 

I wanted to crawl under the table and die. 

“Mom,” I choked out. “Please, sit down.” I left the shut-up part out, but I knew she understood what I was asking. 

She smiled and sat down in the chair Brad had pulled out for her. I couldn’t believe how impeccable his manners were. The man had changed. 

“What have you two been up to? I figured you must be keeping her busy. I haven’t seen her around the shop lately,” my mother said innocently enough, but I knew what she was insinuating. 

I could feel my face turning red. Brad thankfully stepped in to minimize the embarrassment. 

“We’ve been playing tourist. It’s been a long time since I got to live and breathe all New York had to offer, so Mia gave me the grand tour. I think we must have walked ten miles the other day,” he said with an easy smile. 

“Oh, that’s nice. I’m glad the two of you are getting to know each other again. I’ve missed you, Brad.”

I rolled my eyes. My mother was falling into his trap as well. The guy was a smooth operator. 

“How’ve you been, hon?” my mother asked him. 

“Good. Very good. I love LA and the sunshine. The water is the best part. I love the ocean and hit the beach whenever I have the chance. How about you? Do you still have the pet clothing store?” he asked with genuine interest. 

I sat in my chair feeling like a third wheel as I listened to the two of them chat away like old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a while. The waitress took our order after delivering a round of mimosas. I wasn’t typically a day drinker but figured I might as well. I was off for the day, and as far as I knew, my only plans were sex and more sex. Of course, that could change. Brad could end up deciding to spend the day with my mother. I listened as they talked about the old neighborhood and the various people we had all known. 

I was about to sigh heavily to remind them I was still at the table when I felt Brad’s hand on my bare knee. He gave it a gentle squeeze before trailing up my skirt to my thigh. I looked around the restaurant, making sure no one was watching. The tablecloth hid what was happening, but I still felt exposed. 

My mom was carrying on about her new line of products, and Brad was enthusiastically nodding his head and offering words of encouragement here and there. His hand moved up my leg. I froze, knowing he was about to discover something that would change everything. 

His hand jerked on my thigh. I looked at him as his head whipped around. He stared directly into my eyes. I smirked in response. After the little tryst in the kitchen right before we left, I had stripped off my soaked panties and tossed them into my room. I was bare. I had planned to tease him with the information but had lost my courage. Now I didn’t have to say a word. He had just found out, and by the flaring of his nostrils and his large pupils, it had the desired effect. 

“Everything okay?” my mother asked. 

Brad schooled his features and turned to look at her again. “Yes. Fine. I was just thinking how hungry I am. I got up early. Usually I have a protein shake or some fruit, but as you probably know, your daughter keeps no food in her house. I’m famished,” he said, stressing the last word. 

I knew exactly what he was hinting at and felt myself grow wet. An image of me splayed on the kitchen table sprang into my mind. I bit back a groan as I imagined his head between my legs. 

“Oh. Let’s see if we can get you some orange juice while we wait for our meals,” my mother said, putting her hand in the air. 

Brad held up his mimosa. “This’ll do. I’ll be fine.”

He took a sip of the juice blend and turned to give me a dirty look. I smiled sweetly at him, not feeling the least bit guilty for my little game. 

It wasn’t long before our food was delivered. Brad took advantage of the fact that my mother was preoccupied with her meal. His hand went under my skirt, gently massaging my inner thigh. He was teasing me. 

“So, Mom, do you want to go for a walk after we’re done here?” I asked cheerfully. 

Brad squeezed my thigh hard enough to make me wince before using his fingertips to gently go over the area, wiping away the pain and replacing it with pleasure. 

“Oh, that would be great. Does that sound good to you, Brad?” she asked. 

I looked at him and smiled, waiting for him to answer. He knew I was delaying the return to my apartment. Two could play at his naughty game. 

“I would love to. There is still plenty of the city I haven’t seen. After eating all this, I’m going to need the exercise,” he said with a smile. 

My mother laughed and returned to her omelet. Brad’s fingertips were still tracing little circles on the inside of my thigh. His hand moved back to my knee and gently pulled it toward him. I fought against him, not wanting to spread my legs under the table. 

He gave me a look, demanding my cooperation, and just like that, I let him do it. I fought back a gasp as his hand trailed up my thigh once again. He ran one finger over my slit, nearly making me come. I choked on the bite of pancake I had just put in my mouth. 

“Are you okay, dear?” my mom asked. 

I nodded, taking a drink and patting my chest. 

“Take it easy,” Brad said in a hushed voice. 

I shot him a glare. I had nearly choked because he had his finger running circles around my very aroused hole. It took every bit of self-control I had not to squirm in my chair. His finger was running up and down my center, only the tip probing inside. 

I dropped my fork as he pushed his finger in a little higher. I was going to orgasm in front of my mother if he didn’t stop. I grabbed my mimosa and quickly swallowed it down, hoping the cold drink would cool the fire burning inside my body. 

His finger, slick with my own juices, slid over my clit, and it was only by sheer will and determination that I stopped the climax from taking over my body. I stomped the skinny heel of my shoe on his toe. He jerked his hand away from me and chuckled. 

My mom looked at him, questioning his laughter. 

We managed to get through the rest of our meal without any further incidents. As we were walking out of the restaurant, Brad leaned in close and whispered in my ear. “You’re going to pay for that.”

I laughed. “We’ll see.”

We took our walk with my mom before she decided it was time for her to go. She thanked us for breakfast and left us alone. 

“Back to your place,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along the sidewalk. 

“Do you want to get a cab?” I called out. 

“No. This is faster, and trust me, you want me to walk off some of the sexual frustration you have given me,” he growled. The clouds that had rolled in earlier had turned into a full-on rainstorm.

I was laughing as he pulled me along, not caring a bit that we were getting soaked. I liked knowing I had that kind of power over him. When we got back to my place, I was only a little bummed he didn’t follow through with his earlier promise. Instead, he ordered me to get changed into dry clothes while he did the same. 

When I returned to the living room, he was on the couch with the remote in his hand. He had found the Syfy channel and seemed to be settling into some ridiculously cheesy show about people living on another planet. 

I sat down beside him, content with watching television. It didn’t take long before he began to run his hand over my arm and then my breast. The man was handsy, though he didn’t appear to be interested in sex. He was intent on the movie, but his hands roved over my body, stroking here and there, even tweaking my nipples on occasion. 

I was worked up into a frenzy, and the man wasn’t giving me what I wanted. I was too embarrassed to ask. I settled for his touches, all the while hoping he would get tired of the movie and have his way with me. 





Chapter Nineteen 

Brad

 

 

Waking up in her bed, I didn’t move or open my eyes. I had to get my head straight. I’d come to New York with a plan, but I had yet to make it happen. I needed to bring up the topic of the marriage pact. She had purposely been avoiding it. She could pretend all she wanted, but it needed to be discussed. 

I was enjoying spending time with her, but I had to do something. I was leaving tomorrow and needed to know what to do when I got back. Did I look for a new job in New York or stay put in LA? Would she have me? I felt as if I were running out of time. I didn’t want to live my life without her in it. I had to convince her she wanted me in hers as well. 

I rolled over to touch her, a little bummed that her naked little body wasn’t tucked against mine. My eyes popped open when I realized the bed was empty. 

“Mia?” I called out. 

No answer. I pulled on my briefs and headed down the hall to the kitchen. 

“Hey,” I said with a smile, but I stopped walking toward her when I saw her arms crossed and her foot steadily tapping up and down. 

She was pissed. I knew that look well. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, searching my memory bank, trying to remember what I said or did to piss her off in the last twelve hours or so. I had thought she’d been pleased when we had finally gone to sleep. Maybe I had said another woman’s name in my sleep. 

I cautiously took a step forward. “Mia?”

She held up the ring I had brought with me. “What the hell is this?” She was fuming. 

“It’s a ring,” I answered honestly. 

She glared at me. “No shit it’s a ring. Why do you have an engagement ring, Brad?”

I took a deep breath. I wanted to have the conversation, so I may as well get it out in the open now. 

“You know why.”

“Uh-uh. No way. You did not come out here and think you could fuck me into marriage.”

I was a little stunned by her crassness. The woman blushed when I talked about sex. Now she was throwing around a loaded word. 

“Mia, I was serious. I am serious. I want to marry you.”

“No! Brad! Seriously!”

Her one-word sentences told me a lot about how angry she was. The woman was a writer. When we used to argue, I had needed a dictionary to keep up. She was so mad she couldn’t find the words. That was not a good sign for me. 

“I want to marry you. We’re great together. You have to admit that.”

“No. I cannot believe you actually expect me to marry you after one weekend together.”

I shook my head. “No. We’ve known each other a lot longer than that.”

“No. We knew each other. Then you walked out of my life without ever looking back. You can’t show up on my door one day and expect me to forget everything that happened. You can’t expect me to marry someone I’ve only known for a couple days.”

I groaned in frustration. “We’ve known each other longer than that. Yes, we had a gap in there, but we’re still compatible. We had fun this weekend.”

Her eyes widened, and I knew I had used the wrong word. It looked as if she was going to spit fire. “You are so immature. What a childish thing to say. You don’t marry someone because you had fun. That’s not what a marriage is about. Marrying because we had a little fun over a weekend is only going to end in disaster. We’d end up hating each other!”

“No way. I would never hate you. I can’t. You are a part of me. I haven’t felt this happy in a long time, Mia.”

“That’s bullshit. We had sex, Brad. I know you’ve been having plenty of sex with other women. Do you propose to all of them? How many times have you tried to give away this ring?”

I bit back my own anger. “Never. I have never felt like this, and that ring has never been offered to anyone else. I picked it out with you in mind.” 

“You need to go,” she said in a hiss. 

“Excuse me?”

“I need to be alone. Go. I don’t care if you go to LA or around the block. I need some time alone. I need to think, and I can’t do that with you staring at me.”

I nodded my head in understanding. “Fine. Let me change and I’ll go pick up some breakfast for us.”

“I don’t want breakfast!” she shrieked. 

“Okay. I’ll go get breakfast for myself,” I said, and I walked out of the kitchen. 

That did not go as I had planned. I never expected her to get angry. I expected her to say no, and I had been fully prepared to convince her otherwise. Hell, I’d been ready to beg. Her fury had caught me by surprise. I didn’t understand it. 

I pulled on my shorts and threw on a clean shirt and one of the new hoodies I had picked up the other day. I walked out of her condo without saying another word. I would give her time to cool down. Then we could have a rational conversation. 

I walked to a juice bar and grabbed a smoothie. What I really needed to do was run. I looked down at my feet in my worn tennis shoes and took in my khaki shorts. I looked up and down the street, not seeing what I needed, so I headed up one block and then another until I found what I was looking for. I bought myself some running gear, rented a locker to stash my old clothes in, and headed into Central Park. 

It felt good to run. I was used to running on the packed jogging paths around LA, so I didn’t mind the crowds and other joggers as I moved along the path. Running helped me think. Mia had to be blind not to see how good we were for each other. I knew I could make her happy if she would give me a chance. 

I had put in a good three-mile run and was feeling the burn. I grabbed my stuff from the locker and used the walk back to Mia’s condo to cool down my muscles. I knocked on her door, hoping she was home and willing to let me in. When she yanked it open, I could tell she was still mad. 

“Mia,” I said with exhaustion. “Please, can we at least talk about this?”

“There’s nothing to talk about. I’m not marrying you because of some stupid pact.”

“Then marry me because you want to.”

“It doesn’t work like that. You live in LA; I live here. There is no way I am going to turn my life upside down to honor some stupid pact you made up when we were kids.”

I walked to her kitchen and got myself a glass of water before answering her. “We weren’t kids. We’re definitely not kids now, and I know what I want.”

“I’m happy for you, but I don’t feel the same way.” 

“I think you could if you gave it a chance. You know we get along well. We are definitely compatible in the sex department. No one is saying you have to move anywhere.”

She scoffed. “Oh, so it’s to be a marriage of convenience. You pop in when you want to get laid and then head back to your little beach cottage where you surf all day and fuck a different woman every night while your little wifey sits in New York. I suppose you’ll expect me to pop out those kids you talked about before, right? So I’ll be here, raising your children all alone, and you’ll be the absent father who comes and goes as he pleases,” she said, her voice shrill. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You are really getting ahead of yourself, Mia. No one said anything about kids or you being alone. I want a marriage, a real one.”

“You’re so childish!” she shouted. “That’s not how it works! I had thought you’d grown up a bit, but I was wrong. You’re still that same immature guy from eleven years ago. This is never going to work.”

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to remain calm. Letting my anger rule would be bad news. I didn’t want to say something I would regret. The woman was being completely irrational. Clearly the four hours I had stayed away had not been enough. 

“Look, I’m going to jump in the shower. When I get out, can we please just pretend none of this happened? I only have one night left in New York. We’ve had a great time, and I don’t want it to end badly.”

She glared at me. “No, we can’t pretend it never happened, and hell no I’m not just going to forget everything and jump right back in bed with you.”

“I’m taking a shower,” I said, refusing to engage. I thought about inviting her in but knew that would probably get something large and hard thrown at my head. 

I took a long, hot shower, letting the water wash away my frustration and anger. If I was being honest with myself, I was also hurt. How could she not want me? We were perfect for each other. I wasn’t exactly an ogre, and I would do anything to make her happy. 

I got out of the shower, dreading what I would find on the other side of the door. I hoped she was calm and ready to talk. I pulled on my shorts and carried my T-shirt with me as I walked down the hall. 

She looked up from where she was sitting at her kitchen table, her laptop open as she furiously typed. 

“Put your shirt on. Your bare chest isn’t going to make me change my mind,” she snapped. 

I nodded and put the shirt on. 

“I’m sorry you’re angry,” I said softly. 

She shrugged a shoulder. “This isn’t going to work. You need to leave.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow,” I reminded her. 

“No. Leave now. Go find a hotel.”

I stalked toward her and shut her laptop with one move of my hand and forced her to look up at me. 

“Enough. You had your say. I get it, but I’m not going anywhere tonight, Mia. You’re the one who’s being childish.”

She stood up, put her hands on her hips, and glared at me. “Fine! But you’re not sleeping in my bed.”

I shrugged a shoulder. “Whatever.”

I was done fighting. Everything I said made the situation worse. I opted to keep my mouth shut. Maybe she’d feel differently once she slept on it. If not, then there truly was little I could do about it. I couldn’t exactly club her over the head and drag her back to my cave, even if that was what I wanted to do. 

She stomped down the hallway and came back with the same blanket from the first night, but I wasn’t even given a pillow this time. She threw the blanket on the couch, shot me one last death glare, and stomped into her room, slamming the door hard behind her. 

It was still early, way too early to be going to bed, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t be seeing Mia again this evening. I sighed and flopped down on the couch. I didn’t remember her being this volatile. I must have really brought out the best in her. Tomorrow was my last chance to prove to her I was serious about making our relationship work. My last hope was that the night alone would give her time to think and time to miss me. 

I looked at her closed bedroom door and debated forcing my way in and making her lie with me. I couldn’t. We would end up having sex. I knew that. She might have been pissed as hell, but she wanted me. She would have sex with me and then kick me out of her bed. I had to do this a little differently. I wasn’t sure exactly how, but differently. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty

Mia 

 

 

The dawn of a new day brought fresh regret and humiliation. I had freaked out on him yesterday. Some of it had been warranted, but I could admit I had gone a little overboard. The thought of marrying him because of a stupid pact had just struck such a chord with me. I’d lost all control of my emotions. I had turned into a raving lunatic. 

I blamed my mother. She read me too many stories as a child, made me believe in happily ever afters and having it all. I didn’t want to get married because of some silly pact made when I was twenty-four years old. I didn’t want a marriage of convenience. I didn’t want to settle down and pop out kids just because my time was running out. I wanted to get married and have a family because I loved someone and was loved in return. I didn’t think that was too much to ask for. 

I was dressed and ready for work, dreading the moment I had to open my bedroom door and face him. 

Taking a deep breath, I pulled open the door. A shiver of fear rolled over me when I heard nothing but silence. Oh God, had he left already?

I hurried down the hallway in a slight panic but stopped when I saw him leaning over the couch, fluffing the throw pillows. His bag was zipped up and sitting on the floor. He was dressed and obviously ready to go. 

He looked up when he saw me. Instead of the warm smile I was accustomed to seeing first thing in the morning, he gave me a cold, wary look. 

“I’m just waiting for my cab and then I’ll be out of your hair. I’ll wait in the lobby,” he said, bending down to pick up his bag. 

“Brad, wait,” I said, walking toward him. “You don’t have to wait in the lobby. I don’t want to end it like this.”

I fought back the rush of tears that wanted to fall. I was not going to cry. This was a momentary weakness brought on by the sight of him ready to leave. The man was devastatingly handsome, and I would miss him, but his leaving was for the best. After my reaction last night, I didn’t know if I could ever truly forgive him for the past, for leaving me behind.  

I stood in front of him. 

“I’m not in the mood for another fight with you, Mia. I don’t want to end our great weekend like that.” 

“I know. I understand.” I leaned up on my tiptoes and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek. “I’m sorry about last night.”

“You are?” he asked hopefully.

“It doesn’t mean I’ve changed my mind, but I am sorry. I know you don’t think it’s wrong, and I know you think you’re doing something gallant or noble. I respect you for trying to honor a pact. That means a lot to me, but it was a silly pact made between two young people who were naïve and clueless about real life,” I said. 

“I don’t think it was. I think it was made between two people who cared a great deal for each other but had the maturity to understand they both had a lot of living to do first.”

I smiled. “That’s one way to put it. A lot of living brings a change in perspective. My perspective has changed.”

“Maybe mine has too, which is why I’m here. It took me eleven years to realize I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have let you go. I want to rectify that mistake,” he said in a gentle tone, one hand resting on my shoulder. 

I sighed, thinking about what would have been different had he stayed. I had played out the what-ifs in my mind a hundred different ways over the years, but I could never see it working out any better. 

“I’m sorry. I think you did do the right thing. You did what was best for both of us. I don’t think I would have been able to do that. For that, I thank you. However, I am still sorry you wasted your time and energy on trying to rekindle that spark between us.” 

He looked into my eyes. I saw my own sadness reflected there. 

“Don’t be sorry. I’m not. Coming out here may not have gone exactly as I had hoped, but I am not the least bit sorry I got to spend time with you. It wasn’t wasted in the least.”

I stomped my foot in frustration. I was frustrated with myself for not giving in, frustrated with him for asking, and frustrated with the situation in general. 

“It just wouldn’t work. Not like that, not with the two of us. Even forgetting everything that happened in the past, we’re both strong people who can’t settle for anything,” I told him, meaning every word. “We would never be able to compromise.”

“I’m not giving up, Mia. I think you have this all wrong. I’m leaving today, but I am by no means giving up on you.”

“Brad,” I said, getting ready to list more reasons why we couldn’t get married. 

I looked into his eyes and saw something change. Before I knew what he was going to do, his mouth covered mine, his tongue sweeping inside as his arms wrapped around me, holding me close to him. I sank into his body, letting myself enjoy one last kiss. The man was a superb kisser. He could make me forget everything with one touch. 

He pulled away and looked down at me. I felt a little dazed. “Dammit, I hate when you do that,” I muttered, doing what I could to steady my legs, which now felt weak. 

“I want to do it again.”

“No! I’m sorry, but you can’t. We can’t. This isn’t going to work. I’m really sorry, Brad.”

He grinned. “Don’t be sorry, and quit fucking apologizing. I’m tired of hearing that damn word,” he said, his smooth voice disappearing and that dominating tone and demeanor taking over. 

It was that domineering personality that made me want to swoon. I stepped away from him, needing to get control of my racing libido. He stepped toward me. I ended up with the wall against my back and his chest pressed against my breasts.

His blue eyes were the color of steel as he gazed down at me. “I’m going to prove to you that we are meant for each other. I know what I want, Mia, and it’s you. I’m not so easily defeated. You can’t chase me away with a few harsh words. When I want something, I take it. You want me too; I know it, and I’m going to show you how bad. It may take some time, but I’ll wait.”

He stepped away from me, leaving me panting. I watched as he picked up his bag, then stopped at the small table in the entryway. He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a key, held it up, and put it on the table. 

“What’s that?” I asked, suddenly worried he had somehow managed to get a copy of my house key. 

“It’s the key to my apartment. I’ll text you my address. You are free to visit me anytime you like. I hope you will come out and see me sometime,” he said. Then he walked out the door. 

I stared at his back and watched him walk out of my life for a second time. I had an urge to stop him, to tell him I had changed my mind, but I stopped myself. I hadn’t really changed my mind. I was a rational person, and I knew deep down that no matter how good the sex was or how much I enjoyed hanging out with him, his proposal would never work. We were two different people. 

Despite my declaration that I would never see him again, I walked over and picked up the key before sliding it into the side pocket of my purse. 

I packed up my laptop and headed for work. I was glad I had a packed schedule today. I had to keep my mind off Brad. The cab driver tried to make conversation. I couldn’t. I wasn’t in the mood. When we finally made it to my office building, I crawled out of the cab with a serious lack of enthusiasm. I dragged my ass to the elevator, dreading the day. 

The receptionist at the front desk looked at me and grinned. “How was your long weekend?”

“Fine,” I snapped before walking through the double doors that led to my office. 

I hoped to God no one else asked me about the weekend. I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want to even think about it, and I hoped I could simply erase it from my memory. I flopped down at my desk and looked at the clock. He would be boarding his flight right now. 

I stared out the window, having no energy to open my laptop and start working. I grabbed the schedule sheet off my desk and read it, groaning at all the things I had to do today. All I wanted to do was curl up on my couch and pout. 

There was no reason for being in such a mood. I had brought it all on myself. It had been my choice to send him off like I had. It had been my choice to sleep alone on his last night in town. A commotion outside my door drew my attention. I stood, walked to my door, and looked at the area where a number of cubicles were situated. 

“Shit,” I mumbled when I saw a bouquet of pink and blue balloons. That could only mean one thing. 

“What’s going on?” I asked one of the women walking down the hallway. 

“Jordan just announced she’s pregnant,” she answered. 

I didn’t know Jordan, but I hated her. I hated that she was happy. I hated her for being pregnant. I walked to the cubicle that had been decorated with a variety of baby gear and did my best to appear happy for her. 

“Congratulations,” I said with forced cheerfulness. “When are you due?”

The young woman, Jordan, was absolutely beaming when she looked at me. “In five months, October.”

I nodded as if that meant something to me. “That’s great,” I said with a smile. 

I looked at Jordan and decided she had to be in her early twenties. She was the same age I had been when Brad had walked away from me. Someone else appeared out of nowhere carrying a cake with pink and blue icing. 

I wanted to smash the cake against the wall. Instead, I politely stood around the cubicle with the rest of the office staff and pretended to be happy for the expecting mom as I ate the dry white cake. Once I felt I had stayed long enough to be polite, I made my excuses and left the little gathering. 

Once I got back to my office, I closed the door and flopped down in my chair. I rested my forehead on my desk, wishing I had never come in to work. I could have gone the rest of my life without having seen Jordan’s joy and excitement. 

I was nearly thirty-five. My biological clock was beating against a gong inside my head. I had never meant to not have children, but life had other plans. My career and a serious lack of good men in the city had teamed up with fate and left me alone and childless. I thought back to the man who had been in my apartment that morning. He was probably my last chance at having children, and I had blown it. I had sent him packing with a firm denial. 

I could practically feel my ovaries shriveling as I thought about the things I had said to Brad. There was no way he was going to come back to me. I had made certain of that. 





Chapter Twenty-One

Brad

 

 

My day at the beach was supposed to help me forget about New York. It didn’t work. I was cranky as hell, and everything and everyone was pissing me off. Mia had thrown a serious wrench into my life plans. Every time I thought about her kicking me out of her bed, my mind jumped right to the part where I was in her bed, inside her. I knew she wanted me. Maybe I could settle for some cross-country affair. Jump on a plane, jump on her, then jump back home. 

“Dammit!” I groaned as the elevator doors slid open. The older woman riding up with me glared. “Sorry. I, uh, just remembered I left the stove on,” I mumbled. 

Being back home wasn’t what I’d planned it to be. I’d had the idea I was going to be coming home an engaged man, but I wasn’t. Not even close. Mia was one stubborn woman. I could tell she cared about me, and I had apologized about a hundred times for what had happened in the past. It just wasn’t enough. I thought I had adequately groveled. Apparently not, considering I was sitting in LA all alone. She’d been so pissed. I hadn’t expected that at all. I had thought I might have to convince her, but I hadn’t expected a flat-out no without a discussion, especially after we’d had such a great time together.

I checked my phone, but there was still no message from her. I had sent her several, hoping to get a response. She had cut me out of her life, but my mind refused to accept defeat. I felt like shit as I walked into the station. I wasn’t in the mood to do my usual show. I just didn’t have it in me. I didn’t have a guest today, which meant it was all me. I had a show all planned, but it did not appeal to me now, not in my current mood. 

Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem. It was easy to fake a good mood when no one could see you. I didn’t have to smile or look like I gave a shit. I was a practiced smooth talker. But despite all my training and experience, I couldn’t seem to find the enthusiasm to go through with my normal routine. Tonight, all I wanted to talk about was Mia. 

An idea sprang to mind. I could do exactly that. I needed some sound advice. My listeners would tell me what I should do. It would be putting myself out there, but I didn’t care. I was desperate. There was a chance Mia would catch the show as well. It was slim, but it was a chance, and that was all I could hope for. 

I settled into the booth, looked at my producer, and grinned. A look of fear cross his face. He knew I was about to go way off script. He shook his head. I winked, telling him it would be okay by giving him a thumbs-up. 

“Good evening, listeners. We’re going to do something a little different tonight. We’re turning the tables. Instead of me spewing my words of wisdom, I need some input from all of you. It’s like this, folks: I’ve got girl problems,” I said to start the show. 

The producer was shaking his head on the other side of the glass, telling me to stop. But I couldn’t—not now. I had a feeling my loyal listeners would like the chance to know me a little better anyway. I talked a lot about my fitness and health. Why not talk to them about something a bit more personal? Still, that persistent niggle of doubt in the back of my mind was telling me to shut my mouth and stick with the program. I ignored it. 

“I need some help, guys. There’s a woman. No, let me clarify. Not a woman, the woman. She just happens to be the most stubborn woman in the world. She loves me. I know that without a doubt. The problem is, she doesn’t know it.”

Within seconds, the switchboard was lighting up, and I hoped it was some good advice coming in. I was grasping at straws at this point and was willing to do just about anything. 

The first call was patched through. 

“What do you have for me?” I asked, hopeful I was about to be given the key to Mia’s heart. 

“She’s just not that into you,” a man’s voice said. 

I burst into laughter. “Well, that was blunt.”

The guy had already hung up. 

When I looked up at my producer, he was smiling broadly. This was payback. Of all the calls, he had deliberately chosen that one to give me. I flipped him the bird. 

“Help me out, guys,” I begged my listeners.

When given the signal to take another call, I steeled myself for more harsh words. 

“Be nice,” I said, answering the call. 

“Woo her. Show her how much you love her. Guys always think they can steamroll their way into everything,” a woman said on the other end of the phone. 

“What do you mean woo?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

She laughed. “That’s the problem. You don’t know how to woo.”

“I’m at your mercy,” I said. 

My producer was laughing. The switchboard was completely lit up, so clearly my love troubles were very exciting. 

The calls ranged from offers to soothe my broken heart to some rather rude suggestions about what I should do. By the end of the show, I wasn’t feeling like I had any really good ideas about how to convince Mia she loved me, but I’d had a lot of good laughs, which had helped lift my mood somewhat. I hoped I had provided some comic relief for the rest of the country. It was only a little embarrassing that they were laughing at me. 

I was sitting in my office still thinking about Mia when Jaxon pushed open my door. 

“What the hell?” he growled.

“What?” I asked. 

“That was embarrassing for me,” he said. “You must be feeling like a complete idiot. Are you drunk?”

I laughed. “I’m desperate, man, not drunk. Maybe I need to be drunk.”

“No shit. That came across loud and clear. You sounded like a lovesick teenager.”

I shrugged a shoulder. I didn’t care that I had lost all my dignity and self-respect. “I’m a lovesick adult. Same thing.”

“You’ll be happy to hear there are about a hundred women who left their names and numbers, all offering to help heal your broken heart. More than one said she would love to accept your proposal,” he said. “How is it you make a fool out of yourself and you still come out smelling like a rose? It’s like you can do no wrong. I think I hate you.”

“Thanks. Unlike you, I’m not going to be satisfied just jumping into bed with some random woman. I want her.”

“That isn’t going to happen, so get over it. You know what I always say: the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else.” 

“You’re an idiot.”

He grinned. “Why her? Why can’t you let her go? Seriously, let’s go out. We’ll have some drinks and I’ll make sure you get laid. You won’t think about Lola at all.”

“Mia,” I corrected. 

“Lola, Mia, who cares? You just need a good woman. Then you won’t care anymore either.”

I rubbed my eyes. “I don’t suppose you actually have anything helpful to offer?” I asked, not all that amused. 

“No. I don’t think there’s any help for your problem. It’s a problem of your own making. Let it go. Seriously, it’s painful. Like, you woke up one day and decided you wanted to make your life hell. Why? Why can’t you go back to being the old Brad? You had a minor midlife crisis. It’s over. End of story.”

I shrugged. “I don’t like the old Brad. I want to be different. I’m bored, and I need more. It wasn’t a crisis—it was an epiphany.”

“Fine. Let me give you some advice. You’re trying too hard. You came on too strong. Back off a bit. You’ve got to play hard to get. You just put it all out there and you didn’t leave her anything to chase,” he said. 

I groaned. “I don’t want to do the whole cat-and-mouse thing. I don’t have time for that. I want her. She’s mine. She’s got to know that,” I insisted. 

Jaxon laughed. “This isn’t the dark ages. You can’t call in a pact or offer a dowry or whatever. Let her feel wanted, but, Lord, slow down, man.”

I took a deep breath. He was right. It was a character flaw. When I wanted something, I got it. There was no waiting or negotiating.

“Fine. I’ll back off for now,” I grumbled. 

“Good. I’ve got to go. Unlike you, I’m still spreading myself around.” He winked. 

Sitting back in my chair, I thought about what Jaxon had said. I would back off, but I wanted to remind her I was still waiting. I decided to go old school. I sent a box of fancy chocolates to her condo with a note apologizing for being so pushy. 

I hoped it would be enough to convince her to accept my wooing. I would try a more traditional approach. Obviously, the heavy-handed approach wasn’t going to work. 

“You good?” Tina said, stopping by my office on her way out. 

“I am.”

“You sure?” she asked with genuine concern.

I laughed. “Geez, I must have sounded pretty rough. Jaxon was concerned as well.”

She shrugged. “You aren’t one to be so open with your private life. I think you really connected with a lot of people tonight. It wasn’t a publicity stunt and wasn’t seen as such. I think you proved you are human, and that makes people feel invested in you. I hope it works out, Brad. I really do.”

“Thanks, Tina. Have a good night.”

By the time I got home, I had come up with a new plan. Mia and I had said a lot the other day, and it was only now that one of her reasons for rejecting me actually sank in. She thought I wanted her to give up her job and move to LA. She didn’t think I would move for her, so I was going to prove her wrong. 

I fired up my laptop and did a search for homes in New York. I liked Mia’s condo, but I was serious about settling down and putting down roots. I quickly realized it wasn’t a house I needed to be looking for, though—it was a job. I could technically stay with Mia until we could pick out a place together. Assuming she was going to fall in love with me and my wooing, that was. 

I couldn’t move there without a job, and I would go out of my mind without my career. It wasn’t easy to pick up and just move to another station on the other side of the country. I had a decent following in Los Angeles and along the West Coast, but that didn’t mean I would have the same following in New York. It was a cutthroat world. One wrong word and it could all blow up in my face. Showbiz was no joke. 

For the first time, I seriously mulled over the satellite offer. It was risky. I wouldn’t have a guaranteed audience. I closed the laptop and leaned back against the couch. I was being irrational, but at least I could admit it. I was willing to give up everything I had for her, and she wouldn’t even give me the time of day. 

Was I making a huge mistake? For the first time since I’d remembered the pact, I had doubts. I could be giving up everything, and all for nothing. All I needed was a little hope. If she could give me some kind of sign that she was at least considering my proposal, I would throw caution to the wind and move in at a minute’s notice. It was the rational side of me that kept me from doing just that.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Mia

 

 

“Thank you again for the chocolates. They were amazing. I’ll have to find me a rich boyfriend who will buy me expensive chocolates,” one of the girls said with a giggle as she stopped me. 

“You’re welcome. I’m glad you enjoyed them,” I said with a forced smile. 

Brad’s little gift had been received. It was sweet, but I couldn’t bring myself to accept it at face value. I was jaded. I kept looking for the real meaning, waiting for the other shoe to drop. The old Brad would have sent chocolates because he was a good guy. This new Brad, I wasn’t so sure of. I felt like it was a bribe, but it was going to take a lot more than chocolates to buy my hand in marriage. 

The entire week had been miserable. I missed him terribly, yet I hated him at the same time. I hated that he made me crazy and hated he had ever walked back into my life. Not hated, really. That was a stretch. But I didn’t like that he had messed things up and turned my safe and predictable world into chaos.

But I wanted him. How could I despise him and want him so badly at the same time? I was a hot mess and needed to forget about him. If only it were that easy. The truth was, I couldn’t get him off my mind. 

“Good morning,” I said without enthusiasm as I walked through Helga’s door. 

“Oh, hey! I was just thinking about you. How could I not while I ate one of these delicious chocolates? These things should be illegal. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if they are.”

I smiled and sat down in the chair across from her desk. “I’m glad you like them.”

She shook her head. “So, you don’t like him why?”

“Because he wants to get married.”

She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh yes, that is a terrible thing. How dare he?”

I cocked my head to the side and rolled my eyes. “It’s not that easy. He can’t expect me to just run off and marry him after we’ve barely even talked in eleven years.”

“But you did talk, and I imagine there was more than talking over the weekend. You like him, right?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“I do, and you do like him. In fact, I think you may love him.”

“No,” I said adamantly. “I don’t even know him.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince myself or Helga.

“Your heart does. Listen to your heart, not that ‘must always be right’ brain of yours.”

I laughed. “Can you blame me? My brain is a bit more reliable than my heart.”

Helga shook her head. “Honey, any man who knows chocolate as well as that man is worth keeping. Did you taste one? Naturally sweetened and organically sourced chocolate is no joke. The stuff is amazing. Maybe I’ll marry him.”

That made me smile. “Funny, you’re not the first woman to say that to me today. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I just throw caution to the wind and let the man charm me?”

“Because you’re afraid,” she said softly. 

“I’m not afraid.”

She nodded her head. “Yes, you are. You’re afraid he’ll make you fall in love with him again and then hurt you. It isn’t all that uncommon. We’re all like that. We all fear that our hearts will be broken. A broken heart doesn’t heal like any other wound. It leaves long-lasting scars that make it difficult to fully use our hearts again. He broke your heart once, and it still hurts. But he made a mistake. I think he recognizes that now, and he’s been hurting too. Maybe you should take the risk.”

I took a deep breath. “I can’t.”

“You can.”

“But—”

Helga held up a hand and shook her head. “You have to try. If you don’t try, you’ll never know. This could be your chance at true love and happiness. Think of it as a Y in the road. The road less traveled may be filled with bumps and dangers, but the reward at the end is a hundred times better than the easy way that has no ups or downs, no highs or lows.”

Looking at her, I saw a hint of sadness in her usually happy eyes. “How come you never married, Helga?”

She gave a faint smile. “Isn’t it obvious? Because I took the easy road.”

I nodded my head in understanding. Looking at Helga was like looking at my future. Helga was a successful woman, wealthy and respected in the fashion community. She was also alone. Her dog was her entire world. 

I sighed. “I understand. Thank you, Helga. I came by to let you know I’ll be heading out shortly. I’m going to Brooklyn for a tour of a factory. Then I have lunch with a designer and a few other interviews.”

She nodded. “Enjoy yourself. Relax and let yourself have some fun. This job is great, but it doesn’t have to be your whole life.”

I stood and left, her words replaying over and over in my head. I was being stubborn. I had made up my mind and never even considered the other option. I had immediately decided I didn’t want him because of what had happened in the past. If I was being completely honest with myself, I could admit that had been just as much my fault as his. I had practically begged him to have sex with me. I never told him how I felt, and I never really tried all that hard to talk to him after he left. 

By the time I made it home for the night, my mind was made up. I would try. I would try and be friendlier and see if there could be a relationship between us. I knew it was risky and we could ultimately find we weren’t right for each other. That was okay. I had made peace with that. 

Hey.

It was a one-word text that I hoped was enough. He had always been the one to pursue me. I wasn’t sure what to say to open the door I had slammed in his face. I practically held my breath, wondering if he would text me back. There was a good chance I had pushed him too far. He had texted and left me several voice mails since his departure, and I hadn’t bothered to reply. 

After five minutes, I realized I had probably lost him. 

“Oh, well. Easy come, easy go,” I mumbled, walking to the kitchen to pour a glass of wine. 

At some point, I realized it was five o’clock on the West Coast, so he would be doing his show. That was why he wasn’t texting. Right? It had to be. 

I instantly felt better and hoped it was true. I decided to lose myself in a little work and TV while I waited to see if he would reply. 

It was close to eleven when my phone chirped. My heart did a crazy roll in my chest. Grabbing my phone, I took a deep breath and looked at the screen. 

Hey, beautiful. I’ve missed you. Sorry, been in the booth. 

It’s okay. Thank you for the chocolates. They were really good. It was a sweet gesture. 

It wasn’t exactly what I’d planned to say. I was losing my nerve. I couldn’t even text the man right. 

I’m sorry.

The two words meant something different. He had said it plenty of times, but this time I let my heart hear the apology, and it instantly felt fuller. There was a warm stirring in my belly, and it had nothing to do with sex or arousal. 

I’m sorry for being such a bitch. Forgive me?

There was a heart emoji followed by his acceptance of my apology. 

We texted for another hour before I couldn’t keep my eyes open. When I woke up the next morning, my phone was in bed with me. I quickly grabbed it. There was a series of good-night messages. The last one was a kissy face emoji. 

I smiled, thinking about the man on the other end of the texts. He was silly and cheesy, completely sappy. Those were not words I would have ever thought could be used to describe him, but they were all true. He wasn’t really the gorgeous surfer dude who pretended to be carefree all the time. Deep down, Brad was just like the rest of us mortals on earth. He wanted love and acceptance. I could give that to him. The best part? He wanted love from me. 

After climbing out of bed, I headed into the shower. I felt different, more alive than I had in a long time. I used my phone to turn on the surround-sound speaker system and played some upbeat hip-pop music as I strolled to my closet. 

I was feeling fun and flirty and wanted an outfit to reflect that. I danced to the music as I put together a look that made me feel good. As I stood in front of the floor-length mirror, I turned, making sure everything fit as it should. I stopped and took a step forward and really looked at myself. I looked different than I had a month ago. I didn’t look older, but younger. I could practically see the spark in my eyes, something I hadn’t seen for a long time. 

As much as I had loved my job, I hadn’t really been happy. I’d been going through the motions. I looked around at my closet and burst into laughter. Helga had her dog and I had my closet. I gave my closet way too much attention. Looked like I really did need a man in my life. 

I practically floated into work. The first place I went was Helga’s office. 

“Good morning,” I said in a sing-song voice. 

She looked up from her desk and grinned. “You talked to him.”

I nodded. “I did. Well, not talked technically, but we did text.”

“Really? I take it by the glow on your face that it went well?”

I smiled and vigorously nodded my head. “I think so. I’m thinking about flying out there and surprising him.”

Helga’s face lit up. “You should do it!” she said, clapping her hands together. “When? When will you go?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought it through. The idea just kind of popped into my head. I’m not sure if he would even want me to show up unannounced,” I said, instantly rethinking my idea. 

“Don’t talk yourself out if it. Be spontaneous. By some sexy lingerie and just show up. I think you’ll have your answer about whether he is the man for you by his reaction to your surprise visit,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. 

I nodded. “I’ll see what I can work out. I haven’t checked my schedule for the week, but I think I’ll do it,” I said, feeling daring. 

“Clear your damn schedule!” Helga said a little too loudly. 

“This is far better than any article you could write. You can work when you get back. A couple days off won’t hurt you. Go. I insist,” she said with a smile. 

“I’ll see,” I said, walking out of her office. 

The bit about the lingerie was a great idea. I had seen plenty of movies where the woman waited for the man in nothing but a few scraps of lace. I quieted the little part of my brain that tried to warn me, reminding me there was a chance he had a girlfriend in California. But he’d given me a key to his apartment. If he had a girlfriend, would he have done that?

I didn’t think so. When I arrived at my office, I called my assistant, asking her to find a way to give me a few days off the following week. She sounded slightly affronted but quickly got on board when I politely informed her it wasn’t necessarily a request. It was going to happen. By the time we hung up, she promised to have a revised schedule to me by the end of the day. 

I hung up feeling satisfied and a little anxious. I was not one to take huge risks. Surprising Brad was a huge risk. I could end up skulking back to New York with a shattered heart. It didn’t matter. I had to know. 





Chapter Twenty-Three

Brad 

 

 

I burst into laughter as I watched Jaxon get swallowed and rolled by a wave. The poor guy was just not good at surfing. We had been hitting the waves together for years. While I continued to get better, he seemed to get worse. 

“You okay?” I asked, paddling toward him as I lay flat on my board. 

He spat out some water and glared. “Why is this fun? I’m not seeing the fun. I have been slammed into the water at least a hundred times today. I have more sand in my shorts than there is on the ocean floor. I’m going to be chafed, if you know what I mean.”

I chuckled at his misery. “You have no balance. It isn’t nearly as hard as you are making it. You stand up and just ride.”

He climbed onto his board. “Fuck you. I know how to surf.”

“Obviously not,” I said. 

“I’ve been up plenty today. I’m just tired. Let’s go. I promised that woman we’d get drinks later,” he said with a grin. 

“You better hope she still wants to go out with you after that last run. That was embarrassing to even watch,” I teased. 

“Whatever.”

We made our way back to the shore where a small group of women had been watching us. We weren’t the only guys on the water, but when Jaxon had pointed out his Porsche, it had turned the tides in his favor. The younger, far better surfers who were sharing the water with us had lost their chance. I tried to tell Jaxon the women were only after his money, but he didn’t care. 

I, on the other hand, was completely content with the relationship Mia and I were nurturing. It was in the early stages, and I knew there was no guarantee she would actually marry me, but there was a chance. 

“Let’s grab a drink before we leave,” Jaxon said. 

“You just want to hang out and get more numbers,” I shot back. 

He winked. “Just making sure I have a few backup plans.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. We’ll get some smoothies. You could use the nutrition.”

He patted his flat stomach. “I’m doing just fine.”

I nodded and patted my own rock-hard stomach. “Not this fine,” I said with a grin. 

He rolled his eyes. “You’re such a dick. One of these days, your ego is going to get you into trouble.”

I slapped him on the back. “You know I think you’re a total dreamboat.”

“Get off me and put on your damn shirt. How many times have I told you never to go shirtless around me?”

“I left it in the car.”

“Of course you did.”

We ordered a couple refreshing smoothies and sat at a table with an umbrella. I checked my phone and smiled when I saw a few messages from Mia. I quickly sent her a nasty text back, suggesting a position we hadn’t tried in our brief time together. I knew it would make her blush, and I loved how pretty she was when her cheeks were pink with embarrassment. In the bedroom, the woman had no such hesitations. She was a wildcat. It was when I said the words in the light of day that she got squirrely. I did it on purpose. She knew it and I knew it. I also knew she secretly liked it. The raunchy talk made her wet. She had told me as much even though I’d already known. 

“Looks like that’s working out for you,” Jaxon muttered. 

I nodded. “It’s definitely improving.”

“So are your ratings. I’ve gotten five calls this week alone from other stations wanting to pick up your show.”

“Who knew people would be so interested in my love life,” I said, shaking my head. 

“It’s the fact that they get to give you advice and you’re actually using it.”

“It’s worked so far. She’s talking to me again. I think I need to plan another visit out there. She’s close; I just need to persuade her to take the plunge.”

“And then what? Are you seriously going to leave all this behind?” he said, looking at the beach and the ocean beyond. 

I shrugged. “I am. If she’ll have me, I am.”

Jaxon let out a long, low whistle. “I need to meet this woman. She has done a number on you.”

I shook my head. “It isn’t like that. I can’t even explain it. It’s right. I can feel it in my soul. Mia is supposed to be by my side. I was a complete idiot not to have seen it before.”

“I’m happy for you. I mean, I know I’ve been giving you a lot of shit, but I can see she makes you happy. I hope it works. Think long and hard about giving everything up and moving, though. Make damn sure she actually wants you.”

“Thanks, and I will. I did apply for a job over there.”

Jaxon’s face paled. “You did what?”

I shrugged a shoulder. “I need her to know I’m serious.”

“Holy shit, man. You’re kind of scaring me.”

I grinned. “Ready to get out of here? Looks like you may have a date tonight. You better get home and get all gussied up.”

“Want one?” he asked, holding up his phone and indicating the contact list. 

“Nope. Don’t need one. I’m going home to chill and maybe do a little sexting with my girl.”

“You go ahead and sext. I’ll be doing the real thing. Want to know which one is better?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not even going to try to explain it. It’s impossible. Once you have sex with the woman you know was put on this earth for you, no other woman can compare. I’m happy to sext with her because I’ve got memories to remind me of what the real thing is like. Trust me, it’ll be way better than what you’re going to find with any of those women.”

He laughed. “Well, the only way I’m going to know if a woman was built for me is to keep trying. I’m not a quitter. I figure I’ll run into her eventually at the rate I’m going.”

The man had a point. The odds were in his favor. 

By the time I got home, I was feeling the effects of a long day on the water. My skin was hot and tight from hours in the sun and getting dried out by the saltwater. I needed a cool shower and a colder beer. Then it was going to be my couch, my phone, and the TV. I wasn’t going to move. 

“Mr. Jones!” The man at the front desk called my name as I dragged myself toward the elevator. 

I walked to the desk. “What’s up?”

“A package arrived for you earlier,” he said, handing it to me. 

I took it, looked at the red ribbon around the small, flat box, and wondered what it could be. 

“Thank you,” I said, taking the box and feeling a renewed sense of energy as I rushed for the elevator. 

I knew it was from Mia, though the address was one in LA. I shook it and heard nothing. It was too small to be a blowup doll. Maybe it was chocolates. 

I unlocked the door and ripped open the box as I walked inside. 

“Fuck me,” I groaned when I pulled out the tiny bit of lace and strings. 

It was very tiny and very lacy. I held up the lace and tried to figure out what was what. All I knew for certain was that she would barely be covered by the minimal bits of lace in my hand. I identified the panties and felt my dick jerk in response. Another band of lace with small strings looked as if it was some kind of bra, but not like any bra I had ever seen. I closed my eyes and imagined Mia wearing the lingerie. I had no idea how she would get the thing on, but I couldn’t wait to see it on her and then rip it off. I examined the lingerie closer and smiled when I realized that, technically speaking, I wouldn’t need to take it off to fuck her mindless. 

I found a small piece of pink paper inside and unfolded it. It was a note asking me to hold on to her panties until she could pick them up next week. My dick hardened at the thought of seeing her again. Next week? She didn’t give me an exact day, but I was assuming for the weekend. I would have to wait another week to see her. 

I rubbed the lace between my fingers and figured it would have to be enough to keep me company. I walked to my bedroom and put the scraps of lace on my bed, knowing I would think of nothing but her. I could practically taste her, and when I ran my tongue over my lips, I realized I was salty from the sea. I stepped out of my swim shorts and headed into the bathroom. My dick was stood at attention as I moved. I wrapped one hand around my cock, trying to soothe it, promising myself that soon it would be buried inside Mia’s sweet pussy. I could wait a few days. 

With the shower running hot, I stepped under the spray. The hot water stung my skin at first, but soon it was soothing. I ran my hands over my face, washing away the dried salt. I wanted to take Mia to the beach. I wanted to show her how to surf and make love to her on the beach under the stars. 

My cock was hard and aching, my balls full and hard and in desperate need of release. I couldn’t wait. My brain would not survive the decrease in blood flow that was sure to happen. I would be hard for days in anticipation of Mia’s arrival. I saw a lot of beating off in my future. 

I grabbed my dick and squeezed hard before running my hand up and down the shaft. I squeezed my balls before returning to my hard dick. I tilted my face up, letting the water hit me before it sluiced down my body. I slowed my rubbing, letting the orgasm build. Images of Mia in that lacy number flashed through my mind. I imagined using my teeth to pull it off. 

“Fuck.” I groaned low in my throat, feeling my orgasm coming on. 

I picked up the speed as I rubbed and squeezed. Her name was on my lips as I exploded in the shower. I reached my hand out and slammed it against the shower wall to steady myself. I took a few minutes to catch my breath and finished my shower. I was going to need some lube if she didn’t show up soon. I would rub myself raw thinking about her. 

I strolled nude into my bedroom and looked at the lacy lingerie laid out on my bed. 

“Shit,” I moaned as I felt my dick stirring to life again. 

I turned around, switched the water to cold, and stepped back in the shower, hoping that would cool the fire burning inside me. I had a feeling cold showers were going to be my usual routine. Once things relaxed, I tossed the lingerie into my top drawer. I couldn’t look at it. 

After making my way into the kitchen, I treated myself to the cold beer I’d been craving and sent her a quick text letting her know I’d gotten her little package. I also let her know what she’d done to me. Her response was a laughing emoji. 

I wasn’t amused. My balls hurt. Getting off in the shower was not the same thing. I told her as much. 





Chapter Twenty-Four 

Mia 

 

 

 “Hey,” I said, walking to where my mom was waiting for me by a fountain on the edge of the park. 

“You look nice,” she commented. 

“Thank you.”

“Are you ready?” she asked. 

I nodded. “Yep. I’m glad I get to mix work with pleasure.”

She giggled. “I don’t know how you consider going to fashion shows work at all. You’re actually getting paid to do this?” she asked. 

I shrugged. “It’s research. This designer is relatively new. Helga loves to find the next best thing. She trusts me to be honest and fair. Some columnists are just rude and obnoxious and won’t give the newcomers a shot. So, she sends me.”

My mom smiled, a proud look on her face. “Good. I’m glad you can be fair. Now, let’s hurry up so we get good seats.”

I laughed. “Mom, I was invited to the show. Our seats are in the front row. No one will be taking them.”

“Oh, I forgot I was with fashion royalty. Lead the way, please.”

I chuckled as we walked into the park, following the signs that pointed us in the direction of the outdoor fashion show. I was quickly recognized by the young designer, who personally escorted us to our seats. 

“She was nice,” my mom commented. 

I nodded. “Yes, she was. I hope her stuff is good.”

“Me too. I brought my credit card.”

“You know you have to order the stuff, right? We can’t take anything home,” I told her. 

“I know, I know. I’ve been to a show before.” 

I laughed at her irritation. Thankfully, the show got off to a quick start. I was thoroughly impressed by what I saw, and I even ordered one of the dresses. My mother ended up ordering two, much to the young designer’s delight. 

“Want to grab some lunch?” I asked her as we casually strolled out of the park. 

“Of course.”

We were waiting for our meals to be served when she finally broached the subject I knew she’d been dying to discuss. “Have you talked to him yet?” she asked.

I knew exactly who she was talking about. “Yes.”

“And? Did you work things out? Are you friends again?”

I smiled. “Yes. I’m going to go see him.”

My mother’s eyes widened as she burst into laughter. “I knew it! I knew you two were right for each other. You’ve always had undeniable chemistry.”

“I don’t know about any of that. He left me his apartment key before he left that morning. I can’t believe he did, because I was pretty awful to him.”

“I can believe it. He loves you.”

“Mom, he doesn’t. We are not even close to any of that,” I said, shaking my head in denial. “He just doesn’t want to get old and be alone.”

She winked. “If you say so.”

“I’m going to go out there. I’ve only been a couple times, and it will be nice to see the California sun.”

She giggled. “And the California hunk. I’ve always wanted to retire to California. If you move out there, I’ll have the perfect reason to do just that.”

“No, no, no. I’m not thinking about moving. I’m visiting.”

She smiled and nodded. “You do what feels right. Don’t let me or your job stop you from finding true happiness. If he is what makes you happy, you go to him. You can get a job anywhere, and I’m portable. I can visit. Or, seriously, retiring to a warm beach really does sound appealing.”

“Mom, you love the city. So do I.”

“Los Angeles isn’t exactly a one-horse town, dear.”

I sighed. “I know, but it’s not the same.”

“It isn’t supposed to be.”

We chatted about what outfits I would take on my trip and about her business. She was considering opening a second store, which surprised me. I had never truly understood how in demand her boutique was. I was happy for her. She deserved every bit of happiness and success after what she had lived through. I knew she took none of it for granted. 

“Let’s get you something fun for your trip. I feel like shopping,” my mom announced when we were through with lunch. 

I laughed. “Mom, you’ve seen my closet. I have plenty of clothes.”

She shook her head. “No, you have New York clothes. You need California clothes. It’s going to be much warmer. You need to get a spray tan as well. And some new underthings,” she said with a wink. 

“Mom!”

“Oh, please. I’m not that old. You deserve some fun in your life. I’m not judging you. Brad is a good man. You can let go with him. Relax and have some fun!”

Somehow, I let her talk me into shopping for a new wardrobe for my trip out west. She claimed my clothes were too fancy for a laid-back vacation on the beach. She did have a point. I didn’t get to the beach all that often and tended to keep it business casual when I did. She helped me pick out a few pieces of lingerie that she insisted were classy and sexy. I didn’t mention the little number I had already sent him. My mother didn’t need all the details of my sex life. Some things were better left alone. 

By the time I got home that evening, I was bubbling with excitement. I pulled out all my new outfits and headed for my closet to look for the right shoes and accessories. When my phone started to chime incessantly, I put away the clothes and sat down to focus on texting with Brad. That night, my dreams were of Brad, like every night. 

The dreams varied but always ended up with us in his bed. I had envisioned this huge four-poster bed, and he would dominate me like he had when he had taken me to bed in my home. He was different than before in many ways, including sexually. The first time had been good, no doubt about it, but the new and improved Brad was all man. He knew what he wanted, and he demanded I give it to him. Even thinking about it made me horny. I liked the domineering Brad. 

The days seemed to drag on. I had stopped texting Brad on Monday morning. It was kind of funny. He had gotten used to my nightly texts and then I’d pulled them away, just like he had to me right before he showed up at my office. I planned to surprise him. He knew I was coming but didn’t know when. 

I had packed my bags last night. Now it was Tuesday, just before lunch, and I was climbing the walls. 

“I thought you would have left already,” Helga said, walking into my office. 

I shrugged. “I don’t fly out until tomorrow. Figured I better get in as much work as possible while I’m here.”

“You look like a caged cat. I can feel the energy vibrating off you. You’re making me antsy,” she said with a smile. 

I took a deep breath. “I feel like a caged cat. I don’t know if I’m nervous or excited.”

“You’re very excited. I’m very excited for you. So is your mom.”

I nodded. “Yes, she is. I thought for sure she was going to go with me to make sure I followed through with it.”

Helga giggled. “Even I thought about doing that. This is your man, Mia. Don’t let him get away.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know if he is my man or not. I need to get to know him better. There are a lot of things standing between us and a relationship. If we aren’t one-hundred percent sure this will work, I don’t want to waste his time or mine.”

She waved a hand in the air and made a strangled sound. “Fabulous sex with a gorgeous man is not a waste of time.”

I could feel the blush spreading over my neck and face. I was not one to speak so openly of sex. It always made me a little uncomfortable, even when it was with the man I was having the sex with. 

“You know what I mean. We’re both in our mid-thirties. We can’t spend a lot of time doing this back and forth, doing the maybe game. I want to know. If it’s right, I’m hoping there will be some kind of sign.”

She laughed. “I think the signs you speak of are only in fairy tales and the movies. You won’t get a lightning bolt, but I think you will just know.”

“I hope so. My biological clock is pounding in my head.”

Helga smiled. “You want children?”

I nodded. “I think so. I’ve never not wanted children; it just never happened. Now that I realize Brad could be my last chance at having a family, I feel this sense of urgency. But I don’t want that to be what drives me into his arms only to find out later we weren’t right for each other.”

“But you would have babies. That would make it worth it, right?”

I shrugged. “Maybe, but I want it all. I want the father of my children to be the love of my life. I’m probably being completely ridiculous. My mother raised me on too many fairy tales.”

She chuckled. “It’s good to have hopes and dreams. I hope he is that man, and I have a feeling he just may be—if you give him a chance.”

“Thank you, Helga. I will. I’m much more open to the idea than I was two weeks ago. Maybe a change of scenery will help me see things a bit more clearly. I had a bit of a knee-jerk reaction the first time around.”

She turned to walk out the door, then stopped and walked back into my office. “If you have to leave, I’ll understand. Don’t let me or this job hold you back. You are not obligated to work here forever. I want you to chase your happiness.”

Smiling, I thanked her again. 

I tried to do some writing, but my head just wasn’t in it. All I could think about was seeing him. I smiled when I thought about the key he had left on my entryway table. When he left it, I didn’t think he expected me to actually use it. It was more of a gesture than an actual invitation to pop into his home whenever I felt like it. 

Groaning aloud, I realized I wasn’t going to get any work done. I should just go home, take a long, hot bath, and pamper my skin. I wanted to look and feel good when I saw him tomorrow. 

I said my good-byes as I walked out of the office. Once home, I rechecked my bag. I knew I had completely overpacked. I just wasn’t sure what to expect. Would he want to go out to a nice restaurant for dinner? Would we hang out on the beach all day? I went overboard and packed enough to last me a month. Thankfully, I was a skilled packer and could stuff a lot of clothes into a single suitcase. It was the shoes that were the problem. A girl could not get by with a single pair of shoes. 

Once I stuffed as much as I could into the suitcase, I thought about Brad’s dilemma. I would kill the airline if they lost my suitcase. I decided I better be prepared and took a change of clothes and some emergency toiletries in my carry-on. 

I took a bath, hoping it would help settle me down so I could get some sleep, but it was pointless. All I could think about was him. My stomach was a jumble of nerves. Would he be happy to see me? His texts said yes, but maybe he thought we were still just joking and flirting. 

“Relax, Mia. If he doesn’t want you, you can go shopping on Rodeo Drive. It won’t be a completely wasted trip,” I mumbled into my pillow. 





Chapter Twenty-Five 

Brad

 

 

I wasn’t sure what Mia’s game was, but the woman had me in knots. I hadn’t been able to eat or sleep for days. She’d sent me that dirty little number and then disappeared off the face of the earth. I had thought we’d turned a corner and things were looking up, but I was beginning to think it had been a game. Like she’d wanted to be the dumper and not the dumpee. I could almost understand that game—twenty years ago. But we were too damn old to be playing that bullshit game now. 

My show was going well. My listeners were sympathetic to my plight. One woman asked a very good question: Didn’t Mia listen to the show? Didn’t she know how badly I wanted her?

I assumed the answer was no. If she had listened, she would have known how serious I was. She wouldn’t have stopped talking. I didn’t think, anyway. There was a slim chance she was pissed I was talking about our love life on the radio. Though it wasn’t like I used her real name. 

“That went really well. Who knew Damien would be so cool?” Jaxon said, flopping down on the small leather couch in my office. 

“Make yourself at home,” I muttered. 

“I think we may have found a new shtick for you. The audience and the celebrities you are interviewing are eating up this poor-guy routine.”

“That wasn’t my intention.”

“That’s probably why it’s working so well. People love this stuff. You sound like you are being completely serious,” he said, stretching out on the couch, his feet dangling over the edge. 

“I am serious. Where have you been the last month?” 

He chuckled. “I know, I know, but I don’t understand how this girl keeps turning you down. You did flowers, chocolate, and flew across the country to see her. You even bought her a ring. What more does she want?”

I shrugged. “Beats the hell out of me. A guarantee maybe?”

He laughed. “Women. You can’t live with them and there is no way in hell you can live without them.”

I rolled my eyes at what had to be one of the oldest clichés I had ever heard. I fired up my laptop to check my email. I still hadn’t heard back from the station I had applied to. But I was a fucking rock star. They should be jumping at the chance to get me on their station. Instead, they were ignoring me. Maybe they couldn’t afford me. 

“What’s wrong?” Jaxon asked, reading the shitty look on my face. 

I shook my head. “I can’t get a damn job in New York. What the hell? Don’t they know how hot I am right now?”

He made a strangled sound. “My God, you are so fucking arrogant.”

“You know what I mean. I have a following, and it’s only getting bigger. They should want me. Why don’t they want me?”

“Now you sound like a teenage girl pining after a boy. It takes time.”

“It’s been over a week. It doesn’t take that much effort to Google my name and see who I am. You need to get me on more stations. Clearly, my star isn’t bright enough yet.”

“Why would I talk you up and sell your show when you’re trying to pull up stakes and ditch us?” he asked a little irritably. 

I thought about it for a second. “Good point. But, if I end up staying here, I want to go bigger.”

“Then you better figure out if you want to be the next Ryan Seacrest or if you want the woman and babies. You don’t get both,” he said, sitting up on the couch. “Speaking of babies, I need to go. Got a date with a hot coed.”

“You know, that’s probably illegal,” I said dryly. 

He shrugged. “She’s twenty-one—perfectly legal.”

I didn’t even bother telling him he was a snake. He knew it and seemed to like it. To each his own. 

Slapping the laptop closed, I headed home for another hard, lonely night. In the back of my mind, I had to believe she wasn’t talking to me because she was taking a page from my book. She had said she was coming, so I’d assumed on the weekend. I hoped that was what the whole ignoring-me thing was about. I wasn’t quite sure what I would do if she didn’t show up Friday or Saturday. I’d probably find myself on a plane heading to her with that lacy thing in my carry-on. I didn’t care if the TSA guy searched my bag and saw it or not. 

I was hoping the guy at the front desk would tell me I had a package. No such luck. Defeated, I pushed the button for the elevator. 

“I knew I recognized you,” a woman said, stepping into the elevator with me. 

I smiled, trying to be polite, but I was in no mood for small talk. “You do, huh? Do you live in the building?”

She shook her head. “No. My mom lives here. You’re Brad, the radio guy?”

I nodded. “That’s me.”

“Cheer up. I think she’ll come around. Give her some time. Her time table isn’t the same as yours. It sounds to me as if she is a smart lady. Smart women think about their actions. They don’t jump in with both feet and hope for the best. That’s more of a guy thing,” she said with a smile. 

“Thanks. I hope so. It feels like her time table is very slow.”

She giggled. “Of course it feels that way. That’s a good thing.” The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. “This is me. I think it’s going to work out. If it doesn’t, I have a friend who would be willing to soothe your broken heart.”

I didn’t know what came over me, but the old Brad showed up. “What about you? You don’t want to soothe my broken heart?” 

She winked. “I don’t like guys with baggage. Besides, I have a man.”

I laughed at her blunt rejection. I could always appreciate an honest woman. 

The doors slid shut, and I rode the elevator up a few more floors before stepping into the hall. I was already thinking about what I would text her. I was going to make it hot and bossy. I had felt how she got when I told her exactly what I wanted her to do. I could see some leather in our future—assuming she let us have a future. 

I stuck my key in the lock but realized it wasn’t locked. 

A shiver of apprehension trickled down my spine. I lived in a building with a watchman. It was a fairly upscale place. Despite how safe it was, I always locked my door. With my hand on the knob, I tried to remember what I’d been doing when I’d walked out the door that morning. I had been slightly distracted, but I always locked the door. It was a habit I didn’t have to think about. 

Turning the knob, I walked into my apartment. I immediately looked at my big screen. Still there. I breathed a sigh of relief. Stealing a man’s television was not cool. I walked around the living room and saw that everything was in it’s place. It was the same story with the kitchen. 

“Idiot,” I mumbled, realizing I had left my door unlocked like a dumbass. 

I walked into my room, ready to strip into a pair of comfortable basketball shorts before chilling out and watching a little baseball. 

“What the hell?” I muttered, freezing in the doorway. “Son of a bitch.”

Mia was curled up on top of the covers of my bed. She was wearing the black lace number and appeared to be sound asleep. I smiled as I took in the sight of her. After checking my watch, I saw it was after midnight her time. I briefly wondered how long she’d been waiting for me. 

I looked at the chair in the corner of my room and saw her suitcase. She was staying for a while judging by the size of the thing. That was a good sign. 

My gaze returned to the nearly naked woman on my bed. “Fuck me,” I whispered as I looked at her. 

She was sexy as hell, a real-life sleeping beauty on my bed. Judging by what she was wearing, or rather not wearing, I knew I was about to get very lucky. I just had to move. I shook my head when I realized I was still standing in the doorway like an idiot. 

I kicked off my sneakers and walked across the plush carpeting in my room. I didn’t want to scare her. I reached out and gently pushed back one of the long waves of hair that was across her cheek. She didn’t budge. The poor woman was obviously exhausted. I hesitated for a second, thinking I should let her sleep. 

I looked down at the recently spray-tanned skin and realized she hadn’t put on the lace lingerie to sleep in. She wanted me to fuck her. Who was I to deny the woman? 

After kissing her gently on the cheek, I moved to her lips. She moaned, but she didn’t move. I hoped she was dreaming of me. When she didn’t kiss me back, I moved lower. I kissed her chin and then her delicate collarbone before kissing the top of one of her rather exposed breasts. The only thing truly hidden from view was her nipple, and I could see it puckered beneath the black lace. 

“Hey,” she breathed out, my kiss to her tit having succeeded in finally stirring her from her slumber. 

“Hey yourself. You came.”

She grinned and rolled onto her back, gazing up at me. “Not yet I haven’t.”

Her words hit me like a freight train. “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted you every day since I left. Hell, the day I left, it took everything I had to walk out of your house without bending you over that couch one last time.”

Her eyes fluttered closed and her lips parted. “I’ve been dreaming about you.”

I grinned before giving her a quick kiss on her lips. “Did you get a nice nap?”

“What time is it?”

“After nine.”

She smiled. “I slept enough.”

“Good, because I’m about to make you a very happy, very satisfied, and extremely tired woman.”

She giggled. “You think so? Maybe it’s going to be the other way around.”

I shook my head, staring into her eyes. “I’ll have you crying uncle before this night is done.”

She blushed. “I don’t know about that. Do you really have it in you?” she whispered. 

The woman had no idea what she was doing. I wasn’t a toy to be played with. I was going to fuck her until she was begging me for mercy. Her body was mine, and I needed her to know it. I had to dominate her in every way possible to prove to her how much she wanted me, how much she needed me in her bed. 

“Baby, you are going to be screaming with every orgasm I give you. This little bit of lace you sent me has had me beating off every night. That has only made it worse, so I’m so fucking hot for you, I’m almost afraid of what I might do to your body.”

She shuddered beneath me before stretching both her arms up. “I’m yours to do with as you please. Fuck me, Brad. Dominate me. Make me scream for mercy. I dare you.”

I pressed my lips against hers. She pulled my body against her own. I willingly collapsed on top of her before rolling onto my back, taking her with me to sprawl on top of me. I wanted to cherish every moment. Looking into her eyes, I took a brief second to thank my very lucky stars that she was here and in my bed.





Chapter Twenty-Six

Mia

 

 

I leaned up and kissed him. I had never longed for anything as much as I longed for his touch. He kissed me back, slow and gentle. I wanted to tell him he had way too many clothes on for my taste. I squirmed, trying to remind him that I was virtually naked and on top of him. 

“Want something?” he asked in a gruff voice. 

“Yes.”

He ran his hand down my side, starting at the tip of my fingers raised high above my head and trailing all the way down over my ribcage to my hip. My body was shaking in anticipation. 

He rolled me off him, sat up, and put his hand on my stomach. “I imagined what this would look like on you, but I could have never imagined this.”

I smiled and arched my back, stretching my arms higher, encouraging him to look and touch all he wanted. 

He stared at me and my scantily clad body. It made me feel sexy, as if I were the most beautiful woman in the world. 

When he reached out and yanked my legs to hang them over the bed at my knees, I gasped. I slid back a few inches, thinking things would go a little easier if I was on the bed. 

“Don’t you fucking move,” he growled. 

I dropped back down to my elbows and stared at him. His eyes were heavy-lidded with raging passion. He stared at the lace that ran over my pubic bone. 

“Open your legs.”

I nodded, gulping down the ball of anxiety in my throat. 

“Fuck,” he said, groaning low in his throat. 

The tiny panties were crotchless and not really panties at all. They were nothing more than a band of frilly lace that wrapped around my hips. 

“Roll over,” he commanded. 

I slowly rolled onto my stomach. 

“God damn,” he breathed out. 

“Back. Get to your back!” he ordered, and I quickly did as he said, leaving my knees bent and my lower legs hanging off the bed. 

Without him asking, I spread my legs wide enough for him to step between them, which I was hoping he would hurry up and do. I was wet and aching with need for him. I had been waiting for this moment for too long to hold out much longer. 

He undid the button on his pants and pushed them down his hips, instantly freeing his engorged cock. I licked my lips at the sight of it. I could practically feel him inside me. He kicked his pants to the side, pulling his shirt over his head as he stepped between my knees. I reached up, bending at the waist to take his dick in my hands. 

I stroked him a few times before sitting up and closing my mouth around the silky, smooth tip of his cock. 

I moaned low in my throat at the taste of him. His hand went to the back of my head, pulling me against his dick, forcing me to take him in further. I opened my mouth and swallowed him deep in my throat. I lapped at the length in my mouth before I began sucking and pulling away. 

“Fuck!” He groaned and pulled my hair back, effectively pulling him out of my mouth. 

Instantly, I moved to take his dick back into my mouth, but he had other plans. He dropped to his knees and shoved me forcefully onto my back. 

I cried out when his mouth closed over my pussy lips with no warning. A million sensations exploded through my body as he used two fingers to spread my nether lips before sticking his rough tongue inside my hole. 

He furiously lapped and nibbled while I thrashed my head against the bed. 

“Brad!” I screamed his name, unable to say anything else. The feelings he was stirring inside my pussy were making me feel crazy. My hands were on his head, just like his had been on mine. I was pulling him closer, deepening his tongue thrusts into my hole before pushing him away as the sensations became too strong. 

I was ready to explode. I was panting, trying to slow my heart rate, knowing it was on the verge of exploding out of my chest. He offered no relief. It wasn’t my heart that exploded, but my pussy. I erupted in a fountain of juices that he eagerly lapped up as I cried out in complete ecstasy, one vibration tearing through my body and then another, and then another. 

He pulled his tongue out and began a slow trail of kisses up my stomach before pausing at my breasts. 

“I didn’t hear uncle,” he said, looking into my eyes. 

I shook my head. “No, you didn’t.”

He grinned. “Not yet anyway.”

He stood and looked down at the lace stretched across my breasts. I smiled, realizing he had no idea how to get it off. 

I made a move to untie the thin straps around my neck that held it on, but I was interrupted as he slapped my hands away and in one quick, violent move, ripped it from my body. 

I gasped as his nostrils flared a split second before his mouth dropped to one nipple. He sucked hard and deep, practically pulling my back from the bed. The sucking turned to nibbling that created a painful pleasure I had never experienced. My brain warred with my nerve endings. It was my pussy that was oozing with the lovely sensations spiraling through my body. 

He stood up, looking down at me as he ran his hand between my legs. “You’re wet again. You ready?”

I gulped and nodded, expecting him to give me that beautiful cock jutting out and over me. Instead, it was his fingers that ran up my clit before pushing inside me. The invasion was welcomed, and I felt myself tighten around his fingers as he pushed in and out while his other hand massaged one breast and then the other. 

“You’re drenched, Mia. You’re soaking my fingers,” he whispered, pushing them deeper inside me. 

I nodded, not sure what to say. I could feel my juices running onto the bed. He pinched a nipple, causing me to groan as he used his other fingers to pinch my clit. I jerked off the bed, wanting to get away and wanting more at the same time. 

“Come, baby. I can feel how wet you are.”

Nodding, I whimpered from the mix of pleasure and pain. The pad of his thumb rubbed over my hard little nub while two fingers pushed deep inside me. When he tweaked my nipple again, I screamed as the second climax slammed into me, washing away the sting. 

“There you go. I knew you had it in you,” he soothed, stepping back a few inches before grabbing my legs and pulling my ass to the edge of the mattress. 

His big hands grabbed my legs and put my ankles on either side of his face, resting on his shoulders. Before I had time to protest the awkward position, the head of his cock was probing my entrance. I shimmied lower on the bed, desperate to have him inside me. 

With one hand, he spread my pussy lips and expertly guided his dick inside. The tip was pushing in, pressing the length of him against my swollen nub. I propped my head up and looked at the part where we were almost completely joined. 

“Watch,” he ordered, pushing in another inch. 

I bit my bottom lip, watching my pussy swallow his length. He pushed deeper, and the first stirring of a climax ran through my body, causing me to shudder and involuntarily arch my back. My head dropped back. 

“Watch!” he shouted. “Watch me fuck you.”

I moaned and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to fight off the orgasm I could feel building with his slow entry. Watching him enter me was extremely erotic and had me very turned on. 

“Mia, look at my dick. Look at your sweet pussy pulling me in.”

I opened my eyes and sat up a fraction to watch him push all the way inside. His balls were pressed against my ass, his pubic hair tickling my sensitive skin. 

“Your pussy is tight and so wet,” he groaned, stepping closer to the bed and pushing farther into me. 

“Brad!” I screamed as his dick pressed against my cervix. He was impossibly deep inside me. “I can’t stop it.” I groaned out the words as my orgasm rolled through my body in slow motion. 

My head dropped back against the mattress a split second before he reached down and cupped the back of my head, pulling me forward while pushing even deeper. 

“Watch!” he grunted. 

I was shaking and convulsing while watching my own pussy seep juices around his dick. He pulled out, his dick glistening with my own wetness before he pushed in again. I couldn’t stay up any longer and flopped against the bed, my body arching and flexing with violent muscle spasms. 

When I could finally move of my own accord, I looked up to see him watching me. 

“You’re so fucking hot when you come,” he whispered in a strained voice. 

“You’re so fucking hot when you make me come,” I told him in a croaking voice of my own. 

He smiled. “Then you’re about to get really hot, because I’m going to make you come again.”

My breath hitched in my throat as he pulled out and slammed into me. I moved back a couple inches only to be dragged right back against his thighs while he drove into me over and over. I almost cried when I felt my body gearing up for another orgasm. I didn’t know how it was possible to come again. 

I whimpered, the sound encouraging him to drive harder and faster inside me. I felt my body stiffen before exploding around his dick. Everything went black as I rode out the next orgasm that he joined in on. Between the two of us, there was a flood of juices flowing in and out of me. 

He collapsed against the bed beside me, panting hard. I looked at him and used one hand to gently caress his face before I closed my eyes. There were so many things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t find the energy to speak. 

My body was sated. He hadn’t been wrong. Uncle wasn’t the word I used, but I vaguely remembered begging for mercy. He had played my body like a finely tuned machine. And now, I was starving. I had been too nervous and excited to eat before I’d crawled into his bed to wait for him. Now that my immediate needs had been taken care of, I needed food. 

I pushed his arm off me and sat up, looking around for something to throw on. I found his shirt on the floor and leaned over to pick it up. 

“No.”

I turned to him. “What?”

“No. Leave it off. I like you naked.”

“I’m hungry.” I pouted, folding my arms across my chest. 

He grinned. “Fine. You can put on the shirt. Nothing else.”

I raised an eyebrow and thought about telling him I could wear as much or as little clothing as I wanted. Instead, I slapped him with a pillow. 

He laughed and grabbed it out of my hand before smacking me playfully in the head with it. 

“You don’t need clothes on to eat, just so you know,” he said with a smile. 

I shook my head. I loved this fun, flirty side of him. He could go from serious to wild and fun in the space of a minute. I gave him a quick kiss before pulling on the shirt and getting out of bed. 

“You better have food in your kitchen, or you are going to find yourself going to the store.”

“Or I’ll just call for delivery.”

“It’s one o’clock in the morning.”

He shrugged. “So? There are places that deliver all night.”

I laughed and headed for the kitchen in search of sustenance.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Brad 

 

 

I should have been exhausted as I walked into work, but I wasn’t. I was on cloud nine. When I had left, Mia had been in my bed, getting in a quick nap. I had worn her out last night. I laughed while thinking back to our emergency run to an all-night diner at two o’clock that morning. I didn’t have what she’d wanted in my kitchen. She’d insisted on something completely fattening and full of protein. I had loved watching her pack away the food. I knew she didn’t normally eat like that. It was all me and because of what I had done to her body.

I was smiling as I walked down the hall and into my office. I had called in earlier, saying I would be in for my show and nothing else. Thankfully, I didn’t have any spots or live broadcasts on the agenda. It was just me and my one-man show. I couldn’t wait to tell my listeners that things were looking up. I had to be careful, though. I didn’t want to say too much in case Mia was listening.

Sitting down, I quickly checked my email. There was an email from the radio station in New York. I clicked it, then nearly threw the computer across the room when I read the words. It was a no. They didn’t think I was right for their target audience. The demographics were not a good fit. 

“Bullshit,” I said into the empty room. 

They didn’t know what they were missing out on. I could run a successful show. I could bring in new listeners and increase their advertising dollars. I had done it at my station with great success, and that had been before I really knew what I was doing. Now I had experience under my belt and a solid reputation in the entertainment industry. I wasn’t interviewing Madonna or Katy Perry or others like them, but I was on my way. 

“Fuck,” I said. Now what was I going to do? I had been certain I could get a job in the city fairly easily. Mia was going to be pissed when she found out. She was going to think I wasn’t serious about moving to be close to her. 

I had to find a way to make it work. After last night, I knew without a doubt that I wanted her in my life. I was absolutely willing to give up everything to be with her. 

“Hey, you okay?” Tina asked, coming into my office and sitting down. “You look like someone just popped your favorite red balloon.”

“Just a shitty email.”

“Everything else okay? You didn’t come in at your normal time. I thought maybe you were sick or something,” she said. She studied my face. “You don’t look sick.” 

I nodded. “I’m better than okay actually. Mia got into town last night,” I said with a big smile. 

She laughed. “That explains the glow. I wasn’t sure if you were happy or feverish.”

“I don’t glow. Men don’t glow. That’s a female thing.”

She shook her head as she laughed. “Nope. You’re glowing. You have this vibe coming off you. It’s a weird mix of sex and love. It’s kind of gross, actually,” she said, sounding more like a sister than a friend.

“I’m happy. Really happy. I only wish it was more permanent. We still haven’t figured out the logistics of this thing.”

She was smiling. “I feel like I’m seeing you grow up before my eyes.”

“I’m older than you,” I reminded her. 

“Technically, yes. Mentally and maturity wise, not so much,” she said. 

“Hey, I resemble that.”

That made her laugh, and I was feeling a little better about the rejection letter. “I hope I get to grow up and settle down. Unfortunately, this bicoastal thing is proving to be a real bitch. I can’t be away from her for weeks at a time. I’ll die,” I said.

“I don’t need dirty details. I do understand though. But, if you want to make it work, you can. My husband has been deployed twice. Eight months the first time and six months the second time. It’s hard. It takes a lot of dedication, patience, and more patience. You have to decide you want to make it work.”

“I know. I don’t know if she wants that kind of thing, though.”

“I hate to see you go, but if she makes you this happy, you have to. You can find a job. Maybe it’s time for a career change.”

I groaned. “The only job I applied for—the only job I found open—just shot me down. I’m not sure what I’m going to do. I don’t know what else to do if I’m not on the radio.”

“The satellite thing.”

I rolled my eyes. “And what if that crashes and burns? It’s not like they can move me to a new slot or something. I could fade into oblivion.”

“Not you. It could be the perfect solution. You have to at least consider it, especially if you’re not finding leads anywhere else.”

I nodded, knowing she was right. “I will. I need to get to the booth.”

“Your meal of the week is waiting. I hope you ate before you came,” she said, wrinkling her nose. 

“Oh man. I was really hungry, too.”

She laughed. “Well, that could be a good thing. Maybe you’ll be able to get it down. Just eat and don’t taste it. I can tell you there are a lot of seeds and green leafy things. I’ll make sure there are a couple bottles of water at the ready. I’d hate for you to choke on a seed.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying this. I think for my next show, I’m going to have strict requirements for any food. If a cow won’t eat it, I’m not going to eat it.”

She laughed. “Cows don’t eat a lot of things.”

I shrugged. “Well, herbivores in general. I’m not a damn bird. Who eats seeds in a meal?”

“Oh, just wait until you see it. I think it was called a nut loaf or something.”

I dug in my drawer and pulled out a protein bar, which I quickly shoved into my mouth as I walked toward the booth. 

I sat down and kicked off the show. It was all about perseverance and getting what you wanted. I gave my spiel and waited for the calls to come in. 

“You sound different,” the first called said. “Did you finally give up on that New Yorker?”

I laughed deep in my throat. “Nope. Not a chance. Didn’t you hear what we were talking about tonight? It’s all about not giving up.”

The guy made a choking sound. “You’re embarrassing yourself, man.”

I hung up and took the next call. 

“I’m happy for you. She sounds like a lovely woman. Keep fighting. Don’t listen to those guys calling in and telling you to move on. A woman needs to know you’ll fight for her. You don’t have to be a knight in shining armor, but acting like one will go a long way toward proving you are serious,” an older woman said. 

I smiled. I liked her analogy. I knew Mia wanted to make sure I was more than a lot of hot air. I could do that. I could prove it to her. 

The show went well. My producer indicated I had one last call. 

“This is Brad,” I said in my radio voice. 

“Hi, Brad. When you have a woman as beautiful and smart as she is, you better be willing to walk through fire for her. She is definitely worth it,” a woman’s voice said. 

The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. “You sound like you know her,” I said. 

There was soft laughter. “Know isn’t the right word, but we met. I’m the lady from the elevator.”

I chuckled. “I thought your voice sounded familiar. Thank you. Tell your mom I said hi,” I said before ending the call. 

After closing the show, I headed for my office. I was anxious to get home. I usually hung out a bit after a show, but I had a gorgeous woman at home waiting for me. 

“Hey, good show,” Jaxon said, walking with me toward my office. 

“Thanks.”

“You in a hurry? I feel like we’re sprinting.”

I shrugged. “Just want to get home.”

He nodded. “Understandable, but you’re running.”

“I’m not running,” I retorted. 

He stopped walking and grabbed my arm, bringing me to a halt. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

I was going to deny it. I wanted to keep her all to myself. “Yes,” I admitted.

“I want to meet this mystery woman.”

“Later.”

He burst into laughter. “I guess I know why you’re practically running out the door. You have to let her out of your bed at some point, Brad.”

I started walking, turned around, and grinned. “No, I don’t. Besides, I don’t think she wants out.”

I could hear his laughter as I grabbed what I needed out of my office and headed out the door. Tonight, I would be prepared to keep the woman fed and happy. I stopped at a local takeout place and ordered enough food to last us several days. 

While I waited for my order to be put together, I sent her a quick text. 

I expect you naked and ready when I get home in thirty minutes.

The emoji she sent me was a shocked face followed by a party hat. I let her know she could wear a party hat and nothing else. 

Once my name was called, I grabbed the bags of food and raced home. The doorman waved as I headed toward the elevator. I had a feeling he knew about the guest in my apartment. It was one of the downsides of having a manned entry. Someone always knew who was coming and going, and gossip was rampant. 

Sticking my key in the lock, I once again discovered it wasn’t locked. I’d lecture her about that after I buried myself inside her. She wasn’t in the living room, which meant she had to be in my bedroom. After depositing the food on the kitchen counter, I walked into the room and once again found myself stuck in the doorway, unable to move forward. 

“Damn,” I breathed out, staring at her beautiful, pert ass. 

She turned and smiled. “You said to be naked.”

I chuckled. “Yes, I did.”

She was laying on her stomach, propped up on her elbows with her legs bent at the knees and crossed at the ankles, and reading a magazine. It was seductive without even trying. The woman didn’t realize how sexy she was. 

“You going to stand there all night?” she asked in a soft voice. 

“I don’t know if I can move.”

Seeing her as she was made me forget all about the missed job opportunity and the food I’d thought I wanted. All I wanted was her. 

“Are you saying I need to come to you?” she purred, rolling over onto her side, giving me a full-frontal view. 

I sucked in a breath of air and shook my head. “No,” I croaked out. “I want to look at you.”

She smiled. There was no embarrassment or blushing as she ran her hand over her thigh, trailed it up her flat stomach, and cupped her breast. 

“Look all you want,” she cooed. 

I was done looking; touching was required. I stalked toward her, ripping off my shirt and stepping out of my jeans while I moved. Once I was beside the bed, I ordered her to lie flat. She did as I asked, her arms at her sides, her chest heaving from her long, deep breaths. 

“Brad.” She said my name on a breath. 

With everything forgotten, I leaned down and kissed her, promising to make her scream my name again. 





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Mia

 

 

With Brad at work, I was able to think a little more clearly. When he was around, it was all sex all the time. We had managed to eat and even sleep a little, but we had yet to talk about the pact. He hadn’t brought up marriage or anything of the sort. I wasn’t sure if he had changed his mind or if he was afraid to bring it up after my reaction last time. 

Last time, he had definitely taken me by surprise, but now I wanted to hear him out. I had come to realize how much I wanted the same things he did. I didn’t think it was just the baby fever that had come on out of nowhere. My biological clock was certainly influencing my change of heart, but it was more than that. I was tired of the single life and going home to an empty condo every night. I didn’t even have a plant to take care of. I could feel my maternal instinct stirring to life. I needed someone to care for.

I wanted Brad to bring it up. I was far more open to the idea now. If we could hammer out a few details, I felt like we had a chance. The sex with him had been amazing. He was an easy-going guy, but once we stepped into the bedroom, he was a different man. I loved how demanding he was. I loved being able to relax and let him take control. All I had to do was sit back and let him pleasure me over and over. No woman could hate that. 

I was leaving on Sunday, though. We had to talk. I wanted to do it in person. This wasn’t something that could be talked about over the phone or via text. 

It was after eight when my phone beeped to let me know I had a text. It was from Brad. He wanted me naked and waiting, again. That wasn’t going to happen, not until we talked. I put on one of my new outfits, a little bummed I hadn’t gotten the chance to wear it out. I had worn almost nothing since I had landed on Wednesday night. I did get to wear one of the new lingerie sets I had picked out with my mother, though. Brad had been very appreciative. 

When he walked through the door carrying more takeout, he scoffed. 

“You’re not naked,” he immediately pointed out. 

I laughed. “Observant.”

He held up the bags of food. “I brought dinner.”

I nodded my head. “I can see that. Looks like you cook about as much as I do.”

“What’s up? You have that look on your face that tells me I’m not going to get to spread you out on that table and have my way with you,” he said in a gruff voice. 

That made me smile. “I’m not saying that at all. I am saying we need to talk first.”

He groaned and put the food in the kitchen before coming to sit at the table across from me. “I think I know what this is about,” he muttered. 

“Let’s have dinner at the table, and with our clothes on so we can talk,” I said with a smile, hoping to put him at ease. 

He nodded and grabbed a couple plates out of a cupboard. Once we had dished up our food and sat down, he looked at me, waiting for me to start. 

“The pact,” I said, hating the word. 

“The pact. Are you sure you want to talk about this?”

“Yes. We need to. I mean, that’s what brought us together. It’s kind of hanging over our heads. Are you still serious about it?”

He gulped down some water. “I am. Are you willing to consider it?”

I felt my heart kick up a beat. “Yes.”

His expression changed from one of dread to one of hope. “Wow. Good. I mean, that’s awesome.”

“Brad, we have to figure out the logistics though. We both have thriving careers. I don’t see how either one of us can pick up and move.”

“I was willing to do just that. I applied for the only job I could find out there, but I got shot down,” he mumbled. 

“You did?” I asked in surprise. “When did you do that? I didn’t know you were even considering it.”

He smiled. “I told you when I was there that I was serious. Mia, I want this to work between us. We’re compatible. We get along and you cannot deny that we are fucking amazing together in the sex department.”

I felt a blush coming on and quickly calmed myself down. “I guess I didn’t realize you were already trying. That’s great. I’m so excited for you to live back in New York.”

He was shaking his head. “I said I tried, but I didn’t get the job. I can’t move without a job lined up. You’re going to have to move here.”

I blinked. “What?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “You’ll have to move here. You can move in with me, or we can find you your own place to rent for a while if that makes you feel more comfortable.”

“Brad!” 

“What?”

“Are you serious? I can’t even believe you right now!”

“Are you mad?” he asked as if it were the craziest notion possible. 

“Yes!”

He looked at me as if he truly didn’t understand why I was pissed. “Mia, you said you wanted to talk about the pact. Throw me a bone here. What’s going on?”

I stood up, needing to pace. “You are the one who chased me down. You are the one who brought up the pact and wanted to make it happen. Now you expect me to give up everything and move to LA to be with you? You get to stay in your home and at your comfy job while I’m forced to get in the unemployment line and house hunt?” I shrieked. 

“Why was it okay for me to do that, but when I ask you to do it, it’s the end of the world?”

“Because you started this!”

I knew I sounded ridiculous. He had a point. I wasn’t thinking rationally. I took a deep breath, waiting for him to respond. 

“Mia, I want this to work. I do, but I can’t live in New York if I don’t have a job. I’m not going to be a mooch.”

“Brad, my mom is in New York. I can’t leave my mom. The fashion world is in New York City. I wouldn’t be able to do what I love if I moved,” I said, feeling defeated.

“I understand. I’m sorry. I feel the same way about my job. I don’t know who I am without the radio. This marriage pact, it means something. We made a promise to each other a long time ago, and I’m serious about keeping it. It’s important,” he stressed. 

“It was just something that was said on a night with too much alcohol. It isn’t important.”

He shook his head. “I meant it then and I mean it now. I don’t offer to marry everyone, and I don’t want to marry anyone else. I want to marry you.”

“I don’t think that really matters. Marriage is a mutual decision. I can’t get my head around the idea of marrying someone because of a drunken promise.”

He smirked. “I think about half the marriages I’ve heard about are because of drunken promises.”

I rolled my eyes. “My point exactly—made and broken once the shine wears off. Is that really what you want?”

“No, it isn’t, and it doesn’t have to be with us. We’ve known each other for almost twenty years. That is longer than most marriages. That has to mean something. We have what it takes to make it.”

I sighed. I wanted to believe his words, but the more practical side of me realized it was all a fantasy. “I don’t think we do,” I said softly. “I don’t want to end up hating each other.”

We both went silent, lost in our own thoughts. I laid my head on the table, covering it with my arms. I figured I may as well get everything out on the table. If we were going to even try to make it work, I wanted to do it with complete honesty. 

“Brad, I’m suffering from baby fever,” I blurted out.

I looked up to judge his reaction. “You have what?”

“Baby fever. It’s the whole biological-clock thing. I’m running out of time to have a child. It’s making me a little crazy. I was fine until you showed up in my life and reminded me of all the things I had said I wanted. I was okay, and then you dangled the idea like a carrot in front of me. I didn’t think I cared. Then you left and a girl at work got pregnant, and now I’m freaking out.”

He was smiling as he extended his hand, gesturing for me to go to him. I did as he wanted, walking around the table to stand next to his chair. He grabbed me around the waist before pulling me onto his lap. I felt silly and completely ridiculous. I sat stiffly on his lap. 

“Mia,” he murmured. 

“What?”

His arms pulled me against his chest. “Relax.”

I scoffed. “I can’t relax. You put me on this speeding train and now I don’t know how to get off or whether I want to get off. You really threw a wrench in my life,” I said. 

He chuckled. “Good. If you want babies, I’ll give you babies.”

His mouth moved to my neck, gently nuzzling it. I could feel myself relaxing into him. It felt good to be in his arms. It felt too good. It was then I realized something horrible. 

I loved him. He had made me fall in love with him all over again, and he didn’t feel the same. He wanted my body and my companionship, but love was not part of the equation. I couldn’t do that. I wanted more. I wanted to feel loved and be loved. Sex was great, and having a warm body beside me in bed every night would be nice, but I wanted it all. I couldn’t settle. 

“No,” I said, sitting up and pushing away. 

His arms pulled me close again. “Come on, we both want the same thing. We’re great together,” he cajoled. 

I shoved back and freed myself from the arms he had clamped around me. 

“You don’t know what I want,” I mumbled, feeling trapped. 

“Mia, you just told me you want kids. I do, too. Are you saying you don’t want to get married?”

I looked at him, wanting to shake him. How could he be so oblivious? I wasn’t going to spell it out. 

“I think we both know that is stupid. This has been fun, but the real world is waiting for us. I had a good time. I’m glad we’re friends again,” I said, almost choking on the word. “We can still text and keep in touch, but that’s probably as much as I can offer.”

He was shaking his head, and I knew he was frustrated. I was hot and cold and just a total mess. I had thought I wanted to marry him and have the kids and the house. I couldn’t say exactly when it happened, but somewhere over the past few days, something had changed. I had fallen in love with him, and meanwhile, he was hung up on a no-feelings-attached marriage pact. 

“Mia, I don’t know what you’re doing. I don’t like games. I’m not going to be your yo-yo,” he said, clearly frustration. 

I shrugged a shoulder. “Then don’t be.”

I walked out and headed for the spare bedroom. Once again, our time together was ending on a sour note. He was right; games were for kids. 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Brad

 

 

I hated waking up without her beside me. Last night had ended with her sleeping on the couch. I had a guest room but no guest bed. Why would I? Anyone who stayed over slept in my bed. No matter how much I had tried to convince her to come to bed with me, she wouldn’t budge. I rolled out of bed and walked into the living room in just my boxers. 

She was sitting up, staring off into space. She looked so sad. I wanted to soothe away her worries and the stress I had caused. That had never been my intention. 

“Hi,” I said, sitting beside her and pulling her onto my lap. 

She reluctantly sat on my lap and leaned her head against my shoulder. “Hi.”

I kissed the top of her head and ran my fingertips up and down her arm in a soothing motion. She relaxed against me, and her soft body felt good against my chest. It was where she belonged always and forever. I wasn’t going to let her go. She was mine. She owned my entire heart. I would never feel what I felt for Mia for anyone else. It was as if she lived in my heart. If she left me, I wasn’t sure I could live. 

We sat in silence, simply enjoying the last of her visit. We didn’t have to talk. There had been plenty said. We were stuck in a circle, and the only way I saw things changing was if I changed them. I had to make the change. 

“Are you all packed?” I asked softly. 

She nodded. “I am. I have to leave in an hour or so.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t need to. I’m sure you have other stuff to do.”

“Nothing is as important as you. Mia, you are my whole life.”

Her breath hitched. “I know that’s not true. You have a great life here in LA. I’m not a part of that. I’m not upset—please don’t think I’m angry with you. I mean, I was last night, but I do understand. You have a great life here. I know how much you love surfing. I can’t ask you to give that up.”

I chuckled. “I could surf on the east coast.”

“You’d freeze.”

“There is plenty of surfing over there. I just never was interested in it before and never bothered looking into it. I know you love New York. You’ve been there your entire life. You live and breathe that city. I understand that.”

I gave a long sigh. “I have, and I do love it. It isn’t just because I’m afraid to move. I love the city and the opportunities and the fashion.”

I squeezed her. “I know. I understand.”

“I should finish getting ready. I need to call an Uber to get me to the airport.”

She leaned up to look at me, and I took advantage of it. I kissed her, softly and gently at first, trying to do everything I could to infuse how much I cared for her into the kiss. When she pulled away and looked into my eyes, I could see how sad she was. It felt like she was ripping my heart out. I had done that to her. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 

She offered a wane smile. “I know. I’m sorry, too.”

I rode with her to the airport and we said our good-byes. I had never truly understood when people used the term “broken heart” until now. My heart hurt as we parted ways. It was an odd feeling. When we had said good-bye in the past, I had been bummed. This was different. I felt as if I were losing a part of me. 

I couldn’t live with part of my heart missing. I had to beef up my efforts to find a job. It was up to me to move. I had Sunday off, which gave me a lot of time to search for jobs and homes as well as miss her. She would text me when she landed, but I immediately felt her absence. She was going home and back to work. She would settle back into her life—without me. 

On Monday, I called Jaxon, asking him to carve out some time to meet with me. I dressed in business-casual attire and met with him in his office. 

“You’re really kind of freaking me out,” he said as soon as he saw me. “What’s this about? You never dress like that or come to my office.”

I shrugged. “I want to talk to you about a proposal, and I need you to take me seriously. I want you to think of me as a guy with a successful show on the station you work for, not as your friend.”

“Oh shit. You want more money, right? You have to know that is not my department. I sell you to other people. I can’t sell you to the owners.”

I nodded my head and sat down in a chair. “Yes, you can. It’s what you do.”

He groaned and sat in the chair behind his desk. “What do you want?”

I smiled. “I want to move to New York.”

“Again? I thought you were over that.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think I’m going to get over it, and I can’t expect her to move here. Her whole life is in New York; it always has been. I can’t ask her to move here.”

He rubbed his eyes. “Brad, I’m not even going to try to talk you out of this. It’s obvious you want this woman. I’m only a little pissed I never got a chance to meet her.”

I chuckled. “We only had a few days together. The last thing we wanted to do was spend time going out for a meet and greet.”

“I’m not just a meet and greet.”

“Anyway, I need some help finding a job over there. I know you know people in the business. Can you reach out and sell me to them?” I asked sincerely. 

“I can try. I have a few contacts out there. I make no promises, though.”

I nodded. “That’s all I can ask. Can you give me the stats for the show so I can use them when I apply for these jobs you are going to find me?”

He laughed. “I’m glad you’re so confident in me.”

“I have to be.”

He nodded and punched some buttons on the keyboard before his printer started spitting out papers.

“Here you go,” he said. “I’ll see what I can find.”

“I’ll check in with you tomorrow,” I said, standing, feeling a little better about my predicament.

“That’s not a lot of time.”

“I don’t have a lot of time,” I replied. 

“Man, you got it bad,” he murmured. 

I did have it bad. I went to my office and beefed up my resume with the new numbers Jaxon had provided. On paper, I looked good. I couldn’t understand why the other station had passed me up. I didn’t have any scandals in my past, and there weren’t any skeletons in my closet that could threaten my career. I was a solid bet. 

On Wednesday, Jaxon called me in the morning to let me know he had exhausted all his leads. There was nothing out there. I thanked him and figured it was time for Plan B. 

I once again asked for a meeting with Jaxon, and this time with the bosses too. 

“You ready for this?” Jaxon asked as we waited outside the conference room. 

I nodded. “Ready as I’ll ever be. This is my last chance. You’ve got to help me convince them this is a good thing. They’re still going to make money, and I won’t technically be going anywhere.”

“I get it, I do, but these guys are old school.”

I shrugged a shoulder. “Then now is as good a time as any to get with the times. Satellite is where it’s at.”

He laughed. “You were just bitching about the satellite gig.”

“This is different. I keep my show, my audience, and my home base.”

“Gentlemen, they’re ready for you,” the pretty young receptionist announced. 

Jaxon smiled at her, and I knew he was about to lay on the charm. “Not now,” I growled, grabbing his elbow and pulling him away from the woman. 

“You suck. She’s gorgeous.”

“She’s also your boss’s daughter.”

“Oh, shit. I didn’t know that.”

I nodded. “Trust me. I found out the hard way.”

Jaxon laughed. “Glad it was you and not me.”

“It wasn’t anything serious. I had just started flirting when he introduced her. It was a near miss.”

We walked into the conference room, and nerves instantly crept up on me. Thankfully, Jaxon was cool as a cucumber. This was his thing. On the water, I was the cool one with all the confidence in the world, but this was his arena, and I was more than happy to sit back and let him run the show. He was very good at his job. 

“Satellite is the way to go. It saves operating costs while giving you maximum exposure. The show has the potential to grow bigger and better, but we have to branch out,” Jaxon said. 

He looked at me and silently asked for permission. I nodded my head. 

“You need to know that Brad has already been approached about moving to Sirius. If that happens, you are going to be the one buying the show to keep his audience here in LA happy. This is a win-win for you. Brad can work from New York, increasing your audience and, ultimately, your advertising dollars.”

I sat back and waited, watching the reactions of the men across the table. They were hesitant. There were obviously some logistical details that would have to be ironed out, but it could work. I had to make it work. It was my last shot at keeping the show I had built and building my new life with Mia.

At the end of the meeting, I wasn’t given an answer. 

As Jaxon and I walked out, he slapped a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t give up yet. Let them crunch the numbers. I think we had two of them convinced.”

I guffawed. “But not the one that counts.”

“Give it time. The old guy doesn’t like change. He’s always reluctant to do anything edgy or different. Don’t push it. Keep doing a good job and increase your listeners. You have to prove to him you’re a valuable commodity.”

“I am a valuable commodity,” I shot back. 

He nodded. “I get it. Relax a little. We should know something by early next week. For now, focus on the show. If I hear of any jobs over there, I’ll let you know. You never know when the next scandal is going to pop up. One man’s grabby hands and potty mouth could mean you get your dream job.”

I laughed. “I never thought I would be hoping for someone to get fired, but I am.”

He shrugged. “There’s only one way to get to the top, and that’s by the top thinning out and making room for rising stars.

I nodded my head, thanked him for his help, and headed for my office. I hadn’t told Mia what I was doing. I didn’t want to disappoint her if I couldn’t make it work. I felt a little guilty for keeping something so big from her, but I wanted to make sure I could make it happen before I said anything. Honesty was important to her, and I understood that. I wasn’t lying; I just wasn’t telling her everything. 

We had been texting. It was more a checking-in and sharing-our-days thing. I called her after my show every night and talked to her while she lay in bed. I loved hearing the sound of her voice, even if it was from three-thousand miles away. 

 





Chapter Thirty

Mia

 

 

My heart felt like a steel ball in my chest pounding against my breastbone as I stared down at my bathroom counter. My world had tilted off its axis. I shook my head, not believing what I was seeing. It couldn’t be real. 

“Oh my God,” I muttered, picking up the stick with the two blue lines. 

I had gone through the same routine yesterday morning with a different brand of pregnancy test. The result had been the same. I was pregnant. On a whim, I had bought a test on Wednesday. I never expected it to be positive. I couldn’t even explain why I’d been prompted to buy the test. It must have been some kind of intuition. My body just knew. 

At first, I had thought it was all in my head. I didn’t believe it was possible. Back when I had first started using the Depo-Provera shot for birth control, the doctor had told me to be aware that it was sometimes difficult for women to get pregnant right away after use was discontinued. She had given me the worst-case scenario. I had gotten it in my head that it would take months of being off the shot before I could even think about trying. 

The week before Brad first contacted me, I had been extra busy and hadn’t gone in for my shot. It wasn’t like I’d planned on having a sexual relationship. I had been late with my shot before and been okay, although I hadn’t been having a lot of sex, and when I did, I insisted on condoms. Brad was a different story. It had been innocent flirtation and then he was in my bed in a whirlwind of wild and crazy sex. It never occurred to me that I hadn’t gotten the shot until I started feeling queasy in the morning after returning from LA. 

I was pregnant, and I couldn’t believe it was happening. While I’d been telling Brad I wanted a baby, I had already been pregnant. I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. I knew I should be stressed and freaking out, but I would have time for that later. Right now I just wanted to be happy. I knew there were risks and things could go wrong, but at the moment, I was pregnant. I had life growing inside me, and I wanted to take a minute to really enjoy it. 

After tossing the pee sticks in a drawer in the bathroom, I got ready for work. I looked at my closet and thought about the new wardrobe I would need to accommodate my growing belly. It also gave me an idea for a new article. Everyone knew maternity fashion was a sorely lacking industry. Maybe I could change that, or at least highlight the designers who did dress pregnant women in a way that made them still feel fashionable and beautiful. 

I called my mom on the way into work and asked her to meet me for dinner. I had to tell her my big news. It didn’t seem the right time to tell Brad, but I had to tell someone!

“Hi,” she said when she met me outside the Italian restaurant we had agreed on. 

“Hi, Mom,” I said. My excitement must have been obvious. 

“What? Tell me,” she said. “What’s happened?”

“Let’s get our table,” I said, wanting her to be sitting down when I told her. 

She eyed me suspiciously. “Fine.”

Once we sat down and the waiter had taken our drink orders and gone, she looked at me, questions written all over her face. “What’s up? Tell me.”

I took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”

Her mouth fell open. “On purpose?” she asked hesitantly. 

I laughed. “No, not exactly, but I’m not upset about it either.”

She was smiling so big I could practically see her molars. “Brad?”

“Yes! Of course Brad. Geez, Mom, I haven’t exactly been bed hopping.”

She giggled. “I just wanted to make sure. It’s never safe to assume anything these days. How far along are you?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I would guess only a few weeks. Seriously, it can only be Brad’s, and he’s only been back in my life for a month.”

She was still grinning. “I’m so happy for you.”

Suddenly, I was slapped with an overwhelming sense of sadness. Tears welled in my eyes and spilled down my face before I knew what was happening. What an idiot I had been. I’d let myself fall in love with a man who didn’t love me back. I had been a fool at the age of twenty-four and gotten hurt. That could almost be excusable, but to fall back in love with the same man all over again at thirty-four was just stupid and naïve.

“What’s wrong?” my mom asked. “You are happy about this, right?”

I nodded, not able to speak. 

“Does he know?”

 “I just found out,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re the first person I’ve told.”

“You two are still talking, right? I thought you said things ended on a much better note than they had when he was here.”

I nodded. “Yes, but, Mom, we can’t get married.”

“Mia, wait. I’m afraid I don’t understand. What’s going on? Is it still the distance thing? If it is, both of you need to realize that love is far more important than any silly job. Both of you are smart, educated, and driven. You can get a job anywhere, and so can he.”

I took a few deep breaths. “That’s exactly why we can’t get married.”

“Because of the jobs? Please tell me you are not seriously considering giving up on everything because you are too stubborn to look for a new job,” she said with exasperation.

Shrugging a shoulder, I replied, “That is one reason, but mostly it’s because he doesn’t love me. He wants to marry me just to be married. He wants kids to complete his own dreams and goals. I don’t know that he cares who gives him a child or who takes his name. He is so goal-orientate; he just wants to be married.”

“Now that can’t be true, honey. I saw the way you two were together. He cares about you. He looked at you with such tenderness, it made me a little jealous,” she teased.

I scoffed. “You care about a friend. You love your wife and the mother of your child. I have no doubt in my mind that he is fond of me, but that’s not what I want. I want a man who is head over heels in love with me.”

She shrugged. “Sometimes you have to grow to love one another. He may not even recognize his feelings. Has he ever been in love? Maybe he doesn’t know he’s in love with you. You know he didn’t have the best childhood growing up. For some people, love isn’t so easy,” she said.

I didn’t want to wait for him to figure it out. I knew I loved him already. I wanted him to love me for me, not because of some stupid pact. I definitely didn’t want him to really push the marriage thing because I was pregnant. I didn’t want a marriage based on that. I wanted love. If he didn’t know what love was or what it felt like, I was not up for being his guinea pig. It wasn’t like I was an expert in that department anyway. It was just something you knew in your heart. 

“I want more. I want him to love me. I want him to be in love with me and not just care about me as his best friend and the mother of his child.”

“You have to tell him, Mia. Don’t expect him to read your mind.”

Shrugging, I said, “I don’t even know if I’ll ever see him again. I could have the baby and he wouldn’t even know.”

My mom glared at me. “You cannot do that. It isn’t fair to your child or to Brad. He isn’t just some guy or a random one-night stand. You know he wants children. If you didn’t want to have a child with him, you should have been more careful,” she said. 

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Just the same. You’re pregnant and he has a right to know. I’m not saying you have to marry him. I think it may be wise to wait a few weeks, though. Maybe he’ll realize he loves you and then you can tell him about the baby.”

I laughed. “I don’t know how he is going to realize it when we don’t see each other.”

She shrugged. “Mia, you don’t have to see one another to fall in love. Love is about sharing your life with someone. You do that over the phone already. In fact, this distance might be a good thing. It gives you the chance to really get to know each other without other things getting in the way,” she said with a knowing smile. 

She was spot on. When Brad and I were together, it was difficult to think about anything other than sex. It was like our bodies were drawn to each other. It was magnetic. When I was around him, I wanted to be on him or under him, and I knew he felt the same way. 

“You’re probably right.”

Our waiter appeared, and we placed our food order. Suddenly, I was crying again. 

“Mia?” my mom asked softly. “What is it now?”

“I’m so happy,” I gurgled. 

She burst into laughter. “Oh my, you definitely have the pregnancy hormones racing through your body. Be happy. I’m happy. This is a beautiful thing no matter how much stuff is going on between you and Brad.”

Nodding, I went on. “I was beginning to think I would never have a baby, so I can’t believe it’s actually happening.”

My mom’s eyes were bright with tears as well. “I’m going to be a grandma.”

I laughed. “Yes, you are.”

“I’m going to spoil that child more than any other grandma in the history of all time.”

I groaned. “Not too badly.”

She waved a hand in the air. “No, no. It’s written clearly in the grandma code. It is my job to spoil the child and then hand him or her back to you to deal with. I can’t wait.”

We ate our meal and spent an hour talking about it all and everything I would need before the baby arrived. It truly was overwhelming to think I could be doing it all on my own. I knew my mom would be there to help out, but ultimately, it was my responsibility. 

That night, Brad called right on time. He called at the same time every night, like clockwork. I smiled when I saw his number on the screen. 

“Hi,” I said. 

“Hey, beautiful.” He greeted me the same way every night, too. 

It was sweet and heartfelt. I loved that he thought I was beautiful. Would he think I was beautiful when I was nine months pregnant and had swollen ankles? Did he only want the marriage because I was attractive? What if he didn’t find me attractive during and after the pregnancy? The pact allowed us to step outside our marriage vows if the sex wasn’t satisfying, but I could never have a marriage like that. 

We talked for a few minutes. Something felt off. Was it me or him? I didn’t know. Maybe it was because I knew I was keeping something big from him. 

“You know what, I’m really tired tonight. I think I’m going to go to sleep,” I said, cutting our typical hour-long conversation short. 

“You okay?” he asked with concern.

“I’m fine. It’s just been a long week.”

“Okay,” he said, disappointment evident in his voice. 

I quickly hung up the phone, fighting the urge to tell him I loved him. For me, it felt like we had been together forever, and telling him I loved him felt natural. Unfortunately, he didn’t feel the same way. I would have to figure out how to tell him about the baby. I certainly didn’t want a pity proposal. 

All else aside, I was truly happy to be pregnant, and that was what I would focus on. The marriage pact and everything else didn’t matter. I could deal with all of that later. 





Chapter Thirty-One

Brad

 

 

I wasn’t sure I could wait another day to hear back from the station manager and owner. I was dying to know what they would decide. I had made up my mind to move, and the only thing holding me back was whether or not I would get to keep my show. I missed Mia and could feel her pulling away from me. I had to get out to New York before I lost her for good. Despite the cliché to the contrary, absence did not make the heart grow fonder. It only made me horny and desperate. 

“Good morning. I emailed you earlier,” I said when the realtor answered my call. “I’m Brad Jones, and I’m looking for houses in the area.”

“Oh, Mr. Jones. I’m glad you called. I have a few listings you might be interested in. You didn’t want an apartment in the city?”

“No, definitely not. I need a house, preferably one with a backyard.”

“How about a three-story brownstone?” he asked. 

I hesitated. It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. “You can send me that one, but I’m thinking more suburbs. I don’t think I want to live in the city. I’d rather commute and have a yard with some peace and quiet.”

I was thinking of my future family. I wanted the kids to be able to play outside in their own yard and make friends with the neighborhood kids. It was a different vibe. I had grown up in the city, and while I had liked it, that experience was not what I envisioned for my own kids. 

Once I gave the New York realtor specifics, I called my realtor in LA. My condo apartment was in demand. The building was in a desirable area of the city, and I knew it would sell fast. I’d been hesitant to list it, though, in case Mia and New York fell through, because I would never be able to find the same luxuries I had in my current home for the price I had paid. I’d gotten lucky a few years back and gotten into the place when things were far more affordable. I had some serious equity in the place, which I was going to need to afford a home in New York. So, I told my realtor to at least get the listing ready.

My phone rang almost immediately after I set it down. It was Jaxon. 

“Where you at?” he barked into the phone. 

“I’m at home.”

“I thought we were going surfing?”

I slapped my palm to my forehead. I’d forgotten all about our standing date for Saturday surfing. 

“I’m sorry. I got caught up.”

“Doing what?” he asked testily. 

“House hunting,” I mumbled, knowing he would not appreciate my effort to get out of California. 

“I thought you were waiting until we got an answer about the satellite thing?”

“I can’t wait. I need a house. If I have the job and no house, I’m screwed.”

He laughed. “You’re going to marry this woman, right?”

“That’s the plan,” I said with a smile. 

“Are you not planning to live together?” he asked dryly. 

“Well, yes, but I want to have our own place together, a place where we can raise a family. She has a nice condo, but it’s small. I mean, it’s big enough, but she cut the second room in half to make room for a closet. We’ll need room for the kids we’re going to have,” I said with full confidence in the matter. 

That really had him laughing. “You have it all figured it out, don’t you? You can’t get the woman to marry you or even wear a damn ring with the promise she’ll marry you, but you’re already picking out the wallpaper for your house. You’ve lost your damn mind.”

“I’m not the kind of guy that’ll wait around to see what happens. I’m not going to be patient. I’m going to make this happen. If I don’t steamroll right through this, it’s never gonna happen. We’ll be eighty before we’re ready to retire and live somewhere together if I don’t make her see she wants me.”

“You’re nuts. Come on, let’s go surfing. You need to get out of the house.”

“I can’t. The realtor is sending me some listings, and I want to do some homework. I need to know what the best neighborhoods are and look at commute times and that sort of thing.”

“You suck.”

I chuckled. “I know. Silly me for being a grown-up. One day, you’re going to be doing the same thing.”

“No, I won’t. I have a great condo on the beach. I’m never giving that up for a bunch of little brats. I like what I have.”

“Well I don’t, and I am willing to give it all up for a wife and kids.”

“Fine. I’ll see you Monday,” he groused. 

I hung up on got started on my research, making notes as I read various reviews and looked at what felt like a million houses. When the realtor sent me the email with the links to homes he thought I would be interested in, I nearly shouted with glee. 

Mia had texted, and I quickly replied, but I was focused on my house hunting. As much as I wanted to tell her about my plans, I didn’t. It was all in the preliminary stages and nothing was settled. I would have loved to tell her I was coming, but it would have been wrong to get her hopes up—assuming it would have raised her hopes. 

That night, when I called her after my show, I could feel something wasn’t quite right. She didn’t seem angry or even standoffish. It was just different than she had been earlier in the week. 

“Everything okay?” I asked, not wanting to keep beating around the bush. 

“Yes, fine. I’m just a little tired.”

That was what she’d almost every night. We chatted a bit more about our upcoming work schedules and silly, mundane stuff. I enjoyed hearing her voice. She could have read me the newspaper and I would have been perfectly content. 

“I should let you go,” I told her when she yawned again. “These late-night calls are cutting into your sleep. I hate the time difference,” I said. 

“Me too. I don’t mind the lack of sleep though.”

I smiled, happy to know she was willing to sacrifice sleep to talk to me. That had to mean something. 

“I’ll call you tomorrow afternoon. Sleep in tomorrow. Sleep until noon,” I said with a laugh, knowing she would do no such thing. 

“I have breakfast with my mom in the morning.”

“Tell her I said hello,” I said before saying my good-bye and letting her get off the phone. 

I ended up spending most of Sunday at the beach with Jaxon. I figured I’d better get in as much surfing as I could. It was hard to say when I would get the chance to spend an entire day at the beach under the warm California sun again. I couldn’t let myself dwell on what I’d be leaving behind, though. I had to focus on the future and what I had to look forward to. 

“I’m going to miss this,” Jaxon said as we sat and drank our smoothies on the beach. 

I nodded. “Me too.”

“I know I bitch about it a lot, but I really do like hanging out down here.”

“You can say it, Jaxon. You’re going to miss me,” I said with a grin. 

He shrugged. “Eh, maybe a little.”

“You can visit me in New York. Just think, a whole new city of women you don’t yet know.”

He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know if they’re my type. I like my California women.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Try something new.”

“We’ll see.”

That night, I called Mia early, making sure I let her get to bed at a decent hour. I had found a house I was really interested in, and the realtor was looking into it further for me. It was a little outside the city, but it was a nice place. The house had a big fenced-in front yard and there were four bedrooms. That would give our family plenty of room to grow. I loved the tree in the backyard and imagined building a little treehouse for my son in it. 

I was jumping the gun, I knew. I had to take a step back and remember I wasn’t the only one in the equation. But I just knew Mia would love it, and I couldn’t wait for her to see it. If the bosses didn’t get back to me tomorrow, I was going to give them an ultimatum. I couldn’t wait around forever. 

Monday, on my way into work, I finally got the call. I was going to change to a satellite show. That meant I could work from anywhere. The station was working out the details and would get back to me as soon as they had something more concrete. 

I called Jaxon right away. 

“Got it!” I yelled into the phone. 

“You’ve got what? The big G or the big C?” he quipped. 

I rolled my eyes. As if anyone would ever be excited about catching an STD. “No, you asshole. The station is going to give me a satellite show. I get to keep Dinner with Brad and I’ll be able to work from New York.”

“No shit?” he asked, sounding amazed. 

“No shit. I’m moving to New York!” I screamed into the phone, feeling as if a load had been lifted off my shoulders. 

He chuckled, but I knew he didn’t share my enthusiasm. I wouldn’t let him rain on my parade. 

“I’m happy for you, man. I really am.”

“Thanks. I’ve got to go. I need to call my realtor and tell her to list my place,” I said, feeling scared and excited at the same time. 

He promised to see me at work and hung up. I immediately called my realtor and let her know I was ready to pull the trigger. She was clearly excited about the listing, knowing the commission would be good. Plus, because the building was in high demand, it was likely to sell fast. 

I asked Google to find me a moving company and made the call to have my stuff packed up for me sometime in the next month. I didn’t have a lot, but there were some things I would be taking with me. I had already talked with the realtor about leaving behind some of the larger pieces of furniture. I would miss my TV, but I could buy another one in New York. It would be dumb to pay to haul it across the country.

My mind whirred as I thought about everything I had to do. I needed to call the New York realtor and figure out how to do a virtual walk-through and hire a home inspector. 

“I hate you,” Tina said from the doorway of my office. 

I grinned. “You could never hate me.”

She sighed. “True. I’m happy for you. I really am, but I do still hate you.”

I gave her a quick hug. “I’m going to miss you the most,” I said and gave her a wink. 

“Liar. And you won’t miss me all that much. I’m still going to be the one coordinating everything. So, while I hate that you’re moving, I’m glad you’re moving because I just got a promotion!” she said, grinning from ear to ear. 

“No way! That is awesome. And thank God by the way. I couldn’t imagine trying to do the show without you. Don’t think I don’t know that it’s always been you who made the whole thing run.”

We high fived before she rushed off to her office to start working on the transition. It had been made clear that the listeners wouldn’t know about the changes until we had all the details ironed out. We couldn’t afford to jeopardize the success of the show by abandoning the people who had made it a success. 

When I went on the air that night, I was buoyant. My upbeat attitude did not go unnoticed by my listeners. I told them I had good news but couldn’t share it just yet. Most of them assumed I had gotten the girl. In a way, I had. At least, I hoped I had. 





Chapter Thirty-Two

Mia

 

 

I was dying to talk to Helga. I had made it through another week of pregnancy and was feeling good. There was a bit of morning sickness, but it was manageable with a little ginger ale and crackers. I prayed it stayed that way. 

“Is she in yet?” I asked Helga’s assistant. 

“Not yet. She called and said she would be a few minutes late.”

I nodded and headed back to my own office. I couldn’t wait to tell Helga. The woman was like a second mother to me. I knew she would be happy for me, and I was hoping that happiness would make her amenable to my proposal. 

Sitting at my desk, I took some time and thought about what I wanted to say. It was a big risk, but it was a risk I was willing to take. 

“Mia?” said a voice through the intercom on my phone. 

“Yes?”

“She’s in and ready to see you,” Helga’s assistant announced. 

I fought back the butterflies in my stomach and headed for the huge corner office. I had once thought I wanted Helga’s job, to be the woman in charge of a successful, popular magazine, not to mention an icon in the fashion world. It wasn’t until Brad walked back into my life that I realized that wasn’t my dream. Not anymore. 

“Good morning,” I said, breezing into Helga’s office as if it were any other day. 

“Good morning to you. You’ve been waiting for me?”

I nodded. “How was your trip?”

She rolled her eyes. “Boring.”

I laughed. “Only you could find a trip to Paris boring.”

“I have been there so many times now that it is no longer all that exciting for me. Plus, I was in meeting after meeting and stuck doing a lot of schmoozing. I hate the schmoozing that comes with this job,” she said.

Smiling, I pretended to understand her plight. “Well, I’m glad you’re back.”

She gestured for me to take a seat. I did and then waited. “What’s the matter with you? You look like you have something big. Show me your hand,” she ordered. 

I held up both hands and smiled. “No ring.”

She nodded her head slowly. “Something else then. Are you leaving me? Moving to Los Angeles?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think so. My home is in New York and I don’t think I can leave.”

Narrowing her eyes, the older woman prodded me. “What then? There is definitely something afoot.”

“Helga, I’m pregnant.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Congratulations! That was unexpected! You don’t like to do anything the easy way, do you?”

I laughed. “Apparently not.”

“Is your man happy? Does this mean you accepted his proposal?”

I shook my head. “Not exactly. He doesn’t know.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Oh, Mia. I thought you were happy with him. Did things not go well for you on your visit?” 

“They went well enough, but it’s just confusing. I love him, and he doesn’t love me. That isn’t the kind of marriage I want.”

“Okay, I understand that. So, you’re going to have a baby,” she said with a big smile. “I’m very happy for you. You want to do this on your own?”

I nodded. “I can do it. Millions of women do. I can too.”

“Yes, but millions of women don’t have a man who wants to marry them.”

I shrugged. “Things could change, but I doubt it. Right now I need to focus on what I know for sure, and what I’m certain of is that I’m having a baby.”

“Do you want to keep working?” Helga asked. She was straightforward and to the point. It was one of the things I loved about her. 

“I do. It could get tricky, but I was wondering if it would be possible to do some of my work from home?” I asked, slightly hesitant. 

I had been mulling over the idea for days. I wanted to spend as much time with my baby as possible, but I still needed to keep a roof over our heads. My job was more about researching and writing, and I didn’t really need to be at the office to do that. I spent a lot of time at home putting together notes and articles as it was. 

“I think that would work. What about fashion week and some of the shows that pop up?” Helga asked. 

“Oh, I would absolutely attend. I would also do interviews and tour design shops and so on. I want to balance both work and home without either suffering. I don’t feel I can do that if I am here a lot. When I’m here, I’m going to wish I was at home, and my work will show that.”

She was smiling. “I understand. You want your cake and you want to eat it too.”

I laughed. “I guess you could say that.”

“It’s settled. When would you like to start?”

With a shrug, I replied, “I don’t want to change anything yet. I mean, I’m feeling fine now. Although my mom keeps telling me the morning sickness may get worse in the next week or two. By the way, I’m not planning on telling anyone until I have gotten out of the first trimester.”

She nodded her head. “A wise decision.”

“Thank you, Helga. You’ve done so much for me. I mean, thank you for the job opportunity and now this. I really, truly appreciate it.”

She was smiling again. “Mia, it is you I should thank. Your articles have helped keep this magazine at the top. People like you and respect you in the industry, and even when you hate a line, you offer constructive criticism rather than hateful or nasty commentary. I would never want to lose you. I’m more than willing to be flexible if it means I get to keep you working here.”

I stood up to leave, feeling as everything in my life was headed in the right direction. It was a huge change in course from a mere month ago. 

“I’ll talk to you later,” I said, and I headed back to my own office. 

Looking around the space, I thought about all the time I had spent in it. I couldn’t do that anymore. I couldn’t hang out here because I didn’t want to go home to an empty house. The idea was exciting. I managed to get through the day without bursting from excitement. As soon as I got home, I called my mom. 

“Guess what?” I said when she answered. 

“You’re already pregnant, so the only thing left is you’re getting married?” she asked hopefully. 

I scoffed. “No, Mom, I’m not getting married. I talked with Helga today. She’s willing to let me work from home. That means I can stay home with the baby. I mean, I will still need to go to some events and stuff like that, but I can be home!”

“That’s great, Mia. Really, it is. Does this mean you can also spend time in LA?”

“Mom!”

She laughed on the other end of the phone. I knew she wasn’t ready to give up on Brad quite yet. I wasn’t either, but I wasn’t going to push too hard.

“It does, but I don’t know if that’s what I’ll do. I know I don’t want to be flying back and forth when I’m heavily pregnant, and I certainly don’t want to take an infant on a flight across the country on a regular basis. I would get banned from all the airlines,” I joked. 

“Now you need to call Brad,” she said in a serious tone. 

“Mom,” I groaned. 

“He deserves to know. He deserves to have the chance to share this journey with you. You didn’t get that baby without his help,” she said. 

“I know, Mom. I know. It’s just not the kind of news I want to give him via text or over the phone. It’s still early. I have a few weeks before I need to really start thinking about that.”

“Suit yourself. I’m very happy for you, dear, and you know I will support you no matter what you do.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that. Now, I am going to crawl into the tub and relax for a bit,” I said, already thinking about how my life was going to change. Long, luxurious soaks in the tub were going to be hard to come by in the years to come. I wanted to take full advantage of them while I could. 

While soaking in the tub, I let my mind drift to the future. No matter how I looked at it, I always saw Brad there with me and our child. I knew it was truly a dream based on a lot of wishful thinking. 

I reached for my phone, knowing Brad was at work but needing to ask the question. I took a deep breath and wrote the text. I hesitated a split second before sending it.

Do you only want to marry me because of the pact?

I put the phone down, not expecting an immediate answer. He would be interviewing some big celebrity or eating one of the many meals that people brought him. I smiled while thinking about how well he had done for himself. I was happy for him and could understand why staying in LA was so important to him. 

My phone vibrated on the shelf next to the tub. I quickly reached for it and read his response. My stomach sank. I suddenly felt as if I was going to throw up, and it had nothing to do with the baby hormones. 

I’m a big fan of your body.

Seriously? That was what made him want to marry me? What an ass!

I threw my phone across the bathroom and cringed when it hit the wall. I really hadn’t meant to smash it, but the man infuriated me. I should have expected as much from him. He was incapable of real, heartfelt emotion. I knew that about him, so why I expected anything different was beyond me. 

Fighting to keep the tears from falling, I tried to find some resolve. I wasn’t going to cry over the man. I couldn’t really be all that surprised by his response. We had great sex and I was a big fan of his body too. The difference was, it wasn’t just his body I wanted. I wanted his damn heart. 

My phone buzzed against the black tile floor of the bathroom. I laughed like a crazy woman, glad to know I hadn’t broken it completely. I hoped the OtterBox had kept the screen from cracking. I hated replacing phones. 

It buzzed again, and I knew it was him, but I wasn’t going to answer; not while I was as pissed as I was. It was better if I cooled off and replied when I could give a calm and well-thought-out response. If I wrote back now, it would be a crazy, emotional response. I had to remember I was carrying his child and no matter what happened between us, we needed to stay on good speaking terms. It was in the best interest of the child. I was not going to let us become those parents who couldn’t even speak to one another without ending up in a screaming match. I had to keep cool. I couldn’t blame him for not loving me. 





Chapter Thirty-Three

Brad 

 

 

I got it. She didn’t need to be that pissed. I had thought I was being funny and complimenting her at the same time when I told her I liked her body. Clearly, she didn’t think it was funny. The woman had not replied since I’d sent the stupid text last night. I hated being away from her. I couldn’t get in front of her and kiss her or wrap my arms around her and tell her I was sorry for being an idiot. 

Once again, I had fucked up. Once again, I was going to have to grovel. I didn’t really mind. Once I lived there, I knew the making up would be well worth the anguish the woman was causing me. I did a quick search for flower delivery places and decided to go big. I didn’t mind spending a couple hundred dollars on an arrangement that would soften her heart toward me again. 

“What are you doing?” Jaxon asked, flopping down on the couch in my office as he was prone to do. 

I had already decided I was going to leave him the couch. He seemed to enjoy it more than anyone else. God knew he’d certainly used it more than anyone else. 

“I’m sending flowers,” I mumbled as I entered my credit card information. 

“What’d you do now?”

I laughed. “I said I liked her body. Now she isn’t talking to me.”

He burst into laughter. “You have a finicky woman.”

I shrugged. “I guess.”

“What was the context of this comment that pissed her off so badly?”

“She asked if the pact was the only reason I wanted to marry her. I told her I liked her body.”

Jaxon slapped a hand to his head and groaned. “You’re such an idiot. Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with you? You actually think you’re going to make a good husband?” he railed. 

I was stunned by his rather rude remarks but didn’t get the chance to respond. My phone rang about the same time I pushed send on my order. It was my realtor. 

While answering the phone, I simultaneously ordered Jaxon out of my office. I didn’t need his two cents on selling my condo. 

“This is Brad,” I answered, automatically falling into my radio voice by habit. 

Jaxon looked at me, and I could tell he was going to say something smart about the way I answered my phone. I jumped up from my chair, pushed him out of my office, and closed the door. 

I listened to my realtor and couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 

“Already?” I asked in disbelief. “What does that mean?”

“It means you pack your stuff and get out and take your big fat check with you!” she said, full of excitement. 

“I thought you hadn’t listed it yet?” I asked, feeling a little overwhelmed by how fast everything was happening. 

“I haven’t. I had buyers waiting for condos like yours to come up for sale. Your location is exactly what they’ve been looking for, so I ran it by them and they are ready to make a cash offer for your full asking price. We could put it on the market and see if we can get a bidding war to drive up the price, but that could take a little more time and you would have to wait for bank loans to be approved and whatnot,” she said. 

I shook my head, trying to get everything to stop spinning. I couldn’t believe it. My stomach was flip flopping. I was scared as hell and more than a little apprehensive at the thought of making the move. But it was what I wanted, and I knew I had to do it. 

“I’ll take it,” I heard myself say. 

“Great! I’ll draw up the paperwork and get this thing started!” 

“Thanks,” I mumbled, hanging up the phone and flopping down on the couch Jaxon had just vacated. 

“Holy shit,” I muttered aloud. “Holy shit. This is really happening.”

Feeling a bit crazy, I started laughing. I didn’t know if Mia was ready for me, but I was going home. I was going to be back in New York whether she liked it or not. Shit was about to get real. There was a twinge of anxiety, but it was easily outweighed by the excitement I felt about my future with Mia. Assuming she would ever speak to me again, that was. 

I loved her, and she wasn’t going to get rid of me so easily. I was prepared to dig in my heels and fight for her. She thought this was all on a whim, but it wasn’t. I was dead serious about making a marriage work with her. Without a doubt, I knew we were good together, and it wasn’t just about the sex. If I could ever be around her long enough to just be with her without wanting to jump her bones, I could prove that to her. 

Thinking back to what my callers had been advising all along, I realized I had to court her, to woo her and show her how much I loved her with gestures. It didn’t have to be expensive; it had to be heartfelt. I could do that. 

“Are you done?” Jaxon asked, pushing open my office door. “That was really rude by the way.”

He looked shocked to see me on the couch. “Yes, I’m done.”

“You’re on my couch.”

“It’s my couch.”

“You never sit there. You have a chair. Does this mean I get to sit in your chair?”

“No.”

He shrugged his shoulders and moved to sit in my chair anyway. “What was that all about?” he asked. 

“I sold my condo,” I said, the words feeling strange as they crossed my lips. 

Jaxon was silent a while. “Wow,” he finally managed to get out. 

I chuckled. “Yeah, wow. I also have a booth. One of the stations out there is going to be leasing the booth to us. Tina is already working on lining up guests based in New York for the show. It all seems to be happening really fast.”

“It is really fast,” Jaxon agreed. “Why are you moving if she won’t even talk to you?”

“I’ll make her talk to me. I just have to convince her she wants to marry me.”

“Have you told her why? Like the real reason you want to marry her?” Jaxon asked. 

I rolled my head to the side so I could look at him sitting behind my desk. “What do you mean the real reason? I already told her we could get married and live happily ever after.”

He shook his head, rolling his eyes as he did. “You’re an idiot, a real moron.”

“Why?” I asked, sitting up to look at him. 

“Have you told her you loved her?”

I scoffed. “What are you talking about? She knows. Why else would I ask her to marry me and move across the country to be with her?”

He leveled his gaze at me. “Let’s go over the details. As far as I know, you haven’t told her you are moving, right?”

I shook my head. “Not yet. I wanted to make sure it was going to happen before I brought it up again. When I told her I had tried and failed to get a job and she would have to move to me, she got really pissed—like slept-on-the-couch pissed.”

He covered his face with his hands. “You told her you wanted to marry her, but did you ask?”

I looked up at the ceiling as I tried to remember if I had. A feeling of dread washed over me as I realized I had done no such thing. She had found the ring, but it wasn’t like I gave it to her. I had never dropped to my knee and asked her. It was more of a let’s-do-this thing rather than a proposal. I had proposed marriage with the same care I would propose Mexican over Italian for dinner. 

“Shit,” I mumbled under my breath. 

Jaxon was nodding. “I thought so. Explains why she isn’t talking to you again. Flowers aren’t going to cut it, man. You fucked up.”

“Thanks. So helpful.”

“You have to say the words. You have to give her your heart, not just your dick,” he said crudely. 

“What makes you an expert in the field of love? Your longest relationship has been about a week, and I know damn well you’ve never loved any of them,” I shot back. 

“I’m not quite as dumb as I act, and I have actually loved before,” he said in a quiet voice. 

I looked up at him to gauge his emotions and see if he was being honest. “You have?”

He nodded. “Yes. It can’t be that hard to believe.”

“When? What happened?” I asked, suddenly intrigued by the man’s past. I had known Jaxon about ten years. He had been a womanizer since I’d known him. 

He shrugged a shoulder and pretended nonchalance. “I was young, college. She was too. We were going to get married. I did the whole big proposal thing and spent a small fortune on a ring.”

“Wow,” I mumbled, surprised to hear he had ever been down that road before. “And?”

He sighed. “She died. No, not died. She was killed. Drunk driver, wrong way on the freeway. Killed her instantly a month before our wedding.”

My mouth fell open. I wanted to offer him words of comfort, but I didn’t think that was what he wanted. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

“It’s okay. It was a long time ago. I’m not sad about it. I mean, I am of course, but it isn’t something I dwell on. I just wanted you to know I do know women and I know that a proposal that means something is important to them. You have to get on one knee or do something special for her. Calling her up out of the blue and claiming you want to marry her because of a silly pact is not exactly smooth, my friend. You have to do better than that,” he said with a smile. 

The earlier pall in the room had quickly been erased. I now had a better understanding of Jaxon and why he was the way he was. I could give him my two cents based on my one semester of psychology, but I had a feeling he already knew he was a serial womanizer because of what had happened to him. If this lifestyle made him happy, I was certainly not going to take that away. He’d lost enough. 

“Thanks. You’re right. I did this all wrong. I guess I assumed she was the same girl I knew back when. I jumped in with both feet without thinking about how she would feel about it. It was stupid,” I said, suddenly realizing my mistake. 

He grinned. “I know I’m right. I’m happy to hear you say it though.”

“Whatever. I need to get ready for the booth. Then I guess I better get some boxes and hire those movers. Holy shit, this is happening fast,” I said, still in a state of disbelief. 

“It is. I’m going to be sorry to see you go. I talked with the owner today. Your little leap to satellite means I get to take a lot more trips around the country on the company’s dime. You better believe I’ll be out in New York to check up on you. You better have a line of women for me.”

I laughed. “I’ll get right on that. I’m sure Mia won’t mind me scouting the territory for you and scoring some numbers. Should go over real well,” I said with sarcasm. 

He chuckled. “I was only trying to save time. I guess I’ll have to do my own legwork. Your taste in women is not the same as mine anyway.”

“Oh, by taste do you mean legal and of at least drinking age?” I quipped. 

That made him grin even bigger. “That’s a ridiculous standard, and you are seriously limiting yourself if you exclude those coeds, but I guess none of that matters to you now.”

“Nope. It doesn’t. I’ve got a woman.”

“You hope,” he shot back before racing out of my office. 

I did hope. I had some serious work to do to get back in her good graces after screwing things up so badly. 





Chapter Thirty-Four 

Mia

 

 

If I was going to make this “working from home while raising a baby” thing work, I was going to need a bigger place. I was currently regretting my decision to cut the second bedroom in half. The room was barely big enough for a small office, let alone a nursery. For now I was going to be working from the kitchen table. I needed to go shopping for a desk next week. My mother had already volunteered to go with me. 

The woman loved to shop, as did I. It would be fun and help take my mind off other things I wasn’t quite ready to think about, namely Brad. He’d been texting pretty regularly, but I hadn’t responded. I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t tell him what I needed him to say. He needed to figure that out on his own. 

For now, I had other things to get done. I had to finish my article and then get ready for my weekend trip to Vegas. It wasn’t going to be what I had originally thought it would be when I booked the trip last month. There would be no drinks while gambling. It was going to be a laid-back trip, which was just fine with me. 

First, work. I took a deep breath and focused on what I needed to do first. I rushed through the final paragraph and sent it off to a proofreader. I didn’t get up from my spot at the table. Instead of starting the packing process, I browsed apartments. I needed at least two bedrooms but would prefer three. I didn’t have a lot of baby experience, but I was pretty sure they needed a lot of stuff. The baby would have a room of its own, but I had a feeling the amount of stuff my baby would have would be spilling into other rooms. 

I couldn’t help but click on some of the houses. It was a dream of mine. I would love a house in the suburbs, but the cost and the commute could be rough. Of course, if I was working from home, I could offset some of that cost. Just for kicks, I looked at pictures of houses and imagined how I would decorate each room. 

“Stop it. You’re supposed to be packing,” I scolded myself. This path of dreams was not going to get me packed and ready for my trip. 

I closed the laptop and headed to my room to start packing. It took some time to plan each outfit. Once I was finished, I checked the time and realized I had better get a move on it or I was going to be late for dinner with my mom. 

Time management was definitely something I was going to have to work on if I was going to make working from home successful. I found myself easily distracted. I was definitely going to need a home office or a place dedicated to work alone. I rolled my eyes. Finding a two-bedroom condo was hard enough. Finding a three-bedroom I could afford was going to be even harder. 

I breezed into the restaurant and immediately spotted my mom. She was hard to miss considering she was standing and waving her arms. 

“Mia!”

“I see you, Mom,” I said quietly, trying to sneak in and take my seat without too much attention.

She laughed. “You look radiant!”

I shook my head. “You’re crazy. I’m not radiating quite yet.”

“Oh, yes, you are. You’re glowing.”

I giggled. “Fine. Whatever you say. I think it’s because I was running late and didn’t have time to powder my nose.”

“You’re beautiful. You don’t need makeup, and don’t you dare try to powder away that natural glow,” she said with a proud smile. 

“Thank you, Mom. That’s very sweet, and I appreciate it. I’m probably going to need those compliments when I’m feeling as big as a house.”

She giggled. “Yes, you will. I have a feeling your baby daddy will shower you with compliments if you let him, though.”

I rolled my eyes. “I doubt that. He told me one of the reasons he wants to marry me is my body. I don’t know if he’ll feel the same way when I’m big and pregnant.”

“With his child, the child he is desperate for,” she reminded me. “And I doubt that’s the only reason he wants to marry you.”

“I know he wants it, and before you ask, no, I haven’t told him. I’ll tell him when I get back from my business trip,” I promised. I purposely ignored her last comment. I didn’t want to discuss how Brad had never told me he loved me. 

“Good. I’m going to keep bugging you about it until you do.”

I scoffed. “I know. Trust me.”

We ordered our meals and chatted about the baby and all the things I needed to buy. She advised me to start now so it wasn’t such a huge hit to the bank account when I realized I needed so much. I agreed with her. 

“Want to walk over to Macy’s and do a little window shopping?” I asked when we were done eating. 

She lit up. “Of course! I thought you’d never ask.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m kind of afraid to actually buy anything. I have known women who rushed out and bought stuff and then miscarried. I don’t think I could deal with that.”

“Think positive. You’re healthy and you are not so old, my dear. Women your age have babies all the time.”

I nodded. “I know. I’m just afraid to get too attached.”

“Let’s go shopping. Even if the worst happens, you can try again,” she said in a soft voice. 

I groaned. “I don’t know about that.”

“Stop. Let’s go.”

I reluctantly went, but the moment we walked into the baby section, I was beyond excited. 

“What do you think—a boy or a girl?” she asked. 

“I have no idea, Mom.”

“What theme will the nursery be?” she said, picking up a blanket with a Noah’s Ark theme. 

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I haven’t even thought about it.”

She smiled. “There’s a lot to think about. This is why it would be nice if Brad was in the picture. He could help you make these decisions.”

“That’s what I have you for. You raised me on your own. I can do it, too—with your help of course.”

“Oh, sweetie, of course you can, but it is difficult. Please don’t think it was easy. There are going to be days you want to quit and hide in a closet and cry. I did. Several times. You were a good baby, but sometimes it was overwhelming,” she said, looking thoughtful. 

“I’ll be okay. I want this. I do know it will be hard, but I’m ready.” I paused and burst into laughter. “Well, I think I’m ready, but then I can’t even decide on a nursery theme.”

My mom hugged me and laughed. “Trust me, this is the least of your worries. It isn’t like the baby is going to remember if there were animals or fire trucks on the walls.”

I nodded, feeling a little reassured yet overwhelmed as I took in all the different gadgets that went along with having a baby in the house. I was going to need a big fat loan to buy it all. In the back of my mind, I knew Brad would spoil the child if I let him. He would be a good dad. 

“Look at this!” my mom squealed, holding up a little dress. “Is this not adorable?”

I smiled. “It is. It looks like something a woman would wear, only much, much smaller.”

She nodded. “I know! And look at this one!” 

I looked at the rack of infant dresses and was amazed. “They’re so fashionable!” I exclaimed. 

She vigorously nodded. “If you have a girl, I’m buying this dress,” she declared. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. “Maybe I’ll write about baby fashion in a future article. I can’t believe how cute these dresses are. I mean, I’ve seen pretty and all that, but these are like mini replicas of dresses the mommies would wear. How have I never known about this before?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, but I really want to buy this dress. Are you sure you have no inkling? I knew you were a girl,” she said proudly. 

I rolled my eyes. “No, you didn’t. You guessed. You had a fifty-fifty chance of being right.”

She put a hand on her hip. “Don’t try to deny my mother’s intuition.”

I nodded to placate her, and we got back to making a list of all the things we were going to buy the baby. It was an extensive list. We left the store without buying anything, although it had been close.

It was after nine when I finally got home. I was exhausted. My mother told me it was the pregnancy and to expect to be tired a lot during the first trimester. 

Brad called at eleven on the dot. It wasn’t a text, which kind of surprised me, so I answered it. 

“You answered,” he said right off the bat. 

I laughed. “I did.”

“I’m sorry. I’m a complete asshole.”

“It’s fine, really. I was just oversensitive.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “We’re good then?” he asked hopefully. 

“As good as we can get.”

I was desperate to tell him about the baby, but I held back. I couldn’t, not yet. Instead, I blurted out the other matter that had been on my mind. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, baby. I can’t wait to see you again. When can I see you?”

“I leave for Las Vegas tomorrow for a business trip. I’ll be back on Sunday and can take a look at my schedule then. Brad, I’m not sure I can make it out there for a while,” I said, not wanting to say too much. 

“I understand. It’s fine. We’ll figure something out.”

We talked a little more about our jobs and current events. I left off the part about me working from home. He would wonder why or assume I had done it to spend time with him in California. I didn’t want to get his hopes up. I felt like he was holding back as well. 

“I should go,” I murmured, fighting back a yawn. “I’ve got an early day tomorrow and flying always wears me out.”

“You can’t call me when you’re gone?” he asked. “I’m going to be texting you.”

“I can try, but I’ll be busy. I don’t want to say I will and then not do it.”

“Okay,” he replied, his voice unusually subdued.

I had an overwhelming urge to tell him I loved him but stopped myself. “I’ll be thinking about you,” I said in a soft voice.

“I think about you nonstop,” he whispered. 

We both hung up. It was the first time we had ended a conversation like that. It was like we were a real couple missing each other like crazy. He had actually sounded a little down. I wanted to be there to hug him and tell him it would all be okay. It broke my heart to keep things from him. I missed him terribly. I could tell he missed me as well. It sucked that we were so far apart. 

I had no idea how I was going to get through the next year or two years or ten years. Life didn’t look nearly as enjoyable without him in it.





Chapter Thirty-Five

Brad 

 

 

My mind had replayed our conversation at least a hundred times. I had thought she was going to tell me she loved me before she hung up. She didn’t. I had had held my breath, waiting to hear the words. That warm and fuzzy feeling I tended to get when I was with her had spread over my body as I listened to her breathe on the other end of the phone. 

Instead of telling me what I was desperate to hear, she left me hanging. She may not have said it, but I was convinced she felt it. I had to make her feel confident enough to tell me she loved me. The only way that would happen was if I bared my heart first. 

It had been a real Grinch moment. My heart had grown three sizes and it wasn’t going back down. Having Mia back in my life had changed everything. I felt confident, secure, and more hopeful for the future than I had ever felt in my life. 

“Are you daydreaming about your life away from me?” Tina said with a smile. 

“Never! You’re going to visit me in New York. Maybe you can get the station to spring for a family trip out there. I could show you guys around.”

She laughed. “Yeah, my idea of a good time is dragging my three kids to a wild city.”

“They’d never forget it,” I told her. 

“I’d never forget it. It will be that time they drove me absolutely crazy and I had to go to some big New York hospital because I was suffering from exhaustion,” she said with a wink. 

When I raised an eyebrow, she giggled. “Well, all the celebrities get to check in for a little rest and relaxation and chalk it up to exhaustion. I want to do it too.”

I laughed. “You’re crazy. Your kids are awesome. I hope my kids are just like yours.”

Her eyes bulged out and she got a horrified look on her face. “No, you don’t. You really need to get yourself around more kids before you wish that kind of hell on yourself.”

The woman was hilarious. Her children were cute and fairly well-behaved. She knew it and often bragged about it. 

“Okay, okay. What’s on your mind? You look all moony,” she said.

“Moony? What the hell is moony?” I asked with disgust. It didn’t sound manly. 

“You are moony. You look like you are in love and your girl doesn’t love you or just ran off with some dude. Did she?” Her eyes widened in horror. “Oh my God! She did, didn’t she? I’ll call her right now and tell her what a fool she is!”

I held up a hand, stopping her from going all Jerry Springer on an unsuspecting Mia. Tina was a fierce woman, and I knew she would walk through hell for me. She had taken me under her wing and treated me as if I were her big brother. It felt good to have her in my corner. 

“It isn’t that. At least I hope it’s not that. It’s just—well, I love her,” I said, feeling a little soft for saying it out loud. 

“Well, duh! Everyone knows that. Even your listeners know that.”

I shook my head. “Not everyone knows. She doesn’t know.”

She rolled her eyes and looked like she wanted to slap me. “You fool.”

“What did I do?”

“You haven’t told her?”

“Well, no. I thought she knew.”

She grabbed my hand and led me to my couch, pulling me down to sit beside her. “You didn’t tell her, so how could she know?”

I shrugged a shoulder, feeling like a kid getting in trouble with the teacher. “I sent her gifts. I was going to give her a ring, but she found it and that all went really badly. We’re great in bed together. I flew to New York to surprise her. Doesn’t that say love to you?”

She groaned. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret. If you tell anyone…well, I’ll have to kill you. It’s part of the girl code.”

“What’s the secret? I swear I won’t say a word.”

She leaned in close to me. “We can’t read your mind. I mean, we usually have a pretty good idea about what you’re thinking. It’s usually sex or food, but beyond that, well, it’s a mystery. Those of us who have been married for a while, we’re a little better at the whole mind reading, but newbies like your girl, she hasn’t had time to develop her skill yet.”

I looked at Tina and debated pushing her away from me. She was being sarcastic. “Not helpful,” I said. 

“Well, obviously you thought she could read your mind so you just thought you’d keep your feelings to yourself. Did Jaxon tell you that was a good idea?”

I laughed. “Actually, no. He was the first one to tell me I was an idiot. I just assumed she knew, and then last night, when we were talking, things were different.”

“Different how?”

I shrugged a shoulder, not able to explain what I had sensed. “I don’t know. I thought she was going to tell me she loved me, and then she stopped and said she was thinking of me. I know she loves me. I just know it, and I love her, but she won’t say it!”

Tina actually slugged me in the arm. “Tell her!”

“She could tell me first. I don’t want to make an ass of myself.”

“She is thinking the same thing, and I have a feeling you’ve probably not made your feelings real clear.”

I shrugged. “I think you may be right there. I kind of told her I wanted to marry her for her body,” I said sheepishly. 

She slugged me two more times. “Well, no wonder she is pushing you away and not telling you what’s in her heart. I’ve heard your show. You already broke her heart once. She isn’t giving you a chance to do it again. Self-preservation and all that.” 

I nodded. “I have to go.”

“What?”

“I have to go. I have to call the airlines and Helga,” I muttered, jumping to my feet. 

“Who the hell is Helga?” she asked in confusion. 

“Mia’s boss.”

She nodded her head. “Uh, okay, but you know, it will work better if you tell her that you love her directly.”

“I know! That’s why I have to find her!”

Tina smiled and stood up. “Good. My work here is done.”

I laughed. “Oh, yes, it was all you.”

I called Helga first. I had the number for the magazine written down. Instead of asking for Mia, I asked for Helga. She wasn’t an easy woman to get to talk to, but I sweet talked her assistant and managed to get through. I had sensed Helga was on my side that day we met briefly at the office. I hoped she still was. 

As soon as I got off the phone with Helga, I called the airlines. Helga had been very helpful. She gave me all the information I needed. I called the hotel Mia was staying at and once again used my name and my voice to talk the person into giving me what I wanted. 

I sat back when all the arrangements had been made and smiled. I jumped up and went in search of Jaxon. I had to tell him I had taken his advice and was ready to do something big. It was my turn to flop on his couch. 

“I’m doing it,” I announced as I walked through his office door uninvited. “I’m finally going to get the nerve and do it.”

He looked up from whatever it was he had been doing at his desk. “You’re doing what? Is it illegal? Do I need to put my bail bondsman on standby just in case?”

“Very funny, and I’m not going to even ask why you know a bail bondsman,” I said, giving him a strange look. “I’m going to tell her I love her, and she damn well better say it back to me.”

He grinned. “I don’t know if you can demand such a thing, but I’m glad you’re going to tell her. I think both of you will feel much better when you get your true feelings out in the open.”

“I’m leaving here in a bit. I already have my show covered for tonight, and it will be a replay for tomorrow.”

“You’re what?” he choked out. “Today?” he asked in horror. 

“Not leaving like moving to New York today. I’m going to Vegas.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re not eloping in Vegas. Why would you do that?” he groaned. “You’re in such a rush to get this whole thing done. Sit back and enjoy the ride a little. Maybe she wants the big wedding. Let her have a minute to decide what she wants. I can tell you that Elvis in a little white chapel is not every girl’s fantasy wedding.”

“Are you done?” I asked dryly, waiting for him to finish his tangent.

He shrugged. “No, not really. I don’t want you to make a mistake that gets your marriage off on the wrong foot.”

“I’m not going to Vegas to elope, Jaxon. Although, now that you mention it, that is a good idea,” I mused. “I might just bring that up. I’m going to Vegas to surprise Mia. She’s going to be there on a business trip and has no idea I plan on seeing her. I’m going to tell her I love her.”

He smiled and nodded. “Ah, got it. That is good. I’m proud of you. I feel like I’ve raised you right,” he teased. 

“I’m going to miss you when I’m gone,” I told him. “Seriously. You’ve been a good friend, and you really did take me under your wing. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me professionally and personally.”

“You’re not dying. You’re moving. In this day and age, it isn’t like we won’t talk. I’m going to be out there from time to time, and I have a feeling you’re going to miss the ocean more than anything and be making some trips out here.”

“I hope so. Anyway, I have about a million things to get done. I’ll see you later today. If I don’t, I’ll see you Monday.”

As I left his office, I decided to pull the trigger on the house I had fallen in love with. I would make it work. It was too good to pass up. I called the realtor in New York and asked him to put in an offer. We discussed dollar amounts and went low, but not insultingly low. I hoped it was enough. The house had been on the market for a while. It would need some work, but I didn’t mind a bit. I was actually looking forward to some home improvement projects. Mia and I could pick out paint colors and redo the flooring. 

I had only a few minutes before I had to leave. I sat back and imagined barbecues in the backyard and Mia tending a flower garden. That was probably a bit of a stretch. I couldn’t actually see Mia getting her hands dirty. I grinned. We’d probably need to higher one of those landscape companies to make sure our yard didn’t look like something out of the Addams Family. 

I packed up my stuff and rushed out of the office, anxious to get to Vegas and surprise my girl. She was my girl; I just had to prove it to her. 





Chapter Thirty-Six

Mia

 

 

The plane ride had been slightly uncomfortable, partly because the morning sickness decided to rear its ugly head midflight. Thankfully, I had my saltines and the attendant had some ginger ale to help keep things calm. It was the turbulence that did it. I usually had a pretty strong stomach. The baby clearly did not. I had a feeling this trip would be my last until after the pregnancy. I wasn’t sure I could handle another bumpy ride. 

Next, I was taken straight to the hotel where I checked my bags at the front to be delivered to my room. I had to go straight to the fashion show that was being held in the same hotel. It definitely made things much easier, though some time to regroup would have been nice. 

I put on my backstage pass and began my rounds. I found the photographer the magazine had hired and quickly introduced myself and gave him an idea of what I wanted. It was a bit of a whirlwind behind the scenes with models and various seamstresses running around looking incredibly frantic. There were plenty of familiar faces since it tended to be the same crowds at these things. 

“Hi,” I said when I found one of the designer’s assistants. I quickly introduced myself and dove right into a brief interview. The photographer snapped a few pictures and we moved on to the next hive of activity. 

The lights flashed once and then twice. “That’s our cue,” I told the photographer. 

We headed for our chairs along the stage. I directed the photographer where to stand with the rest of the hungry young professionals carrying a myriad of photography equipment and then took my seat. I was exhausted. I still had a full day in front of me. I hoped I had the strength to get through it. I should have come over the night before, but I had been too busy with other things. I was going to pay the price. 

The person next to me began making small talk while we waited. She was not familiar to me and looked a bit older than the other people who sat in the front row.

“Are you local?” she asked. 

I smiled. “I live in New York. I just came out to cover the show.”

“Oh wow! I didn’t know David was attracting people from so far away.”

“Do you know him?” I asked. 

She smiled. “Yes, you could say that. Don’t tell anyone, but he’s my son.”

I giggled. “That is awesome. You must be so proud of him. He’s tagged as one of the rising stars in the fashion world. Do you mind if I ask you a few background questions for the piece I’m doing on him?”

The pride on her face was obvious. “I am very proud. Of course I can answer a few questions.”

We talked a bit about his childhood and how his interest in fashion started at a very young age. I couldn’t help but wonder about my own child. Would I someday be sitting in the audience of his or her show? Maybe my kid would want to be a doctor or an artist. The possibilities were overwhelming.

“Your son is going to be a big deal. I’m glad he has you to keep him grounded. The fashion world is very competitive, and things can get a little rough,” I warned her. 

She smiled. “I won’t hover too much, but I do go to every one of his shows. I remember when it was just him and a few classmates from school. He did shows in his high school gym and at the mall. Now look at him!” she said with tears in her eyes. “He gets so embarrassed when I cheer at these things. I can’t help it. Are you a buyer?” she asked. 

“No. I’m a fashion columnist. I’m covering the show for the magazine I work for. Every month I like to cover a new designer and give them some exposure.”

Her eyes widened. “You are? Oh my! I had no idea. Are there other big names here? I know no one. You guys will probably think I’m some complete idiot. I live a bit of a sheltered life,” she said with embarrassment.

“No one thinks you’re an idiot. I see a few other bloggers and photographers that have a strong following. This is a big deal. I think you need to be prepared for you son to be dragged to New York. He is going to be a big name in the industry by this time next year,” I said. 

“Oh my goodness, New York,” she said. “I don’t know if I could live in the city. I’ll just have to visit him,” she said.

I smiled and nodded my head in understanding. The city could be intimidating, especially for those who weren’t used to the craziness that came from living in a relatively small area with millions of people. It took a little getting used to. 

The lights dimmed, and the music started. I grabbed my pen and prepared to take notes. I had been to more than a hundred shows, but I never got tired of the runways. It was exciting, and I loved the vibe. Toward the end of the show, the now-familiar queasiness showed up again. 

I excused myself and made my way to the buffet table. There was a lot of alcohol and some very unappealing hors d’oeuvres. In the past, all that would have been appealing. Looking at it now made me want to vomit. I found some crusted bread and scarfed down a few bites. Once the nausea subsided, I made my way back into the throng of people milling about. 

The photographer found me, and we worked the party for several hours, him snapping pictures and me taking notes and asking lots of questions. 

“Are you okay?” the young photographer asked. 

I nodded. “Just a little dizzy. I think it’s the lights and the stuffiness in this room.”

“You better sit down. I’ll get you some water,” he said. 

I moved to a row of chairs against the wall and sat down. I was beyond exhausted. I drank the water and felt a little better. I did one last round before telling the photographer he was officially off and headed for the elevator.

Feeling as if my feet were lead, I made my way down the hall to my room. It was close to midnight when I walked through the door. I didn’t even bother looking to see if my bags had made it, instead going straight for the bed and climbing in, not even bothering to strip off my clothes. I was too tired to think about anything other than sleep.

I woke far earlier than I wanted to on Saturday morning. It was seven in New York, but only five in the city that never slept. Unfortunately, I was greeted with a fresh round of nausea. It was becoming the norm, something I wasn’t all that pleased about. I had hoped to skip that part of pregnancy. I moaned and rolled out of the bed, still wearing my skirt and blouse from the night before, and called room service. Toast and juice were all I wanted for now, but I had a feeling once my stomach settled down, I would be making another call. 

I sighed, looking in the mirror at my disheveled appearance. I had been in this same predicament many times before when I visited Vegas, but there had been a different reason for waking up in the same clothes I’d worn the night before and feeling like hell. 

In the bathroom, I splashed cold water on my face, hoping to calm my angry stomach while soothing my tired eyes. I stripped off my wrinkled skirt and blouse and pulled out my stretchy yoga pants and a long sweater. I piled my hair on top of my head in a loose bun and called it good enough. I wasn’t in a fashion show or out to impress anyone. I would shower after I ate breakfast. 

Feeling a little better, I sat down at the small dining table with my laptop and began to do an outline of sorts for my piece. I wanted to get as much down as I could while it was still fresh in my mind. 

A knock on the door alerted me to my breakfast being delivered. I jumped up, grabbed some cash out of my purse, and pulled open the door. 

“Brad?” I asked, staring at the man standing in front of my door. 

He grinned and pushed around me, walking into my hotel room. 

“What are you doing?” I asked. 

“Not bad, but we’re moving,” he said. 

“What?” I asked, feeling as if I had missed something big. 

“I’ll grab your suitcase. Get your laptop and whatever else. We’re upgrading,” he said, tossing my skirt and blouse from the night before in my suitcase and zipping it closed. 

“What?” I asked again, beginning to feel like a parrot. 

“We’re upgrading. Will you please grab your things so we can go? Your breakfast will be delivered when we get up there.”

I couldn’t seem to move or form a coherent thought. The man was in my hotel room in Vegas. How he’d known how to find me was one question I wanted an answer to, but most importantly, where the hell was he taking me? 

“Brad.” 

“Mia,” he said, walking into the bathroom and doing a quick sweep before grabbing my suitcase and moving to the door. “Where are your shoes?”

“Brad, I’m not dressed,” I mumbled. 

He looked me up and down. “You look dressed to me.”

“I’m not,” I said, waving a hand over my body. “I can’t go anywhere like this.”

He walked close to me and gave me a quick, soft kiss on the lips. “The woman I love would never turn down one of the nicest honeymoon suites on the strip.”

I gasped and looked up to gaze directly into his eyes. He wasn’t joking. I found myself at a complete loss for words even though there were about a million questions forming in my brain. I turned to look at the bed where I had kicked off my shoes before climbing into bed last night. 

I walked over and slid the heels on, not caring how ridiculous the shoes looked with what I had on. My face was devoid of makeup and my hair probably resembled something of a beehive hit by a tornado. I walked to where he was standing at the door and questioned him again with my eyes. His only response was to grin. 

He pulled open the door, gestured for me to walk out first, and then shut it behind us. Somewhere in the back of my stunned mind, I was glad it was really early. Most people would still be in bed, meaning no one would see me roaming the halls of the hotel looking like a bad hangover. 

He pushed the button for the elevator, grinning like a fool the entire time. I looked up at him, watching him closely, wondering what the hell he was up to. 

“I’m happy to see you, too,” he said with a smile. 

I nodded. Words refused to form and pass my lips. I could only stare at him. I wondered if I was in a dream. Maybe I was actually still passed out on the bed in my hotel room. That would make sense. This was the kind of thing that happened in dreams. 

I relaxed a little and decided to go along for the ride. I would wake up soon enough and start my day all over again. 





Chapter Thirty-Seven

Brad

 

 

The woman beside me was unnaturally quiet, and I was a little worried. She didn’t look well. I wasn’t sure if that was because of my surprise appearance or a late night. Regardless, I was quite proud of my ability to render her speechless. My plan to surprise her had worked. Hopefully, the rest of my plan would go as well. I slid the card key in the door, waited for the green light, and pushed it open. 

I heard her gasp and looked down to see the reaction on her face. The room was gorgeous. It had taken some work to get it, but I was glad I had.

“Nice, huh?” I said with a smile. “Better than your original room.”

Her eyes were wide, and she nodded her head. She didn’t say a word. I realized she was still in shock and gently pushed her into the room before turning to grab our suitcases. The woman looked catatonic. I left her inside the door and dragged the suitcases into the separate bedroom. I smiled when I saw the huge bed sprinkled with rose petals. It was perfect. I put the bags in the closet before checking out the adjoining bathroom. The huge Jacuzzi tub was going to make Mia a happy woman. 

“Wait until you see the bathroom,” I said, walking back to where I hoped she would be checking out the rest of the room. 

When I went back into the living area, she was standing in the middle looking around the luxurious space. She still wasn’t talking. The woman couldn’t be all that surprised. I mean, she did tell me where she was going, and I had surprised her before. I kind of figured she would be expecting me. I hadn’t been entirely sure Helga wouldn’t tell her. I had hoped she wouldn’t and had begged her not to, but ultimately, I knew her loyalties were with Mia.

I walked closer to her and waved a hand in front of her face. “Mia, babe? You’re kind of freaking me out a little. Are you seriously hungover or what? Are you sick? Should I call a doctor?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“Maybe a little hair of the dog will help you find your ability to speak again,” I said, walking to the bottle of champagne sitting in a bucket of ice. 

I took in her appearance and realized she was looking a little green. I had gotten in late last night myself and been told there was a big fashion event happening in the hotel. Initially, I was going to surprise her by showing up to the party but changed my mind. I wanted my surprise to be a bit more private and a lot more special. I had decided to wait to make my grand entrance, expecting to be met with open arms and what I hoped would be a lot of sex. 

I hadn’t wanted her to think I was crashing her party, so I gave her some space last night. Now I was thinking I should have shown up and taken care of her. Someone should have cut her off last night. I was instantly pissed at the people she was with for letting her get so drunk. In the back of my mind, I thanked my lucky stars some asshole hadn’t tried to take advantage of her. I wasn’t quite sure how I would have handled showing up to her hotel room early in the morning and finding another man in there with her. That could have gotten really ugly really fast.

“Mia?” I said, standing at the bar in the room and looking over the assortment of liquor. “Can I pour you a glass of champagne, or do you need something a little stronger? Shot of whiskey? Maybe you just need some water?”

She blinked several times before looking at the bottles and then the champagne. “No. I can’t.”

I shrugged a shoulder, deciding I was going to pour her one anyway when it hit me. I froze mid-reach for a bottle. Her reply was replaying in my head. It wasn’t right. I looked back at her and saw her standing there, still shell-shocked. I put down the champagne flute and walked toward her. My brain was in overdrive. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. 

“You can’t?” I asked, feeling as if I had been chewing on cotton. My mouth was so dry, I was barely able to get the words out. 

Can’t was not won’t. There was a huge difference in her choice of words. If she didn’t want a drink, she would have said she didn’t want one, or no thank you. Instead, she said she couldn’t have one. She was a grown woman. She could do as she pleased. I was afraid to acknowledge what her word choice meant. I stood in front of her, my heart racing as I used one finger to gently lift her chin, making her look at me. 

“You can’t?” I asked again. 

She shook her head. “No, I can’t.”

I gulped down the lump in my throat. “Why can’t you have a drink, Mia?” I asked, holding my breath as I waited for her reply. 

She looked up at me, staring at me as if she could see right into my soul. “I don’t think it would be good for the baby.”

My world tilted as the words sank in. She had said it so matter-of-factly, I almost didn’t believe the words. I was convinced my brain had substituted baby for belly. She couldn’t be. She would have told me. I knew how much she wanted a baby and how excited she must be to be pregnant. 

I reached a hand out to her flat belly. “The baby?” I croaked out. “It’s not good for the baby?” I repeated the words, clarifying what she had said.

She nodded her head. “Yes, I’m pregnant. Drinking alcohol wouldn’t be good for the baby. Plus, I’m dealing with some morning sickness and don’t even want to think about drinking.”

Grinning, I barely stopped myself from hooting with glee. I had gotten her pregnant. I felt virile, like a real man. I had done something amazing. I could feel my chest puffing up with pride. When I met her eyes again, she was glaring at me. 

“What’s wrong? You’re not happy about this? We’re pregnant, Mia!”

“I’m pregnant.”

It felt as if ice water had been dumped over my head. “It’s mine,” I stated, not asked. 

I knew it was mine. Mia was not the type to sleep around, and she had told me it had been a while since she’d slept with anyone else. I knew she wouldn’t cheat on me, even if we hadn’t been officially together. In my mind, we had been. 

With that realization, a new slew of emotions cascaded over me. “It’s mine and you didn’t tell me you were pregnant! What the fuck?”

She flinched at my sudden change in demeanor. “Excuse me?” she said, her own temper clearly rising. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

“I know that’s my baby. Don’t try to tell me otherwise. And if you do say that, I’m going to be kicking some serious ass,” I said, glaring at her. “I know you didn’t cheat on me.”

“Of course it’s yours, you ass! I didn’t cheat on you because we aren’t together!” 

“Yes, we are! Were you even going to tell me?” I shouted. 

“Don’t you dare yell at me!” she yelled back. 

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to stay calm. I couldn’t yell at the mother of my child. I did not want the first memory my child had of me to be me yelling at its mother. 

“How long have you known?” I asked, feeling betrayed by her secrecy. 

She shrugged a shoulder and refused to look at me. 

“How long, Mia?”

“A week or two,” she mumbled. 

I felt as if I had been kicked in the stomach. “What the hell? You knew and you didn’t tell me? You’ve been dodging my calls and ignoring my texts up until a couple days ago. You weren’t going to tell me, were you?” 

“I was going to tell you. It wasn’t like it was going to change anything. I was just waiting until the right time. I didn’t want to tell you in case I miscarried.”

“Miscarried?” I asked, suddenly terrified. 

“I’m not saying I’m going to, but it happens. I just didn’t want to go through all this if we didn’t have to. Besides, me being pregnant doesn’t change anything between us. We are at an impasse.”

“It changes everything!”

She shook her head. “Not for me it doesn’t. I don’t want to get married because of a stupid pact, and I definitely don’t want to get married just because I’m pregnant.”

I took a few deep breaths. This was my fault. I hadn’t told her how I felt and had nearly lost her and the child I had created with her. I vowed right then and there to be better at telling her how I felt. 

I took a step toward her. She looked up at me, weariness on her face. “Brad,” she whispered. 

“Shh,” I told her, reaching out one hand to stroke her cheek. 

She shook her head. “It can’t be about sex alone. I want more.”

I nodded my head, bent down, and picked her up. She looked at me with resignation on her face as I carried her into the bedroom and laid her on top of the huge four-poster bed. She watched as I pulled her leggings down before moving to pull her shirt over her head. 

“Why do you want me to marry you? What are you looking for?” I asked, staring down at her gorgeous body. 

“I want love, Brad. I don’t want convenience. I want a marriage built on love. A family made from love. A pact isn’t going to give us what we’re both looking for,” she said softly. 

I could hear the sadness in her voice. It hurt me to see her in pain. “Okay.”

She shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. I don’t want you to marry me because you feel obligated. I want you to marry me because you love me.”

I smiled. “Okay.”

“What?” she asked. 

I stripped off my shirt, anxious to have her. She moved to cover herself. 

“Don’t,” I ordered, grabbing her hand from between her legs. I wanted to look at her, all of her, even the most intimate places. I had seen it all before, but it was like I was seeing her with a fresh set of eyes. She was my woman. She was the mother of my child and my future wife. Hopefully, the wife thing wasn’t that far in our future. 

I reached for my belt, ready to strip down and bury myself deep inside her. The look on her face made me stop. She looked worried, scared, and even a little angry. 

“Mia?”

She sighed. “Brad, I’m not denying we have great sex. I like sex with you. It is amazing. It just isn’t enough for me.”

I smirked. “Baby, I know it’s enough for you.”

The look on her face told me that was not what she meant, and she didn’t find my comment funny at all. She made a move to wiggle away from me. Her arm snaked out as she reached for the blanket. 

“No,” I said in a voice that left no room for arguing. 

She dropped the blanket. 

“The woman I love doesn’t hide herself from me.”

She stared into my eyes, and I saw the moment the words hit home. It had certainly took long enough. She moved her hand away from her breast, looking at me with such love, I nearly came in my pants. I ripped my belt off and shucked my pants. 

“That’s better,” I said with a grin before climbing on the bed beside her. 

I was going to tell her and show her in every way I knew how. I wanted her to know I loved her with every fiber of my being. Actions spoke louder than words. I was about ready to prove that old saying true. 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Mia

 

 

Did he actually just say what I thought he said? I couldn’t have heard him right. Then I remembered what he had said when he showed up at the hotel room door. He loved me? The man had an odd way of saying things. In fact, he didn’t actually come right out and say the three little words. He bandied them about in conversation. 

I opened my mouth to ask him. Instead of words leaving my mouth, his tongue filled it as his hand ran up my nude body. I would have to ask him later. For now, I wanted to enjoy what he was doing to my body. 

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered as he ran a trail of kisses over my jawbone. “I want you so bad.”

“Have me,” I murmured. 

“I’m going to. I’m going to have you in every way.” 

He stopped kissing and rose over me, looking down at me. “Are you feeling okay though? I mean, is this okay?”

I smiled and nodded, feeling emboldened. “I’m feeling horny and wet if that’s what you’re asking. Don’t hold back. My body is primed and ready. We can do what we normally would,” I assured him. 

His mouth slammed into mine with a ravenous kiss. I could barely breathe as he pressed his mouth to my lips, shoving his tongue deep into my mouth. My hands went to his back, my nails digging into the skin. I could feel his erection pressing against my thigh. I moaned low in my throat and tried to move under him. I wanted him inside me. 

“Slow down,” he murmured against my cheek. “I want to enjoy every minute of this.”

I whimpered. “I need you.”

“I know, baby. I know.”

His mouth moved to suckle my breasts with such tenderness, I wanted to weep. My hands moved down his back, raking a trail across his skin as I moved to his ass. I squeezed hard, digging my nails in, demanding more. 

He got the message. “You want me inside you?” he growled. 

“Yes!”

“I don’t know if you’re ready,” he whispered, running one finger up my slit. 

I was soaked, drenched with need. “I’m ready.” 

“I don’t know,” he said, running his finger around my hole but not pushing in. 

I whimpered. “Please.”

“Please what, Mia? What do you want?”

“I want you.”

“You want me to do what?” he asked, still circling my pussy and softly running his finger up and down my clit. 

“Fuck me.”

“Ask nicely.”

I groaned as his fingers spread my lips wide. Air brushed over my exposed center, making me wild with need. 

“Fuck me!” I shouted, feeling desperate. 

“Uh-huh. You didn’t ask,” he said, kissing my neck and then firmly sucking the sensitive skin while holding my lips wide. 

My pussy contracted, waiting to be filled. 

“Oh God,” I moaned, feeling the stirrings of what I knew was only the first climax he would give me. “Please fuck me?”

A single finger shoved inside me. My pussy exploded around it, welcoming the invasion. I bucked and writhed on the bed while his finger moved in and out. His mouth was moving over my neck, sucking and biting little bits of skin. 

He rolled to his back, reaching for me to move me on top of him. I leaned down and kissed him as I straddled his thighs, ready to impale myself on his hard dick. His hands moved to my hips, easing me down slowly over his cock. 

I sat up and looked down at him. His eyes were squeezed close and his jaw was clenched as I slowly lowered my pussy over his dick, taking him in one inch at a time. 

“Fuck!” he managed to get out between his gritted teeth. 

I rotated my hips, taking him a little deeper. Being completely filled by the man I loved was turning me on more than I had ever been. 

“Don’t move,” he ordered. “Don’t fucking move.”

I stayed where I was, watching him drag in deep breaths. His cock was vibrating inside me with each breath. He moved back a couple inches on the bed, driving into me and striking a nerve deep within my pussy. 

I gasped as the sensation slammed into me. “Oh!”

He watched me and jerked up again. 

“Oh God,” I moaned, feeling my toes curl. 

“You like that?” he asked. 

I nodded my head before letting it drop back. My hair brushed over my back, and I realized it had somehow come out of the bun. I put my hands in my hair and shook it out. 

“Oh, shit,” he groaned. “God damn you’re so fucking hot. Do it again!”

I rolled my head back and forth while holding my hair up and away from my neck. 

He jerked up, a slight motion with his hips. “Ride me,” he ordered. 

My hands dropped to his chest, my fingers running over his nipples and squeezing as I rocked back and forth in a slow, steady motion. 

“Harder!”

I rocked forward before forcefully impaling myself on his dick. 

“More!”

My body sprang into action, riding him hard and fast. I felt as if I were on a bucking bronco when he started bouncing on the bed below me, his thrusts hitting high. I pinched his nipples and pulled. He shouted out something incoherent. I couldn’t hear anything but the blood rushing through my ears as I rode out the longest orgasm of my life. 

I collapsed against his chest when the climax finally released me. I struggled to catch my breath. I could feel his hardness deep inside me and realized he still hadn’t come. I smiled, knowing I was going to be fucked hard once again. 

I pushed myself up and kissed him. 

“I’m not done yet,” he growled. 

“I know. That makes me happy,” I mumbled. 

He rocketed up, sitting face to face with me, his dick still buried deep inside me. He jerked forward, pushing into me as his butt slid across the bed. I had no idea where he was going, but I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on for what would be a thrilling ride. He stopped at the edge of the bed, his feet on the ground. 

“Get off,” he demanded. 

“Not yet,” I gasped, feeling another orgasm close but still out of reach. 

“Get off!” he said, pushing me backward. 

My feet hit the floor as my pussy released his dick. I instantly felt the absence and wanted to crawl back on his lap. 

He spun me around. “Now sit,” he demanded. 

I smiled and slowly sat on his lap, feeling the head of his cock probing my hole. He reached up and squeezed my sensitive breasts, gently massaging and tweaking my nipples as I seated myself on his lap, taking him deep inside me. 

“There you go. Bounce up and down on my dick,” he ordered. 

I slowly raised myself up before sliding back down. The position gave him full penetration, his dick rubbing over my clit with each stroke. My pussy was weeping, ready to come again. 

He moved one hand down my stomach, putting a finger to the place we were joined. I sat back against him, relishing in the feel of his cock deep inside me. I was stretched full, and every pulse of his heartbeat was throbbing inside me. His finger started to massage around his dick. He pressed against the hard nub and began to rub circles. 

My head dropped back to rest against his shoulder while he rubbed the sensitive area. I felt paralyzed. I couldn’t move as the orgasm started in my toes. Every muscle tensed to the point of pain as the sensation spiraled through my body and out to the tips of my fingers, my hair standing on end. 

A low keening sound escaped my slightly parted lips. I had no control over my body as he rubbed. Then he stopped right when I got close to fully succumbing to the climax. 

“Not yet,” he whispered in my ear. 

I made a move to slide up his dick, but he held me firmly in place. 

“No.”

I whimpered, wanting the release that would ease the tension he had created in my muscles. His hand moved to my knee, opening my legs wide as I straddled his dick. 

His finger circled my pussy again, tickling the lips that were wrapped around his slick cock before he moved back to that extremely sensitive area and began rubbing again. 

I screamed as I finally found my release. He moved his finger and used both hands to grab my hips, forcing me up and down his dick. I felt like a ragdoll, helpless to participate as my body clenched and released his dick with one muscle spasm after another. 

I heard his yell and felt the hot liquid burst inside me as he found his own release. His arms wrapped around my waist, holding me tightly as he jerked into me. I went limp against him. He carefully stood, pulled the covers back, and crawled into bed, taking me with him. His body wrapped around mine as he held me close, his hands protectively clasped around my belly. 

“I love you,” he whispered. 

Tears welled in my eyes, and before I could stop them, they were spilling onto the sheets. 

“I love you too,” I told him. 

“I’ve loved you since we were kids, way back when.”

“How come you never told me?” I asked. 

He chuckled, the sound vibrating against my back. “I was a chickenshit, I guess. We were in the friend zone. I didn’t want to violate the boundaries.”

I laughed. “You could have told me. I loved you then; I love you now. We could have been together all this time.”

“I know. I was a fool.”

“You hurt me when you left that day. I was in love with you and you up and left me without a word,” I told him, needing him to know why I was so hesitant with him now.

“I know. I mean, I didn’t know then, but I know now. I’m not good at telling people how I feel,” he muttered. 

“That’s true. I can’t believe you loved me and didn’t tell me. I should beat you,” I joked. 

He laughed. “Trust me, I’ve been beating myself up enough for both of us.”

“Good. I guess that changes things, huh?”

“Yes, it does. We have a lot to talk about, but right now I just want to make love to you until neither one of us can walk.”

I laughed, not exactly thrilled with the idea of being sore down below when I had a long plane ride home. 

“I’m game.”

“Good,” he said, nibbling at my shoulder. “I’m going to make you scream for mercy. You are going to be a hot, quivering mess by the time I’m done with you.”

“I’m already a hot, quivering mess,” I reminded him. 

I felt his dick pressing against my butt and knew he was ready for more. I rolled to my back and reached down to grab his jutting penis, gently stroking it. His eyes were smoldering. I could see the passion in them and took a moment to thank my lucky stars for bringing this man back to me. I wanted to stay naked with him for the rest of my life. 




 


Chapter Thirty-Nine 

Brad 

 

 

I had upheld my promise to fuck her until we were both walking funny. My dick was on the verge of being raw. I had never thought a man my age could fuck that much without the help of some little blue pill. Mia was better than any drug. She had me turned on to the point where I was beginning to wonder if I would be hard for the rest of my days with her. Room service had kept us alive the past twenty-four hours. That morning, I had to give the woman a break while she pushed through what she said was a temporary bout of morning sickness. I hated seeing her miserable and did everything I could to ease the suffering. 

“You really are a smooth talker. I think you could have been an expert conman in another life,” she said, shaking her head as we sat down in our first-class seats.

I laughed. “Trust me, I know how to use my charm, but I only use it for good.”

She gave me a look that said that better be true. I kissed her on the nose. 

“I can’t believe you’re coming home with me,” she whispered. 

“I am. I have to go back to LA in a couple days, but I need to look at the house. You’re going to come with me, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. Now that I don’t have to go into the office, I am free to do a little house hunting. I can’t believe you put an offer in on a house you haven’t even seen. You’re brave.”

I shrugged a shoulder. “I saw a lot of pictures, and I did hire an inspector to check it out.”

“Still, you know what I mean. That’s crazy. I can’t believe you’ve been doing all this stuff and never told me!”

I smiled. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“Uh, you did.”

“You didn’t tell me something kind of big either. Don’t forget that. I’m going to hold that against you for years to come,” I warned her. 

She giggled. “I think I made up for that yesterday, don’t you?”

The blush on her face made me want to take her into the bathroom and join the mile-high club. 

“So, we’re both freelancers now, or work-from-home people or whatever you call it. I can’t believe you decided to take that leap. It’s kind of funny we both did the same thing without telling one another. From here on out, we have to be straightforward. I want to know everything, and I will tell you everything. No more secrets,” I said. 

She nodded. “I promise. I won’t keep anything from you.”

She held out her hand, looking at the ring on her finger.

“Do you like it?”

“Of course I like it. It’s beautiful. What’d you do with the other ring?” she asked. 

“I took it back. It had bad juju. I didn’t want to risk you turning me down again. I figured it was best to start fresh.”

She smiled. “I can’t wait to show my mom. I know she’s going to be a little upset she didn’t get to see us get married, but she is going to be thrilled that we actually did it.”

“Good. I know she’ll be glad I made an honest woman out of you.”

She burst into laughter. “Oh yes, that’s the part that is going to make her happy.”

“So, are you going to sell your condo?” I asked, hoping she would say yes. 

“I think I have to. I can’t let you buy that house on your own.”

I shook my head. “No, you don’t have to do anything. I decided to buy the house. Don’t feel obligated.”

“I don’t. We’re married. We’re sharing our lives together. It makes sense we share a home together. Unless you plan on me living in the city while you live out in the suburbs?” she asked, one eyebrow raised high. 

I grinned. “Hell no! I want you and my child with me under one roof.”

“Good. Then maybe we can talk to your realtor and have him list my condo.”

I smiled and nodded, leaning my head back against the seat. She grabbed my hand as the plane started the take-off. 

“I can’t believe you ever doubted this would work between us,” I mumbled. 

She giggled. “Well, it isn’t like I had a lot to work with. It’s hard to imagine a life with someone who hasn’t been in your life for eleven years.”

I leaned over and kissed her. “But never again.”

She nodded, and we both sat back and enjoyed the comfortable first-class seats I had managed to get. As soon as we got back to New York, Mia insisted we go see her mom. We dropped our luggage off at her place, freshened up a bit, and then made our way to her mom’s house. I insisted we stop and buy her flowers to help soften the marriage blow. 

Maria opened the door and had a big smile on her face. “Let me see the ring!” she said. 

I looked at Mia, wondering if she had already told her. She shook her head in response to my unasked question. 

“How did you know?” Mia asked. 

Maria chuckled and held the door open, motioning for us to go in. 

“I’m your mother, dear. I know these things. When I heard Brad was meeting you in Vegas, I just knew you two would find your way into a chapel.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her, handing her the flowers. “It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I know you wanted to be there. We can have a real big wedding here in New York.”

She waved a hand. “I don’t care about any of that. I’m excited for what the future holds,” she said with a wink. 

“I told him, Mom,” Mia said. 

“I know that too, dear.” 

“Of course you do,” she muttered. 

“Sit, sit. Tell me everything. What’s your plan? Will you be moving here?” she asked me. 

I nodded my head. “Yes. I have worked out an arrangement with my station. I have a studio I’ll be renting here. I get to keep my show and my audience while increasing my listeners.”

“Very good. Where will you live?” she asked, not holding back. 

“Actually, I have an offer in on a house in Jericho. It’s a little out of the way, but it’s a nice neighborhood and the house is big enough for our family to grow,” I said with a smile. 

Maria clapped her hands together. “Yes! I’m so happy for you both. I always knew you two were meant to be together. I am only sorry it took you so long to figure it out. Better late than never, I suppose.”

I laughed and agreed with her. “Your daughter is the stubborn one,” I teased. 

“You’re the one who couldn’t figure certain things out,” she shot back. 

“Well, I did. Let’s go look at the house. Maria, will you come with us?” I asked. 

Maria’s face lit up. “Are you sure? Maybe this is something you guys should do alone. I can see it later.”

“No, Mom. Please, I want you to come. I need your opinion. If I don’t like it, you have to help me convince Brad to look for a different one.”

Both women burst into laughter. I was a little horrified at the thought. 

“I hope you like it,” I croaked out. “Hell, I hope I like it. I had to fork over some cash to hold it.”

Mia laughed some more. “I’m sure it’s going to be lovely. Let’s go. I’m anxious to see this place.” She turned to her mother. “He wouldn’t even show me any pictures of it. He wants me to be completely surprised.”

“Good. Then we will see it for the first time together.”

I called a car service to pick us up at the corner café. Mia was hungry and insisted we eat before doing any house shopping. I had a feeling the next eight months were going to be like this. I didn’t mind at all. I couldn’t wait to run out to the store in the middle of the night to buy her pickles and ice cream. 

We ate a quick small meal while we waited for our ride. The drive out wasn’t too bad. The driver told us it was usually about a thirty-minute commute, sometimes longer depending on traffic. I figured I could handle that. With Mia working from home, she wouldn’t have to worry too much about commuting. 

The driver stopped in front of the address of the home I had fallen in love with from all the way across the country. 

“This one?” Mia said breathlessly. 

I nodded. “Yep, this is the one. Come on, let’s go check it out.”

Another car pulled up. A man wearing a business suit climbed out. “Are you Brad Jones?” he asked. 

“I am, and this is my wife, Mia, and her mom, Maria.”

It felt weird to call her my wife. I loved the way it rolled off my tongue. 

The realtor shook each of our hands and led us through the small gate that was attached to a white picket fence. 

“I cannot believe this. It actually has a picket fence,” Mia said, completely in awe. 

“I know. It’s what first caught my eye.”

We walked inside, and I knew right away I was in love. Maria and Mia climbed the stairs to check out the rooms while I walked around the bottom floor with the realtor pointing out the many features. I was sold. Now I just had to convince Mia. 

When she and her mom came back downstairs, they were talking a mile a minute. 

“Did you want to see the kitchen?” the realtor asked. “I know the ladies feel that’s the most important room in the house.”

Mia burst into laughter. “Not this lady, but yes, I would love to see the kitchen. I suppose I’ll have to learn to cook at some point.” 

Mia’s eyes lit up when we walked into the huge open kitchen with a center island. 

“This is gorgeous,” Maria said. 

Mia had tears in her eyes. “This house is amazing.”

“Wait until you see the backyard,” I told her with a grin. 

We walked through the dining room and paused to look through the sliding glass doors. “Wow,” she and her mother said at the same time. 

The realtor slid open the doors and we walked onto the small patio. Beyond us was a lawn full of lush green grass, plus a beautiful maple tree that would provide plenty of shade. 

“This is gorgeous, Brad. You did a great job picking this place,” Maria said. 

“Thanks. Well, what do you think, Mia?”

Her hand was over her mouth as she nodded her head. “Absolutely. I can almost see our baby out here playing.”

“There’s enough room here for several babies,” Maria said with a smile. 

I nodded in agreement. “Yes, there is.”

“Do you folks need a minute to talk it over?” the realtor asked. 

I looked to Mia, knowing my mind was made up.

She didn’t hesitate for a moment. “Yes. I want this house. I want it now. How long before we can have the keys?”

The realtor burst into laughter. “Well, your husband has the offer in. The buyers have until tomorrow to counter or accept it. I would say a month or two if they accept the offer.”

“Good. I want it. Brad, you pay what they want. I want this house. Now,” she said, turning back to the realtor, all business. “I’ll be needing my condo listed. Do you handle listings in the city?” 

The realtor lit up. “I sure do. Let’s talk specifics tomorrow.”

Mia nodded her head. I loved that she had fallen in love with the house so quickly. When you knew, you knew. This house was ours. It was where we would raise our family and have backyard barbecues every weekend. 

Maria was watching it all and beaming. 

“Congratulations,” she said, hugging me close. “Welcome to the family.”





Epilogue 

Mia

Eight Months Later

The nursery had finally been finished last week, and I was busy putting everything in its place. My mother and I had really upped our shopping game and had full wardrobes. I was convinced the babies would never wear the same thing twice. 

After my article about baby fashion, I had designers sending me clothes left and right. I had been inundated with some of the most beautiful baby gear and was thankful to have it. It had gotten to a point where I had to politely ask that nothing else be sent my way until we began our adventure into the toddler genre. The excess items had already been donated to charity. 

As I was bending over to put a stack of onesies into a drawer, I felt a sharp pain shoot around my middle, starting in my back. It wasn’t the same kind of pain I had felt with the false labor. 

“Brad!” I screamed his name as I made my way down the stairs, holding on to the handrail for support.

Another sharp pain followed by a trickling sensation running down the inside of my leg had me pausing halfway down. 

“Brad!” I hollered again when he didn’t answer. 

He came out of his office and looked up at me. I was stuck a few steps from the bottom, the pain still cramping my stomach. 

“What? What’s wrong?” he asked, seeing the look on my face. 

“My water just broke!” I gestured to my legs, which I knew had to show visible evidence of my claim. 

He looked at me in confusion. “No. They can’t come yet. We still have a month. It’s probably false labor. Maybe you sneezed or coughed and peed. You know, from all the pressure.”

I glared at him. “You ass. I didn’t pee my pants. My water broke!”

He looked at my legs. “Oh shit.”

I nodded. “Exactly.”

“But, we still have a month. You’re only thirty-six weeks. You’re supposed to be pregnant forty weeks,” he said, looking as if his world was spinning. He reached out and grabbed the handrail to steady himself before reaching out and taking my hand.

“Well, you tell them that,” I growled. “They’re coming. They’re clearly as stubborn as you are and have decided to do things their way.”

“Okay. Okay, don’t panic. I’ll get the bag. Don’t panic,” he said, obviously panicking. 

I found my phone in my purse and called my mom to let her know it was time. She had been my backup coach in case Brad couldn’t get to the hospital. I was worried she may need to step in while my normally cool husband lost his shit. I laughed while I watched as Brad went up and down the stairs at least three times before he finally came back down with the bag. 

“Don’t panic!” he said, rushing out the front door. 

I waited, wondering if he would forget me. He burst back through the door. 

“Are you ready?” he asked. 

I nodded my head, holding my stomach as a strong contraction came on.

“Oh shit. Are you having them now?”

“No!”

“Let’s go. The car’s ready,” he said, putting an arm around my shoulders and guiding me out the door to where our new SUV was parked in the driveway. 

Neither one of us had owned a car but figured with twins on the way, we would need our own vehicles for doctor’s appointments and trips to the grocery store. It had been a bit of an adjustment to move out of the city, but we had finally gotten the hang of living in the suburbs. 

The drive to the hospital was relatively calm. A sense of peace had washed over me once the doctor had assured me it would all be okay. A month early was normal for twins. The labor and delivery had been rather smooth and fast. Now I was staring at my identical twin girls lying in their little incubators. 

“They’re beautiful,” Brad said for what had to be the hundredth time. 

“You’re going to give them a huge ego if you keep telling them that,” I warned. 

“I don’t care. They are, and I want them to be confident.”

“With you as a father, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” I quipped. 

My mom came through the door with a huge bouquet of pink balloons. “There are my beautiful girls,” she cooed. 

A nurse came in and asked if we were ready to hold our babies. 

I sat up in bed, anxious to feel my babies in my arms. 

“I’ve got Gracie,” Brad announced. “You get Fiola.”

I held my daughter for a few minutes before giving her to my mom. Brad handed me Gracie. For the next thirty minutes, we passed the girls around among us, oohing and ahhing over their cuteness. 

“I should go and let you rest and settle in. I’ll see you guys tomorrow,” my mom said, kissing each of the girls on the head. “Do you need anything?”

“No, thank you. We’ve got everything we need right here,” Brad said, beaming with pride. 

I smiled and nodded. “Thanks, Mom. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I leaned back against the pillows and watched as Brad tucked in his baby girls into their shared incubator. 

“Twins,” he said, shaking his head. “I still can’t believe we got two for the price of one.”

I laughed. “Trust me, there were no freebies.”

“I can’t wait to tell the world we have twin girls. My listeners are going to go crazy.”

“Now you can finally reveal the sex. I can’t believe you managed to keep it a secret this long. My mom and I had a bet you would slip up, but you never did.”

He smiled. “Nope. It was tough, though.”

“Now what are you going to talk about on your show?” I teased. 

“Parenting! I can’t believe how many music stars have kids. It’s crazy. I guess I didn’t know because most of them don’t talk about their kids in interviews. I like that they all felt comfortable talking to me about parenting and what it was like when they were pregnant, or their wives were pregnant. It’s been great for ratings as well.”

I smiled and nodded. “You’re killing it, babe. I know you were a little nervous at first, but people love you.”

He took a deep breath. “It was a little scary at first, but that first show after we found out it was twins was what changed things. People seemed fascinated by what I was going through, and they all wanted to share their stories. Now we will get to talk baby poop and late-night feedings, and soon enough teething, I suppose.”

I burst into laughter. “Only you could think that was the fun stuff. I, for one, am not looking forward to that.”

“Yes, you are,” he said, kissing my nose. “Every minute with our babies is going to be awesome, even when they’re puking all over us.”

I shook my head. “You have a weird sense of humor.”

He crawled into the bed beside me. I snuggled in close. We sat and stared at our sleeping daughters for a while. We were both madly in love with them, and with each other. 

“Can you believe we have babies?” I whispered. 

He shook his head. “No. Not yet. I mean, obviously they’re right here, but I can’t believe this is really my life. I feel like I should pinch myself.”

I pinched him. He yelped, startling Gracie. “Shh,” I scolded. 

“You pinched me,” he protested. 

“You suggested it. I was just trying to help you out,” I said with a grin. 

We fell silent again as the girls squirmed in their sleep. 

“I hope they sleep that well at home,” he murmured. 

I sighed. “I have a feeling we should enjoy the peace while we can.”

“I’m glad we had everything ready. I guess the doctor wasn’t lying when he said to be ready at least six weeks ahead of the due date. I thought he was being cautious,” Brad said, shaking his head. 

“I’m glad too. I didn’t get to finish putting away all their clothes, though. Oh well, I’m sure we’ll be going through them pretty fast. Why bother putting them in the drawers?” I chuckled. 

Brad leaned down and kissed me again. “I love you. You have made me the happiest man on this earth. I don’t even care if the radio show tanks. The only thing that truly matters in this world is you and those two sleeping beauties. Nothing else matters.”

“Stop! You’re going to make me cry. I am a jumbled-up mess of hormones,” I said, wiping the tears that were already falling. 

“I want you to know. We missed out on a lot of time together because I didn’t have the nerve to tell you before. I’m never letting that happen again. I’m going to tell you every day. I love you. I’m never leaving you or my family,” he said, holding my chin to look me straight in the eyes. 

“I know. I love you, too. I would give up everything.”

He picked up Gracie, who was starting to fuss, and put her in my arms. I snuggled her close and kissed the top of her head. 

“She’s a cute baby, huh?” he said. 

I giggled. “Yes, she is. So is her sister.”

He laughed. “We make cute babies.”

I nodded. “Yes, we do.”

“I think our girls need a brother, maybe even brothers. How crazy would it be if you got pregnant with twins again?”

I groaned. “No. You have to have the twins next time. I don’t think my body could do that again.”

“You know I would take away all the icky stuff in a heartbeat if I could. But, getting back to the topic at hand, ready to try for another one?”

My eyes widened. “You are out of your mind. Get away from me. You might impregnate me just by looking at me like that.”

He was smiling. “You know you want my babies. I make beautiful babies,” he said, waggling his eyebrows. “I will give you as many as you can handle.”

“Get away from me. I need to recuperate,” I said, slapping him with the spare pillow in my bed.

He laughed and took Gracie into his arms, kissing her gently before laying her back down. 

“You can recuperate all you want, but I still think we should get in lots of practice. I want to make sure my aim is true,” he said with a wink. 

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think that’s ever going to be a problem. Your aim is just fine.”

“But just to be sure,” he whispered, kissing me on the nose and then the lips. 

I smiled and nodded. “You’re right. Practice makes perfect.” I sighed, thinking about the pre-pregnancy sex. “Brad?”

“Yes?” 

“I can’t wait to have sex when I don’t feel as big as a house.”

He chuckled. “You were a beautiful pregnant woman, and you were never as big as a house.”

I groaned. “Whatever. I still want hot, dirty, monkey sex.”

“You better stop or I’m going to have a very hard time keeping my hands off you for the next couple weeks.”

I chuckled. “I think that might be the other way around.”

When he crawled back into bed with me, I closed my eyes and let myself enjoy the moment. It was by far the happiest moment of my life. I knew with him and my baby girls, there were sure to be more of these moments that I would treasure forever. The man had turned my life upside down in the best way possible. I wouldn’t give up a minute of the heartache and frustration he had caused me. It had all been worth the wait. 

 

 

***

END OF THE FIRST STORY

 

 


First Everything

[image: ]

She was my best friend, my first love, my first everything.

And then I let her go.

I won’t make the same mistake twice.

 

You know what they say.

If you love someone, set them free. If they love you, they’ll always come back.

Bailey returned for her father’s funeral – not for me.

But that won’t stop me.

One look at her gorgeous curves and my whole body trembles with the memory of hers underneath mine.

I’ve only got a few days to convince her to stay.

I’ll kiss her sweet lips.

Touch her secret spots.

Make her moan with the pleasure only I can give her.

She needs me.

I can make her whole.

We should be together.

Forever.

*

 

 






Chapter 1

Darren

The week usually felt long, but once Friday rolled in, it helped make the grind all worth it. When I worked, I worked very hard; and, when I didn’t work, I didn’t work very hard.

I worked at Mel’s Air Conditioning & Heat, one of the top A/C companies in northwestern Georgia. I’d been working there for nearly three years, and business was never slow.

I lived in a small town called Rome. The springs and summers were hot, and fall and winter brought the cold. It didn’t snow as often as it did when I was growing up in Rome, but there was consistently a need for our services. I worked a full forty hours every week, and I was always given major holidays off.

Sometimes there was an emergency, but rarely did it require Mel to call me in. He usually saved the emergency calls for Garrett Newton, my best friend and co-worker.

Garrett started working at Mel’s only a couple of weeks before I did, and he insisted that I join up so that we could work together and hang out. We usually worked the same days and hours, and we generally chilled together on the weekends. We crashed at each other’s places constantly, and we often found trouble together.

On one particular Friday, we were especially eager to go out and do something. I wasn’t sure what Garrett had in mind, but we both agreed we wanted to do something besides hang and play video games.

“It’s almost six,” Garrett mentioned as we unloaded the work truck.

“About damn time,” I replied.

“Some weeks really fly by,” said Garrett. “This wasn’t one of them.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I agree.”

“Friday night,” he said. “We getting fucked up or what?”

“Define ‘fucked up.’” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I was thinking we’d go out for drinks and hopefully meet some girls willing to trade free drinks for sex.”

“Then we probably want to go to Chelsea’s,” I said. Chelsea’s was a local bar that we liked going to on weekends that had incredible drink specials and many beautiful women.

“All right, then. We’re going out for drinks tonight,” said Garrett. “I’ll buy the first round.”

“Sounds like a plan.” 

 

 

 

Garrett and I took turns driving us to work each morning, and today, it was my turn. We stopped work right at six, got in my ’10 Ford Focus and hit the road.

“You workin’ tomorrow?” Garrett asked.

“Nah, he’s having me work long on Monday,” I answered.

“You’ll probably make overtime next week,” he said.

“I should be coming in right at forty,” I said. “I wish I was making overtime. I need to have a savings account again.”

Over the last three years, I’d made some extravagant purchases that emptied out most of my bank accounts. I bought my Focus with cash so I wouldn’t have to pay ungodly amounts of interest over a chunk of my life. Also, I’d loaned a lot of money to Garrett over the past few years for various things. He wasn’t in a rush to repay, and I wasn’t in a rush to collect. And, I bought a house making a significant down payment. Even though I was taking home good paychecks and getting full-time hours, my bank accounts told the world that I was struggling and in trouble.

There was never much traffic in Rome, but there was some kind of holdup on one of the main train tracks in town. While we waited, I turned on the radio, and Garrett smoked a cigarette.

“I have to get some tonight, man,” said Garrett. “It’s been far too long.”

I laughed. “It’s been three weeks. You can’t function without sex for only a few weeks?”

“You’re one to talk,” he said. “You were bitching and complaining just last week about how you needed some pussy.”

“It’s been three months since I’ve gotten laid. I have the right to complain.”

“Whose fault is it that?” he asked.

“Hey. Believe it or not, I do have some standards, okay? Some of these girls around here have slept with damn near every man in Georgia. You have to be careful.”

As we continued our drive quietly, eventually the radio broke our silence.

“WCHR in Atlanta,” said the radio DJ. “I’ve been playing this song on repeat lately. It’s a good one. She’s a new name in the mainstream, but she’s quite familiar throughout our neck of the woods! This is Bailey Wright, and this is her latest song. It’s called ‘Where Are You Now.’”

My heart dropped at the sound of her name, and I was unable to listen to her song. Before she could sing the first lyric, I changed the station.

Garrett gave me a knowing smirk. “Not in the mood to hear Bailey’s new song?”

“Not even a little,” I said.

I expected him to continue with some snide quips, but he left it alone. He knew just how familiar I was with Bailey Wright and didn’t want to upset me.

Bailey was a rising star, but I knew her before she started becoming famous. Once she left Rome for Memphis, I made it a mission to forget all about her. Even after six years, it was still a regular challenge.

 

Once Garrett and I arrived at Chelsea’s, we quickly found our usual seats. Gina, the bartender, gave us our usual drinks with an additional free shot of whiskey.

Before I could drink my whiskey, a man walked into the bar and sat a few seats away from us. He didn’t notice me when he entered, otherwise, he would have sat right beside me. This man was Wayne Wright: Bailey’s father.

Garrett laughed upon recognizing Wayne. “Get the hell outta here. Darren, you see who that is?”

I stared down at my drink, frowning. “Of course, I do. What are the odds of me running into Bailey’s father right after one of Bailey’s songs starts playin’ on the radio?”

“Pretty good, actually,” said Garrett. “Rome ain’t that big.”

I downed my shot, trying to avoid looking in Wayne’s direction. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to speak to him, and I wasn’t harboring any negativity toward him. But I knew he would bring up his daughter, and simply hearing her name over the radio was enough to floor me.

But, Wayne eventually noticed me. We both looked at each other for a few seconds before he stood up from his seat, beaming.

“Darren Holt!” Wayne said.

“Mr. Wright,” I said as I stood up from my seat to shake his hand.

“How’ve you been, son?” 

“Can’t complain,” I replied. “You remember Garrett Newton?”

“Sure, I do!” said Wayne as he shook Garrett’s hand.

“Nice to see you again, Mr. Wright,” Garrett said.

“Please, you’re not boys anymore. Call me Wayne.”

Wayne sat down beside me with his tall glass of beer.

“I haven’t seen you around here in months,” Wayne said. “What have you guys been up to lately?”

“Working,” I answered. “It’s been a busy year.”

“I believe that,” said Wayne. “The summers are gettin’ hotter, and the winters are gettin’ colder. I’ve been meaning to have my heat looked at for years. Once I really need it, it’s damned near useless.”

“I’ll check it out for you sometime if you’d like,” I said.

“That’d be great,” he said. “Which one of you’s the better A/C man?”

“Me,” said Garrett quickly.

“I’ll let him think that,” I retorted.

Wayne laughed, ushering over Gina. “I’d like another for me, and why don’t you get these boys whatever they want.”

“Wayne, that’s not necessary,” I told him.

“Nonsense,” he dismissed. “You’ve always been such a good kid. Don’t think anything about it.”

“Thanks, Mr. Wright,” said Garrett. “Er—I mean, Wayne.”

Wayne looked at Garrett. “I can’t remember, did you go to school with Darren and Bradley?” 

“We went to the same school, but I graduated a couple years before they did,” he answered.

Gina brought Wayne over another beer and Garrett and me another shot of whiskey.

We all sat quietly and drank our booze, casually watching the game that was on. It was like we were all wondering who would bring Bailey up first.

“Bailey’s got a new single out,” Wayne said.

“Yeah, it was playing on WCHR when we were pulling in,” I said.

“She’s so talented,” said Bailey’s father. “I can’t even put into words how proud I am of her. She’s done more in her twenties than I’ve done my whole life.”

“Yeah,” I said. My stomach knotted up.

“She was always so scared that she wasn’t gonna make it,” said Wayne. “I knew she would. I knew she was going to make it big. I only wish her mother was still here to see it.”

“I’m sure she wishes that, too,” I said.

“She’s a real sweet girl,” he continued. “Have you two talked lately?”

“No,” I answered. “I haven’t talked to Bailey in a long time.”

“She asks about you sometimes,” said Wayne with raised eyebrows. “Just so you know.”

I hated the idea that my name even entered her thoughts, let alone escaped her lips. I couldn’t look at Wayne whenever he spoke about her.

“You should call her sometime,” suggested Wayne. “Or, you could even go see her. Tennessee isn’t so far away.”

“Maybe,” I said. I really meant no way. “I am happy that she has found success. She deserves it.”

“You could’ve found success too, you know,” said Wayne.

I chuckled. Gina came back once she saw that my glasses were empty.

“I’m good for now,” I told her.

“How long you two been working at Mel’s, anyway?” Wayne asked.

“About three years,” I replied. “You still working at the paper mill?”

“Sure am,” he answered. “It’ll have been thirty years for me next February.”

“Wow, congrats,” I said.

“Cheers!” Garrett added.

“You know,” I told Wayne. “If you wanted, I could come by sometime next week and check out your A/C and heat for you. No charge. It’s on the house.”

“That’d be so nice,” he said. “That’s so generous. Thank you, Darren.”

“Of course!”

“Or, and you can say no,” said Wayne. “maybe you could come on by tomorrow for dinner? It shouldn’t take long to look my system over. Let me pay you back with a good home-cooked meal. I’ll grill us up some steaks. What do you think?”

Part of me felt like I couldn’t say no. “Okay. Sounds good to me!”

Wayne didn’t stick around for much longer after that. We all had a few more drinks, shook hands, and he departed.

Garrett and I kept our eyes on the screens, watching the games in progress. I couldn’t stop thinking about Bailey and our past.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to think about her for much longer. My eyes soon found a woman sitting on the other side of the bar, nursing a margarita and glancing at me.

“Wayne’s a good guy,” Garrett said. “You think he’s onto something about reconnecting with Bailey?”

“Eh,” I said as I stared at the woman.

“You know she’d get back with you if you asked,” he said. “Even if you two didn’t want to try and work things out, you know you could always try and be friends again. There’s nothing wrong with friends.”

“I ain’t looking for friends,” I said as I downed my last shot. “I’m gonna go end my drought.”

I left Garrett and went to talk to the woman. Garrett and I often floated around bars and clubs whenever we saw girls we liked. So it wasn’t like I was abandoning him.

Truthfully, I wasn’t really talking to the girl at the bar because I was horny and absolutely needed sex. I couldn’t stand to have any more conversations centered on Bailey. I didn’t want to spend any more time reflecting on our past. Especially since I’d put in a lot of effort to forget about her.






Chapter 2

Bailey

 

 

Even though I’d been putting out music for several years, and some of my songs had gained a certain level of popularity, I would never grow tired of hearing my songs being played over the radio.

I was driving through downtown Memphis on a beautiful Saturday afternoon as I heard “Where Are You Now” playing through my car speakers. I didn’t enjoy hearing my song for some perverted ego gratification. I loved knowing how far I’d come. It was still surreal to hear my voice coming over the same airwaves as many of my favorite artists.

I was on my way to Gracie’s, a nice little diner that was open all day and night. I was meeting up with Leah Samson, my manager and also my best friend. I realize that most people think you shouldn’t work with your friends, but my philosophy when picking out a manager was to find someone who I could trust. Leah had been one of my closest friends since college, and we trusted each other completely. Luckily for me, she was going to school to make a career in entertainment management. While she’d been looking for “the big client,” she started helping me in her spare time. Now, years later, I turned into her big client.

Leah already had a booth for us at Gracie’s when I arrived. She was smiling wide and looked like she was ready to burst.

“I thought you were never going to show up!” said Leah.

We gave each other a quick hug and plopped down in our booth.

“I was playing around with a new song I’m trying to perfect,” I told her. “Sorry I’m late.”

“Please, if you were working, then don’t apologize,” she said. “Help me help you.”

“Why do you look so happy today?” I asked.

She smiled. “Why wouldn’t I be happy? Why aren’t you happy? You’re the one that’s climbing the charts!”

“As if!” I said. “ ‘Where Are You Now’ was just released. We haven’t had time to get plays or views let alone climb the charts.”

She slid her phone over to me. I took it and looked. Sure enough, even though I didn’t believe what I was seeing, my song and I were on the Billboard Top 100.

“Get the hell out of here,” I said in disbelief.

“You debuted at number 72.” 

“This is so surreal.” I hadn’t blinked since I saw the chart.

“Your last single reached 91,” she reminded me. “And, that took weeks. We just put out ‘Where Are You Now,’ and you’re up higher than Luke Bryan, Rihanna and Maroon 5. I’m telling you, this is going to be the hit that makes you.”

I could feel my cheeks flushing. “You really think so? Maybe it’s a fluke. I’ll probably drop down into the 80s by next week.”

“I’m the one that’s supposed to be pessimistic, not you,” said Leah.

Our waitress came over to take our order. Neither of us had to look at the menu to know what we wanted.

“I’ll have a Cobb salad with a side of avocado,” I requested. “I would like  the special herbal tea with it. Thank you.”

“Turkey and cheese panini,” Leah said. “I’ll also have a small bowl of tomato soup. And, I’m good with water, thanks.”

As our waitress went to take care of our order, I found myself staring at my song appearing on a chart alongside some of the most popular artists and songs.

“Isn’t it amazing?” said Leah as she watched my continued bewilderment.

I laughed. “I still don’t believe it. Wow.”

“It’s only going to get better from here,” she said. “Have you decided which track to release next?”

“I just put out a single. Where’s the fire?”

“You’re the fire, Bailey,” she said. “You’re hot right now! We need to keep the fire going so that you’ll go full mainstream.”

“Landing this high on the charts is definitely helping with the mainstream goals,” I said. “I’m not sure which song I should put out next. I’m leaning toward either ‘Beast Coast’ or ‘Candlelight.’”

“I vote ‘Candlelight,’ ” said Leah. “Also, we should really get your tour dates lined up.”

“Leah.”

“Hear me out. For starters, I’ve read lots of fan mail and comments online saying how you should tour. Not only that, but most people assume you’re touring anyway.”

“Leah,” I said. “We’ve been over this a dozen times.”

“And, it’ll be a dozen more until you pick some dates and commit,” she said. “You need to give the people what they want. It’ll boost you up even higher.”

“I don’t want to tour just yet,” I said. “My fanbase is mostly here, anyway.”

“You’re too humble,” she said. “You have fans all up the east coast. You could sell out places in Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, and Virginia.”

“I think it’s a little premature,” I said. “We’ll go over tour dates another time. In fact, I promise we’ll talk about it if this song makes it into the Top 25.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said. “I understand why you don’t want to tour yet. But I’m telling you—not just as your best friend, but as your manager—I think it’s something you should seriously consider.”

“I’ll think about it,” I told her.

“In the meantime, be excited,” said Leah. “You did good. I told you that song was going to be a hit. Glad you listened to me.”

“Excuse me,” I said. “You said to not even release that song! You told me to wait and save it for the album release.”

“No, that’s what I said about ‘Beast Coast,’” Leah said. “But, now that we’ve seen how you’re doing already, I think you could put almost anything from the album out, and it would climb the charts.”

“Let’s not get carried away.” 

Our waitress came by with our food in record time, catching us by surprise. While we ate, we stared down at our phones. I kept going back to the Billboard charts to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

Occasionally, I looked up from my phone and plate and noticed two girls at a nearby table looking over at me. At first, I ignored them. Then, after a while, it began to make me feel weird. I could’ve sworn I saw them taking pictures of me with their phones.

“Leah,” I whispered. “Am I tripping, or do those girls keep staring at me?”

She turned around to look at the girls, who both nervously looked away when they saw her looking at them.

“I don’t know,” Leah replied. “What’s up?”

“It’s probably nothing,” I said. “They were just kind of weirding me out.”

The surreal tidal wave I was riding only continued. The two girls got up from their table and approached us anxiously. Leah and I both looked up at them, waiting for one of them to speak.

Neither of the girls could summon words, so I did it for them. “Hello.”

“Hi,” said the youngest of the two. “I might be totally embarrassing myself right now, but are you—you’re not Bailey Wright, are you?”

And then, it was I who became embarrassed. “Uh, yes.”

“Oh my God,” the other one said, giggling. “Wow. Okay. Yeah, we knew you lived in Memphis, but we had no idea that you went here.”

“I did,” said the youngest. “I follow you on Instagram, Bailey.”

“Really?” I said as I felt my cheeks growing warmer. “Well, thank you!”

“You can totally say no,” said the other girl. “But, would it be possible, if it’s not too much to ask, could we maybe get a picture with you?”

“Absolutely!” I said without thinking. “Sure. Get your phones out!”

Our waitress was able to take the pictures for us. We were all happy for different reasons.

“You know, I just have to say,” I told the girls. “Y’all are the first people to recognize me like this.”

“What?” they both said in shock. “You’ve been making music for years!”

“Wow, you’re real fans!” I said growing more embarrassed. “I get a lot of ‘Where do I know you from’ and ‘I’ve seen you from somewhere.’ This is the first time someone’s known who I was without me having to tell them. Y’all just made my day and made me feel like a real celebrity.”

I hugged the girls, and they returned to their table. We all stayed smiling during the rest of our meals.

“What did I tell you?” prodded Leah. “Go on tour.”

“That was really special,” I said. I couldn’t believe it. “I really feel famous now.”

Even though I wouldn’t admit it to Leah, I did get a rush from that feeling. Now, the idea of performing for a large number of fans seemed more sensible to me. I’d had a taste, and I was ready to have more.

 

 

 

I headed to the studio so I could record the song I’d be dabbling with. I’d thought of calling my dad on my way over to tell him about my blossoming celebrity status.

Before I could call him, he called me, as if he knew he was on my mind.

“Hey, Dad!” I answered.

“Hey there, famous pop star!” he greeted. “Heard you on the radio this morning!”

“So did I!” I said. “I can’t believe it.”

“When are you releasing your next song?” he asked. “I want to hear more.”

“I’m really not sure,” I answered. “I haven’t made up my mind on which one to put out when.”

“Well, I can’t wait to hear it.” 

“I can send you all the tracks on the album now if you want to hear them,” I told him. “You’re my dad. I think I can get away with giving you an exclusive preview.”

“Great! Send them to me!”

“Hey, so guess what?” I said. “I got on the Billboard Top 100. I debuted at number 72! That’s the highest I’ve ever gotten!”

He laughed. “Hot damn, superstar! Good things I’ve got your signature on all sorts of stuff lying around the house. I’ll be sitting on a gold mine by the time your new CD comes out.”

“Ha, ha,” I said. “If I became rich and famous, you wouldn’t need to sell my autograph. I’d move you into a big house here in Tennessee.”

“I was thinking maybe a nice beach house in Florida would be better.” 

I laughed. “You can live wherever you want! I’m actually on my way to record some new stuff at the studio right now. I’m about to pull in.”

“Okay,” he said. “Remind me to talk to you about something. I ran into somebody at the bar yesterday, and I’d like to talk to you about it.”

“Okay!” I said. “Also, I want you to know I’ll be coming back to Rome for your birthday next month. I can’t wait to see you.”

“Well then, it’ll be the best birthday ever,” he said. “Darling, I’m so proud of you. And, I’m so happy that you’re doing so well. I knew you were gonna make it.”

“Ah, shucks,” I said. “Well, listen. I don’t want to rush and get off the phone, but I’m like a minute away from the studio and I need to hurry.”

“Okay, honey, no worries,” said my dad. “I’ll talk with you later.”

“All right! Love you, Dad.”

“Love you too, Bailey-bug.”

I hung up, giving myself just enough time to reapply makeup and brush my long sandy blonde hair. As I looked in the rearview mirror, I tried to imagine what I might look like on the cover of my album.

I felt bad about only talking with my dad for a few minutes, but I was happy to have heard his voice. I planned to set aside some time the next day to call him back and have a better, thorough conversation.






Chapter 3

Darren

 

 

I was lounging around my house all day on Saturday, recovering from a hard week of work and a long Friday night of drinking and sloppy-drunk sexual acts. I was either in my recliner or on the couch relaxing with Bo, my golden retriever.

My house was small, but it was comfortable. It was a perfect fit for Bo and me. There was plenty of room for both of us, even though I was a tall guy, and he was a big dog. I’d made sure there was also a decent backyard for him to romp around in.

My plan was to wait for Wayne to give me a call whenever he was ready for me to come on over for dinner. However, as the afternoon turned into evening and the sun had finished setting, I began to wonder if Wayne had a change of heart and didn’t want me to come over after all. I’d never known him to blow someone off without a call or text, so I tried texting and calling him. He didn’t respond.

“Wonder what’s up,” I said to Bo. “Why isn’t he calling, bud?”

Bo’s expression remained the same.

I sighed. “Yeah, I don’t know either.” 

I tried calling Wayne again, petting Bo as I did. After getting his voicemail again, I grew concerned.

“I’m probably over-thinking it,” I said. “But, for some reason, I feel like something’s off.”

Bo cocked his head and began to pant.

“That’s what I thought,” I said. “Let’s go over and make sure he’s okay.”

I assumed he wouldn’t mind seeing me arrive unannounced, considering he was expecting me anyway. He wasn’t expecting me to bring a canine companion with me, but Bailey had dogs growing up, so I figured he wouldn’t mind me bringing Bo along.

We hopped in the Focus and took off down the street toward Wayne’s house. I avoided turning on the radio for fear of what I might hear. It didn’t long to get to his road. It was unusually slow for a Saturday evening.

His truck was parked out front, and his grill was out in the driveway. It didn’t appear to be on, but he was certainly preparing to use it.

Bo and I both hopped out of the car and walked up to the front door. I knocked once. No answer.

I could hear a TV on inside; it sounded like a football game was playing. I didn’t hear any activity going on other than that, so I wondered if maybe he was in a sound sleep.

I knocked again, louder that time in case he was passed out. Bo and I waited for about a minute, but still, there was no answer. I pulled out my phone, considering making another call.

Bo started to whimper, making peculiar noises as he stared at the door.

“What’s up, pal?” I asked him. “What’s bothering you?”

Bo looked up at me, keeping his whimpering going. I couldn’t read him, and my concern only intensified the longer I waited.

I knocked again. “Wayne?” I called out. “Wayne, you home?”

Nothing. I wasn’t sure what proper protocol would be, but I felt compelled to push my boundaries. I grabbed his doorknob, slowly twisted it, and thankfully, the door was unlocked.

I hadn’t been to the Wright’s house in ages, but it still looked the same as back then. The house was about the size of the one I lived in, but there was music everywhere. There were posters and gold records on the walls, vinyl records and CDs stacked randomly throughout the house, and many musical instruments sitting in different corners of the living room.

I stepped into the house, and there he was, sprawled out on the living room floor, face down in the carpet.

“Wayne?”

Bo padded cautiously over to Wayne, sniffing him. I kneeled down, turning Wayne over on his back. His eyes were closed, his mouth was open, and I was having trouble finding a pulse.

“Wayne, wake up, man!” I yelled.

I kept searching for a pulse and was having no luck. At first, I convinced myself that he was passed out drunk and that I was just terrible at finding a pulse.

However, the longer I waited and tried to wake him, the more afraid I became.

I considered calling the police, but the closest hospital was only two miles from Wayne’s house, so I decided to take him there instead. I picked him up, throwing him over my shoulder, and Bo and I moved as fast as we could to the hospital.

 

 

 

I didn’t tell the doctors and nurses much. I said that I found him on the floor; not breathing, not responding, and I had no idea what to make of it. They rushed him to the ER to take care of him.

Since I wasn’t sure how long things would take, I first waited outside by the Focus with Bo. I planned to check on him, but I hated waiting around in hospitals.

“I hope he’s okay,” I said to Bo. “It’s a good thing we checked on him, huh?”

Bo lay down by my feet. I went through my phone and found Bailey’s phone number, thinking about calling to tell her what was going on. Yet, despite the gravity of the situation, I still couldn’t make myself do it.

Bailey and I had a complex relationship. We’d been friends for years when both of us lived in Rome. And we did everything together—went to high school, worked the same jobs, and went out and had fun all the time. We also both loved playing and writing music together. We both played guitar and piano. I played well. She played extraordinarily well.

The more we created music together, our friendship grew, and a physical attraction began to manifest itself. We fought it for months, never acknowledging it or succumbing to our thoughts. We each encouraged the other to try music professionally. But for years, neither of us took the recommendations seriously. Then one day, Bailey was ready to leave Georgia and move on to a place that could nurture and build her music career.

She started putting some of her original songs on the internet, and she began to have a small cult following who adored her music. She used that as the last bit of fuel to finally make the decision official.

Then, we finally succumbed. The idea of her leaving tore me apart, and I begged her to stay. She begged me to go with her. While the begging persisted, we started exploring our feelings and having sex regularly. It was incredible, and it made her leaving hurt worse.

After she left, she would only return to Rome for brief stints to see her dad. I never knew when she was actually in town, and I didn’t want to know. And so, I hadn’t seen her since she moved. 

I started seeing her dad more often than she did. I never had a problem with being around Wayne, since I was always close to the Wright family. I only knew Bailey’s mom for a short time before she passed away, but I was extremely close to him and Bailey for years. In some ways, they started to feel like a second family.

I decided to go and check on Wayne, ordering Bo to stay by the car. I never kept him in the car while I was away, and I hated owners that did that to their pets. Bo was a good dog. He stayed when told and didn’t bother anyone.

I went toward Wayne’s room, and the doctor met me before I had a chance to go to him.

“Hi,” said the doctor. “I didn’t get your name. You brought in Wayne Wright, correct?”

“Yes. I’m Darren Holt,” I told the doctor. “I’m not family. I’m a friend.”

“Yes. I was told you’re the one who found him,” the doctor said. “Mr. Holt, I’m so terribly sorry to have to tell you this. I regret to inform you that Wayne has passed away.”

In my heart, I knew that was what was most likely, but it still hurt to hear it. I felt like a boulder had been thrown at my chest.

“We’re not sure of exactly when he passed, but we know it was many hours ago,” the doctor continued. “We believe it was a heart attack. There was nothing you could have done.”

Instantly, I felt lost. I didn’t know what to do.

 

 

 

I stayed in the parking lot of the hospital for over an hour, lying on the hood, letting Bo comfort me with his affection. I was reflecting on years’ past, while also procrastinating the inevitable.

I wondered if the hospital, or maybe even the police, might contact Bailey and let her know what had happened to Wayne. I’d heard that phrase “notify next of kin” enough to believe that it must’ve meant something. I didn’t believe it was my responsibility, and so I stayed away.

Instead of calling Bailey, I called Garrett. It rang many times before he finally answered. I hoped I wasn’t interrupting something important.

“What’s up?” Garrett answered.

“Can you talk for a bit?” I asked him.

“Sure, what’s going on?”

“I’m at the hospital, actually.”

“What?” he said alarmed. “You serious? You okay?”

“I’m okay, man,” I said. “You remember how I was supposed to meet up with Wayne Wright tonight for dinner?”

“Oh, yeah. I totally forgot about that.”

“I got over to his house,” I said. “And dude, it’s so messed up.”

“What?”

“He died. I found his body in the living room.”

“Get the fuck out of here!” said Garrett with a hint of sadness. “You’re kidding. We just saw him yesterday!”

“And, now he’s dead.” 

“Holy shit,” he said. “That really sucks. I can’t believe that. How did he die?”

“They think it was a heart attack.”

“Wow, bummer,” Garrett said. “You all right, bro?”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “It’s a lot though.”

“You want to get together and chill?”

“Yeah, actually. I’d be really down for that.”

I slid off the hood. Bo and I hopped into the Focus and headed over to Garrett’s house. 

When we arrived, I walked in without knocking. That’s how it was with us.

“The person I really feel bad for is Bailey,” I said to Garrett.

“Yeah, no kidding,” he said. “First, she loses her mom, now her dad. And she isn’t even 30 yet, is she?”

“No, not yet. She and I are both 29,” I told him.

“Yeah. That really sucks,” he said. “Did you call Bailey?”

“Nah, I figured the hospital or someone would notify her, you know?”

“Maybe, but don’t you think she’d rather hear it from someone close to her than from a doctor she doesn’t know?”

I chuckled. “I’m not close to her anymore.”

“Don’t pull any of that crap,” he said. “You should call her and tell her. What if they told her you’re the one that found her? Wouldn’t she get super pissed at you for not calling her or anything?”

“Goddamn it, you’re right. I would look like a major asshole.” 

“Of course, I’m right,” he said. “Call her. It’s going to be awkward no matter what. Be a man, dude. You know it’s the right thing to do.”

I did agree with him on that. I still wasn’t looking forward to it.






Chapter 4

Bailey

 

 

Originally, Leah and I were going to meet with producers from a record label on Sunday afternoon to discuss the possibility of signing with them. But shortly after our lunch at Gracie’s, Jack Howard, the producer Leah was in contact with the most, contacted her and asked if we could turn our Sunday lunch into a Saturday night “dinner and drinks” meeting. I hadn’t gone out for drinks in weeks. I felt confident that they would pay for us, and so we happily agreed.

As Leah and I were getting ready, I started getting a variety of unusual phone calls. Two different numbers that I didn’t recognize called twice, one of them leaving a voicemail asking me to return the call. I’d been getting numerous sales calls and the like for years, so I thought nothing of it.

Then, it got really strange. I began to get calls from a number that I recognized all too well.

I’d deleted the number from my contacts years ago, but I had it memorized from all the times that I used to call it in the past. I didn’t even consider that the series of calls could be related. I merely thought it was a coincidence, a case of bad timing. And, like the calls from numbers I didn’t know, the one I did know kept repeatedly calling—only he didn’t leave a voicemail.

The number I recognized belonged to Darren Holt, a man that I’d grown up with and had been good friends with for years. Darren and I had a complicated history, and we didn’t leave things on a good note. There wasn’t anger, but there was sadness and slight remnants of bitterness left in our wake. I’d decided to explore my talents in Memphis around a healthy music scene, and he chose to work jobs like construction or air-conditioning installation and repair in Rome, Georgia where we’d grown up. I had grown tired of staying in Rome. It was a small town with little to do.

Seeing Darren’s number appear on my phone again sent a wave of emotions through me, and my mind went on a journey back to a past I’d seldom thought about. I thought back on the height of our friendship and how we used to enjoy making and playing music together. I remembered those short few months when we explored our physical attraction to each other.

Then, I remembered when I asked him to go to Tennessee with me. He said no, and that was the end of it. The discussion was short, and the closure was almost nonexistent.

I did wonder why he was calling and what he wanted to talk about. We hadn’t spoken in years, so I did wonder what made right then so important. While I pondered, he kept calling me over and over again. A small part of me wanted to feed my curiosity, but a larger part of me didn’t want to deal with him. Considering Leah and I wanted to be fully focused and on our game when it came time to talk with the producers, it was easy for me to ignore Darren’s phone calls. I was looking at my phone quite a bit, imagining how a phone call with him might go for us at that point in our lives.

“Who keeps calling you?” Leah asked as she finished applying her makeup. “That’s not Jack, is it?”

I considered answering her fully and honestly, but she didn’t know that much about Darren. Anytime his name had entered into conversation, I was always vague about what he’d meant to me.

“It’s a bunch of wrong numbers,” I told her. “Not sure who it is.”

“Maybe you should answer,” she suggested. “In case it’s someone from the label.”

“It’s not. The caller left a voicemail and didn’t say who they were,” I said. “I’m ready to go when you are.”

 

 

 

The restaurant we were in was extravagant: The food was exquisite, the atmosphere was sophisticated, and the company was pleasant.

The producers were smiling the entire time we sat there. They told me that they were happy with what they were hearing, wanted to hear more, and thought that I was a rising star too hot for any other label to handle appropriately. They said they wanted to sign me right then and there.

At first, those words and their importance made a huge impact on me. I’d been independently putting my music out for so long that, even though this meeting had been planned for days, it was still peculiar to imagine me signed to a record label beside many other noted performers. Musicians and artists all around the globe wanted to get signed to a known label. It was the beginning of a real music career and only meant great things.

Yet, even though I knew I should’ve been more excited and been processing every word that came out of their mouths, I couldn’t get my mind off of the phone calls from before. The vague, mystery numbers weren’t what stood out, of course. I was irritated with myself, but I kept wondering why Darren had called me.

I knew that he wouldn’t have been calling just to talk. There were guys from my past who would call sometimes, approach the conversation casually, and try to talk about things as if the past didn’t matter. Darren was never one of those guys, and last I knew, he was still in a similar place as I was regarding our connection.

Since it was Saturday night, I thought that possibly he was drunk and being fueled by liquid courage, wanting to talk for any number of reasons. I also considered that maybe I was deflecting. The producers had been giving Leah and me drinks all night, and while I wasn’t unbelievably intoxicated, I was certainly inebriated.

I can’t recall when, but at some point, Jack Howard put the contract on the table and slid it toward me. I was so distracted that it took me a few seconds to process what was happening.

“We’re willing to sign you right here and now,” Jack said. “Are you ready to conquer the world, Bailey?”

“Whoa.” I laughed in surprise.

“This contract is quite extensive,” Leah said.

“Well, most contracts are,” said Jack smiling. “Most of the details are just necessary things—legal type jargon that isn’t interesting but has to be put in print.”

Leah gave me an inquisitive look as if to say, “Well?”

I was on autopilot, and although I was kind of drunk, I knew well enough not to make an important decision like that irrationally.

“Do you think we could look over the contract for a bit first?” I asked them. “It’s not that I don’t want to sign. I do. I just like to know exactly what I’m getting into before I jump in headfirst.”

“Totally understandable,” Jack said. “Take it with you. Look it over closely, and sign it whenever you’re good and ready.”

“But, we’re ready,” one of the other producers said. “Just to let you know. So there’s no doubt in your mind. We want to work with you, Bailey! We see your talent and want to make sure everyone in the world can hear it.”

“Thank you all so much!” I said. “I promise we’ll be in touch.”

We all shook hands, and they took their leave. Leah and I stayed behind, thumbing through the contract and skimming it.

“I wanted to say we should examine this thing for a bit first, but I didn’t want to tell you what to do right in front of them,” said Leah. “I think you did the right thing.”

“I hope so,” I said while finishing up another drink.

 

 

 

Afterward, Leah and I took an Uber back to our individual houses. I found myself looking at the call log on my phone. I stared at Darren’s number, thinking about how it hadn’t changed in over ten years. My number had changed about seven or eight times since I left Rome, and I’d assumed that he must’ve done the same thing at some point. Since he hadn’t, I wondered if it was because he didn’t feel he had a real reason to change it. Or, perhaps he didn’t change it out of laziness. There was some weird, dumb part of me that thought maybe he hadn’t changed it because he wanted me to be able to get in touch with him again if I ever had the desire. I knew that was a selfish thing to think, but I’d kept my number the same for many months after I left on the chance that he might call again.

Since he finally had called again, I decided to be brave and return his call. I wasn’t drunk, but I was still a little tipsy.

My heart skipped a beat hearing the phone ringing. Every time it rang, I both wanted him to answer it as soon as possible and not pick up. After twenty seconds went by, I assumed that he wasn’t going to take my call.

Then, with only a second or two left, Darren answered.

“Hello?” the familiar voice said to me.

It was intense to hear his voice again. I had forgotten what it sounded like. Instantly, with just one word, I could hear past phone calls we’d made to each other, and I heard his voice as we sang songs together.

“Hi,” I stammered.

“Hey, Bailey,” Darren said.

His voice was still beautiful, and it still made me feel warm. My fear that I would be uncomfortable were quickly fading away.

“How are you?” I asked him.

“Been better, to tell you the truth,” he answered. “I hope I wasn’t bothering you earlier. I’m sorry that I kept calling, but—”

I was expecting him to finish his sentence, but he remained silent.

“Hello?” I said. “Darren?”

“I’m here,” he replied. “Sorry, I just, I don’t know how to say this.”

“Say what?” I asked anxiously.

“Bailey, I’m so sorry, but your father, he passed away earlier today.”

Nothing could have prepared me for that. I was frozen.

“I went over to his house earlier, and I found him,” he continued. “They think he might’ve died of a heart attack. I took him to the hospital, but he didn’t—he was already gone. I’m so terribly sorry, Bailey.”

“Is this a joke?” I asked him in total disbelief.

“I really wish it were,” said Darren. “I figured someone from the hospital or something might call and tell you. But I was the one that took him in, so I figured it’d be best if I told you.”

I laughed, unable to contain myself.

“Bailey?” he asked.

“I just talked to my dad,” I said through laughter. “I talked to him early this afternoon. You’re fucking with me.”

“Bailey, I’m not.”

We sat there in silence, with only the buzzing from the phone line. Nearly five minutes passed where neither of us spoke.

“I don’t know what to say,” I blurted out.

“I’m sorry, Bailey,” he said.

“Thank you, Darren. I’ll talk to you later.”

Before he could give an adequate goodbye, I hung up.

I found my dad’s phone number and called it. It rang and rang, and all I wanted was for him to pick up and tell me that Darren was playing a sick joke on me.

Instead, it went to voicemail:

“You’ve reached Wayne Wright. I’m not available, but if you leave your name and message, I’ll return your call as soon as possible. Thanks.”

I hung up and tried him again. Again, it rang until it couldn’t anymore, and went to voicemail. I hung up and tried him again.

I became so afraid. If my dad didn’t answer my call the first time, he always picked up the second or third time, no matter what was going on. I wondered if maybe he was not feeling well, and maybe he didn’t have his phone on him.

Then, as I kept calling my dad’s cell, I looked up one of the phone numbers that had tried to call me earlier.

My heart sank: Rome City Hospital.

I couldn’t bear to call the hospital back. Instead, I kept calling my dad as the night went on.

I finally broke when, at about two in the morning, his phone no longer rang. It went straight to voicemail, meaning that the phone had died. Then, somehow, I knew for an absolute fact that Darren hadn’t lied to me. I was lost and confused.






Chapter 5

Darren

 

 

After the phone call I’d had with Bailey on Saturday night, I didn’t hear back from her at all until Monday morning.

She texted me:

“I’m flying into Atlanta around noon. Coming to Rome to arrange my dad’s funeral.

“I’m not sure if you’re comfortable with this… but do you think you could meet me at the funeral home? I want to talk with you.”

I quickly replied with, “Of course. Do you have an address?”

She answered with, “712 Mabel St.”

I’d answered her without giving it a second thought. I was sure that there would be some awkward tension at first once we saw each other again, but I was willing to deal with it. I felt like I was still a part of this, somehow.

I’d texted her around 1:00, asking if she was making her way to Rome yet. When she didn’t answer, I decided to head over to the funeral home so that she wouldn’t arrive to nothing but her father’s body.

I got to Garrison Brewster’s Funeral Home on 712 Mabel at about a quarter till two. There was only one car in the parking lot, and the building looked old. This place had been in Rome since before I was born, like many of the places in town.

I walked into the funeral home and saw a mahogany coffin resting along a wall. It was closed, but I knew who was inside it. It was odd knowing that only two days prior, I had planned on having a nice meal with the man in that coffin, and now he was dead. It helped underline how fleeting life was.

I stood near the coffin for several minutes before the funeral director finally greeted me. He appeared to be a nice enough man, but his suit was old and worn enough that I wondered if he’d taken it from one of the people he helped bury. He smelled like one of the people he helped bury, too.

“Good afternoon, sir,” he said to me. “I hope you’re doing well, despite whatever has brought you here today.”

“I’m here for Wayne Wright,” I stated.

“Ah, yes,” he said with lament. “I’m deeply sorry for your loss, sir. My condolences.”

“Thank you.”

“My understanding is that Mr. Wright’s wishes were to be cremated,” said the funeral director. “Will there be a service after the viewing?”

“I—I assume that.”

“I apologize,” he said. “This is a difficult time for you, I’m sure. Would you like a few minutes?”

“I—”

I wasn’t sure how to go about it. It felt strange to be there on my own, looking around and seeing no family or friends. I realized that many people in Wayne’s life likely didn’t even know he had passed away, but it didn’t stop me from feeling incredibly sad. I hated the idea of lying dead in a coffin with no one around me but a funeral director who had buried thousands of people before me.

“Will any other family be arriving today?” he asked me.

“Well, I’m not family,” I corrected him. “I’m not his son, or nephew, or anything. I’m a friend.”

“Oh, my,” he said embarrassed. “I’m terribly sorry. Forgive me. I did think you were family.”

“I’ve known him for most of my life,” I said. “I’m actually the one who found him at his house.”

“Good Lord,” he gasped. “That must have been terrible to come upon.”

“It was,” I assured him. “His daughter, Bailey, she should be here soon to answer any questions you have about arrangements.”

“I appreciate it,” he said. “So sorry for your loss, again.”

I sat in a chair near the coffin, playing senselessly on my phone, not focusing or caring about what I was doing. My mind was in overdrive wondering about Bailey and where she was. There was a small part of me that wanted to bolt, to get away and not face whatever wrath she might be harboring.

When last I saw her, she’d had tears in her eyes. She wanted me to go to Tennessee with her desperately, and I sincerely didn’t want to leave our small town that I had grown accustomed to and knew like the back of my hand. I’d been able to keep the tears from falling down my face, and that suppression didn’t stop on the day she left. Now, as fate was finally bonding us back together, I grew weary. I’d never wanted to see Bailey cry again, and I felt sure that coming to see her dead father would be more than enough to supply fresh tears.

I heard a car pull up near the funeral home. I heard one door slam and then another. I was sure that it was her, and I speculated quickly about who had closed the second car door. I expected to be greeted by her and potentially a boyfriend. That idea made me wearier than the idea of her crying.

Then, Bailey Wright walked into the funeral home. Fortunately, she wasn’t crying. But, she may as well have been.

I quickly got to my feet. I hadn’t seen her in over six years. It was like I was seeing her for the first time, and yet; it was like those six years of missing time had never gone by. She was both new and refreshingly familiar. It was clear that the years had touched her features, but her beauty was as clear and captivating as ever.

She still had her long sandy blonde hair. Back in the day, her hair used to fall down all the way to her ass. Now, her hair approached the center of her back, and the bangs she used to have were gone. Her eyes were still the color of a night ocean—reflective, dark blue and mesmerizing. She was in the best shape I’d ever seen her in. She was skinny, athletic, curvaceous, and had confidence and direction exuding from within. Her full lips were closed, her eyesight was on me, and it was difficult to read her.

Beside her was a woman that I didn’t recognize. She looked to be in her early to mid-thirties, had nice curly brown hair, and a piercing stare. She was definitely a friend, and out of the two of them, she appeared to be the most affected by walking through the doors of a funeral home.

Both Bailey and I licked our lips, trying to find the right words to say. When the ladies got up to me, there were silent, yet palpable, exchanges going on between all of us, individually. I looked down at my foot more times than I’d care to admit.

“Hey, Bailey,” I said.

“Hey” Bailey said.

She brushed her gorgeous blonde hair as far away from her eyes as she could. With hearing only one word escape her inviting lips, I was reminded of why she’d so often strayed my mind over the past many years.

“Darren,” began Bailey. “This is Leah. She’s my closest friend in the world.”

“And also her manager,” said Leah as she extended her hand. I shook it.

“Nice to meet you,” I said to Leah.

Bailey’s eyes moved to the coffin I was standing near.

“Is that him?” she asked me.

I weakly nodded. “Yes.”

There was a pause, followed by Leah stepping aside to look at her phone.

“Do you think I could speak with you outside?” Bailey asked me as she played with her hair again.

“Yeah, of course,” I said with gusto.

While Leah stayed behind with Wayne, Bailey and I went just outside the doors to the funeral home, barely escaping the carport.

She cleared her throat. “I realize this is blunt, or may sound uncharacteristically straightforward of me, but I want to know what it was like when you found my dad.”

Even with her warning, I still felt like I was caught off guard.

“I’m curious,” she continued. “Why did you go over to his house? When was the last time y’all talked? Just, I want some clarity.”

“Well,” I began. “I ran into your father down at Chelsea’s the other night. We got to talking and catching up, and he said he wanted to get together again. Said he’d make us dinner.”

She was nodding, arms crossed, not looking directly at me.

“I called his phone a few times before I was going to show up to see if we were still on,” I continued. “After a while of him not answering, I started to get concerned. So, I went over to his place. The door was unlocked, so I went in. I found him there on the floor. I tried to wake him. I took him to the hospital as fast as I could, but—”

“They said he was gone already,” finished Bailey.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “Then, I only got here about twenty minutes or so before you did. The guy was asking me questions. I guess he thought I was his son.”

I attempted to chuckle, and even that was awkward. I looked back down at my shoes, resisting the urge to stare into Bailey’s soft blue eyes.

“I’m holding the funeral tomorrow,” said Bailey. “Anyone who’s going to be there is here in Georgia, so it’s not like people need much notice. The preacher will say some things, and I’ll say some things. I guess that’ll be it. Will you be there?”

“Of course, I’ll be there,” I replied.

“Good,” she said. “He’d have wanted you to be there.”

I was surprised by how well she was handling the situation. It wasn’t just better than I expected she would, but it was more mature. Bailey was always mature for her age, but I knew how much her dad had meant to her, and I was fully anticipating an extreme explosion of emotions. I not only wouldn’t have blamed her, but I was actually equipped to handle it.

“How long will you be in town for?” I asked her.

“Till Wednesday,” she answered. “I’m only back here for my dad’s funeral. Honestly, after the funeral, I don’t think I’ll have any real reason to ever come back to Rome, Georgia.”

“Well, it is your hometown,” I stated, feeling stupid as I said it.

“Right, it’s where I came from,” she said. “It’s the past. I have a life in Memphis.”

“From the look of the charts, you’ll be able to have whatever kind of life you want in any place you want,” I said.

“You could’ve had that life, too, you know,” she said with raised eyebrows.

I chuckled. “Yeah, well, this ain’t just my past. I don’t mind it here too much.”

We stood in silence for several seconds. The wind played with her hair for her. All I wanted to do was ask if she wanted to go out for a meal together.

“So,” I said.

“You can go, you know,” said Bailey. “I appreciate you coming here like this. I’ll take things from here. Thank you, Darren.”

I didn’t question her dismissal, even though I did feel slightly offended with the brushing off. I wanted to stay there, be there for her, even if I hadn’t been there for her since she left Rome.

“You’re welcome, Bailey,” I said with a wave.

As I turned and headed toward my car, I lamented on how things hadn’t changed. She was still going to be leaving Rome for Tennessee, and I would still be here. I didn’t look back, but I could feel her ocean eyes burning into the back of my head. Even if it danced into selfish territory, I knew that I had to speak with her again after her dad’s funeral. I had a whole day to figure out what to say and how to say it.






Chapter 6

Bailey

 

 

Darren walked back to his car without a fight and without looking back. He was still just as laid back as I’d remembered him to be. He also seemed taller than I remembered.

He still had his muscular physique and rugged good looks. I wasn’t sure how much he actually worked out, but it was clear that moving all those A/C units had kept him in exceptional shape. He was about 6’3”, still had his shaggy brown hair and his soft, light green eyes. When I saw him last, he was clean-shaven and had short hair. Now, his hair was a few inches longer, and he had nicely trimmed facial hair, with an impressive beard, which was weird to see on him, but not necessarily a bad thing. He’d had a treble clef note tattooed on his right arm, but I wasn’t able to see it through his shirt. I wondered if he had any new tattoos.

“He is fine as hell,” Leah muttered quietly behind me. “I might have to find me a guy down here. He’s better looking than every man who’s ever bought me a drink in Memphis.”

“Every man in Memphis?” I asked skeptically.

“Look, don’t take this the wrong way,” she said. “But, I thought guys that lived in this part of the country were all going to be fat hicks that didn’t bathe. That guy could be a model. What was his name, again?”

We both watched as he drove away in his car. It looked like a Ford Focus.

“Darren,” I answered.

“You should invite him out for drinks tonight,” she said elbowing me. “If you don’t want him, I’ll gladly sit on his face.”

“Leah!” I exclaimed.

She shrugged. “What? I like him. He looks tasty.”

Ignoring her remarks, I decided to face the music and go back into the funeral home to speak with the director about arrangements. He came over once he saw Leah and me standing beside the coffin that held my father’s body.

“Would you like to open it?” he asked me.

When we were coming over, I intended to look at my father one last time before I was to have him cremated. But, as I stood only inches away from the box that concealed him, I couldn’t bear to see him without life filling him. I shook my head, fighting to hold back tears. Leah put her arm around me.

“There will be a service tomorrow morning?” he asked.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “I ordered a headstone for him next to my grandparents over at the cemetery across the street.”

“Okay,” he nodded. “Where will the service be held?”

“I don’t care,” I replied. “Whatever church is closest.”

“That’ll be St. Violet’s over on Twin Street,” he said. “Is that okay?”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Just do it. I just want it done.”

I wasn’t sure what exactly it was that sent me over, but I was struggling to hold it together. I stared at my father’s coffin, wishing that it would pop open and my dad would grab me and wrap me in a bear hug, assuring me that everyone was just playing a sick practical joke on me. Maybe he, Darren, and the funeral director were all working to try and bring me back to Rome to be back with the people I loved and missed. I was willing to move back to Rome for the rest of my days if it meant having one more day with my dad.

“I will take good care of him, Ms. Wright,” the funeral director said. “Would you like any brochures printed out, or any sort of—”

“I’ll email you with all the details later,” I told him. “Please be careful with him.”

My lip quivered. I had to stop staring at the coffin in blind, impossible hope. I hugged Leah, squeezing out as much sadness as I could.

“If I may say,” said the funeral director. “I wish you luck in all of your musical endeavors. You’re on your way to the top. I can tell.”

I sniffed, wanting to laugh and enjoy how yet another person recognized me without really knowing me.

I put on a fake smile. “Thank you.”

“My niece loves your music,” he continued. “You’re going to be a superstar—bigger than Kelly Clarkson, bigger than Celine Dion!”

As he continued to sing my praises, my mind was lingering on the last phone call that I’d had with my dad. To say that I was feeling remorseful would have been an understatement. I hated myself for rushing through our last phone call. I despised myself for ending the call to go and work in the damn studio.

Now, I had none of my grandparents and neither of my parents. I didn’t feel old. I felt alone.

 

 

 

Leah and I went to a nearby diner called Floyd’s. I used to go to Floyd’s with friends all the time back in the day, Darren included, and I just wanted to be in a familiar place. I wanted to eat somewhere that I didn’t associate with my dad though. He never liked Floyd’s.

Whenever I went to Floyd’s, I never ate and ran. I always spent at least two hours there, and most of that time was spent talking with company.

“Nice place,” Leah commented about Floyd’s.

I sipped my milkshake, wondering if anyone else was going to come up to me and recognize me. I was grateful that no one was approaching me.

“I keep expecting someone to come up and ask you for your autograph,” said Leah.

“I hope that doesn’t happen,” I said. “If someone tries to talk to me about music, I’m going to look like an asshole. I’m not in any shape to talk about something trivial.”

“Hmm.” 

“What?”

“I know you’re upset, Bailey, but your career is ‘trivial’?”

I groaned. “You know what I mean. Priorities, you know?”

She nodded. “So, what is it about this place that you hate?”

“I don’t hate Floyd’s,” I said.

“Not Floyd’s,” she said. “I mean Rome. What is it about this town that you dislike? I kind of like it around here. It’s quiet, cute.”

“I don’t hate Rome,” I told her. “I don’t even dislike it. But there’s nothing for me here. All I had was my dad, and he never made me come back here. He always visited me wherever I was.”

“Did you leave because of the guy?” 

I rolled my eyes. “What guy?”

“You know fucking well what guy,” she said and laughed. “That beautiful man I met earlier today. What’s the story between you two?”

“I never told you about him?” I asked.

Leah laughed. “Are you kidding me? I hardly know anything about your past. You never talk about Rome. You’ve never talked to me about that guy. Hell, you never mention anything that happened before you moved to Memphis. I know a lot about what kind of person you are, and I love that person. But, as far as where you came from? You could’ve been a serial killer for all I know.”

I laughed. “Nah, I was selling meth before I met you.”

“Are you serious?”

“No!” I assured her. “I thought you knew me! I was joking.”

“Tell me about your past then.” 

“There’s not much to tell,” I replied. “I’ve told you about my parents. I had a good childhood, and they both encouraged me to stay with music. I was really shy when I was young, so I usually hung out in town with my friends and did nothing, you know? When I picked up music seriously, that’s when I knew I had to leave. My life really started in Memphis.”

“And Darren?” she asked. “He wasn’t just close to you, was he?”

“He was close to my whole family,” I said. “My dad loved him. All my friends here loved him, too. Everyone thought we were supposed to be together.”

“You guys weren’t together?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “Darren was my best friend for years growing up. We never officially dated or anything. We kind of tried to see where things could go near the end of my time here.”

“Nice,” said Leah.

“But,” I continued, “he didn’t want to come with me, and I didn’t want to come back here after I left. I hadn’t seen him since I moved. Today was the first time I’ve seen him in years.”

“So, you don’t know if he’s single or not?” she asked. “I’ve been wondering. Maybe I’ll kidnap him and take him back to Memphis with us.”

“Okay,” I said with a strange knot in my stomach. “This is not something I want to talk about with everything that’s going on.”

“So, you still have feelings for him?” 

“No,” I said quickly without thinking. “I—it was weird seeing him again. It’s been six years. I couldn’t possibly still have feelings for him. I just don’t want to think about my current best friend hooking up with my old best friend. It’s weird and gross.”

“I don’t think it’d be gross at all.” Leah chuckled mischievously.

“The point is,” I said as if I didn’t hear her, “when I left, I had no intention of ever coming back. I thought I’d buy a big house for my dad. He could’ve retired, grown old and  lived the life he deserved. Instead, he died on the floor of our old house, alone, after I blew him off for work.”

“You can’t blame yourself, Bailey,” said Leah. “You couldn’t have known your dad was going to pass away like that. Your dad loved you, and he was super proud of you. Remember that.”

I did remember that, and that wasn’t going to leave me. What bothered me was that I didn’t know whether my dad knew how much I cared about him.

My dad knew that I loved him, but there was always a part of me that feared he’d been hurt when I left my hometown to try and “chase the dream.” I wondered if others in Rome had taken it personally when I left, but I only truly cared what my dad thought. It pained me to think that he’d died thinking I wanted to get away from him.

I wasn’t trying to get away from my dad, the house I grew up in, or even Darren. Rome wasn’t a place that could birth the kind of career that I wanted. Most people in northwest Georgia didn’t even listen to the kind of music I wanted to make. I could have found a job in Rome, settled down and been content with being surrounded by my friends and dad. But I wouldn’t have been happy.

I became even unhappier when realizing what was waiting for me at St. Violet’s that next day.






Chapter 7

Darren

 

 

Bailey had texted me late on the day we’d seen each other, and she told me that her father’s funeral was to be held at St. Violet’s that next morning. I wondered how many people were going to be able to show up on such short notice and on a Tuesday.

But, as I drove past St. Violet’s, about an hour before the funeral, I already saw many cars and trucks parking outside the church, with people of all ages exiting them dressed in funeral attire. I knew Wayne was liked, but this proved how many people he’d touched. I contemplated going into the church, but I wasn’t ready.

So, I decided to go chill with Garrett at his place for a while first. I sat on his couch, sipping a beer in my suit and tie, mindlessly staring at his TV.

“How’d it go with Bailey yesterday?” Garrett eventually asked me.

“It was brief,” I answered. “She was acting differently than I expected.”

“In a bad way?”

“No, just not how I expected. She’s still the Bailey I used to know, but not—at the same time—if that makes any sense.”

“I think I get you,” said Garrett.

“Today’s going to be rough on her, I know it,” I said. “I’ll probably break down too, ain’t gonna lie. I hate seeing her upset.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t go,” he suggested.

“I want to be there,” I assured him. “He was close to me, too. I’m not going just for Bailey.”

“Would she be offended if I came along?” Garrett asked.

“No, of course not,” I told him. “You’ve been my bro forever. And, she knows you. The more, the merrier, I say. Plus, pro tip: Bailey has a cute friend with her.”

“Awesome!” he said. “I don’t have a suit.”

“Just wear something nice,” I said.

While Garrett was changing into his nicer clothes, I debated whether to drink something heavier before we left for the church. It wasn’t just because I didn’t handle death well, but I was already dreading the notion that I’d see Bailey yet again, and it would only be temporary.

I decided against hard liquor and chose water instead. Once he was presentable, Garrett drove us to the church.

 

 

 

When we got to the funeral, Bailey was at the entrance greeting people as they arrived. When Garrett and I walked up to her, we all stood there, unsure of what to do.

At first, I went for a handshake, but she moved my hand away, and we embraced. I held her tight, not wanting to let her go. The six years of silence were irrelevant at that moment. All that mattered was that I was there for her.

“Thank you for coming,” she said after we finally stopped our hug.

“Thanks for having me,” I said to her. “I assume you have no problem with me bringing this guy with me?”

I motioned to Garrett, who she smiled at.

“Of course not,” she said, pulling Garrett into a hug. They embraced for a few seconds, and then she let him go.

“I’m sorry about your dad, Bailey,” said Garrett.

“Me too,” she said. “Thank you both, for being here. You can find a seat anywhere.”

It was no surprise to me that she didn’t want to have a full, meaningful conversation at that moment. I was also grateful because despite having a day and night’s time of preparation, I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to say to her.

We found our seats in the pews fairly close to the front of the church. There were over a hundred people there, all there to send Wayne off. Most people had their eyes to the front, and while most of those eyes were dry, there was heavy sadness behind them. I recognized a few people as family of Bailey’s, some as friends of Wayne’s, but most of the faces in the crowd were unfamiliar to me. It was powerful to see how many people one man could impact.

Garrett played on his phone while my mind wandered. I was afraid I wouldn’t even have a chance to talk with Bailey, and I wondered if that was for the best.

Even as the preacher stood at his pulpit and the funeral began, I couldn’t maintain focus. The preacher’s words were kind, but they were empty because he’d never known Wayne the way that any of the people in the crowd did.

My attention went fully to the front when the preacher ushered Bailey to come forward and speak. She stepped from her pew and stood where the preacher had stood. She cleared her throat, looking out to the crowd at no one in particular.

“Thank you all for being here today,” said Bailey. “My father would be so happy to know that so many were here.”

She paused, evidently to collect herself. She cleared her throat again, but this time, her voice was accompanied by fast tears streaming down her perfect cheeks.

“My dad was the kindest man I’ve ever known,” she said. “He always believed in my dreams, and he always encouraged everyone to do what they loved in life. He was strong, caring, and I miss him.”

As Bailey broke down, I could hear many in the crowd breaking down with her. Garrett and I exchanged sad looks. He patted me on the shoulder, and I reciprocated.

Bailey shook her head, wiping tears from her face as she stepped down, unable to continue. She went back to her seat, falling into the comforting arms of Leah and other friends of hers.

The preacher went back to his position. “Would Wayne’s sister Elaine like to say a few words?”

We all looked to the front, where an older woman who looked like a female Wayne shook her head once.

The preacher nodded. “Is there anyone in this congregation who would like to say a few words in Wayne’s memory?”

People looked around, waiting for someone to volunteer. I looked toward Bailey, feeling her sadness fill up the chapel.

Just as the preacher was about to move on, I stood up.

“I’d like to speak, if it’s okay with Bailey,” I proclaimed.

Bailey turned around, her face wet with tears, nodding at me in affirmation. I left my seat and walked up beside the preacher. I looked over at the coffin behind me, although I was pretty sure it was empty now, merely a representation of his body as it was to be cremated. I looked out at the crowd:

“Wayne Wright was a Georgia man. He was born here, lived his whole life here, and he tragically died here—far too young. But even though his years were cut unfairly short, the years he had were well spent. He was loved—by family, friends, just about anyone that met him. And, he didn’t have any regrets. He was a hard worker, and he always encouraged anyone around him to try and work as hard as he did, if not harder.

“I knew Wayne for most of my life. If you were friends with his daughter, you were certainly friends with him. He always found something nice to say about anyone— even the people he didn’t really like all that much.”

There was some light chuckling in the crowd. Bailey even cracked a smile.

“He was a kind and caring person,” I said. “And, he’ll be deeply missed. I think I’m not just speaking for me, or his family. Wayne’s departure leaves a gap, but let’s try not to fill it with remorse. Let’s try and fill it the way he’d want us to.”

I stepped down, avoiding Bailey’s gaze. I rejoined Garrett in our pew as the funeral proceeded.

 

 

 

All of Wayne’s visitors had left the cemetery, leaving only me. I stood at the burial site where Wayne’s headstone was, wondering where he was at that moment and what he was doing. I wanted to believe that somehow, someway, he’d been able to hear my words at his service.

Someone that I know had heard me was his daughter. Bailey came up to me, standing only a few inches behind me. We were both staring at the headstone.

“It still doesn’t feel real,” she said.

“You’ve got that right,” I concurred.

“Thank you,” she said to me.

“For what?”

“For helping me up there,” she replied. “What you said was so beautiful. I couldn’t have said any of that better myself.”

“I doubt that miss singer-songwriter,” I said, grinning as I turned to her.

“I’m serious,” she insisted. “I couldn’t even talk, let alone dictate a word of how I felt. You spoke like you’d written all that down beforehand.”

“I didn’t,” I said.

“I believe you.”

We turned back to look at Wayne’s headstone. I wondered where Garrett had gotten to, but I knew he could take care of himself.

“So, what time’s your flight tomorrow?” I asked her.

“I don’t know yet,” she answered. “I haven’t booked a flight yet.”

“Hmm.” I nodded.

“It’s so weird,” she said. “Both of my parents are gone forever. If I sell the house, it’ll be like they were never here. No trace of them will remain.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “You’re proof enough of their impact.”

“I’m proof that they existed,” she said. “They were so much better than I’ll ever be.”

“I respectfully disagree, ma’am,” I said forcefully. “You work hard. You’re smart, caring, brave, beautiful. You’re determined, and you stick to your guns. If you ask me, you’re almost exactly like your parents.”

She grinned. “It’s hard to argue with that evidence. Thanks, Darren.”

“You’re very welcome.”

We stood there for several minutes, not saying a word. I didn’t want to ruin the moment, so once I realized it was coming to an end, I decided to start walking back toward St. Violet’s where Garrett’s car was parked.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

I stopped. “Home, I guess. You?”

“I have no damn idea,” she replied. “I can’t go back to the hotel or to my dad’s house. I need to be out doing something to distract myself.”

I spotted an open window. But, with her leaving soon, I didn’t want to risk hurting either of us.

I gave a sympathetic smile. “You should show Leah around town if you haven’t already. Give her a grand tour. Shouldn’t take forever.”

She laughed. “Right.” 

“I’m sorry about your dad,” I said. “I hate that it was under these circumstances, but it was good to see you again.”

“Yeah, same to you,” she said.

I continued on my walk, unsure of how far behind me she was.

Once I’d returned to Garrett’s car, I was puzzled when I noticed that the car was without its owner. I began to write out a text to Garrett, and as I was about to send it, I noticed that he was in the front lobby of the church talking with a few people, Bailey’s friend Leah being one of them.

“So, I was wondering.”

I jumped back, nearly out of my skin, startled by the voice and the person it belonged to. Bailey had walked up to me, and I didn’t even know it.

“I’m sorry!” she said.

“Don’t be,” I said trying to catch my breath. “Wow, you sure know how to walk quietly.”

“I guess so,” she laughed. “Listen, I was just curious. Since I’m still here, I was wondering if maybe you’d let me take you out for dinner tonight.”

“You want to take me out?” I asked. “The girl doesn’t usually ask the guy out.”

“I know, but in this case, I’m making an exception,” said Bailey.

“Okay,” I agreed. “That sounds good. Where would you like to go? We could go to Floyd’s. You haven’t been in six years.”

“I hadn’t been in six years,” she corrected me. “I took Leah there yesterday.”

“Oh,” I said deflated.

“But, I can always go back to Floyd’s. You know that,” she said. “Let’s go there.”

“Okay!” I said. “Well, just text me whenever you want to meet there.”

“Okay,” she said and bit her lip. “I’ll see you, Darren.”

And just like that, the somber and grey day had found a warm, promising light.






Chapter 8

Bailey

 

 

After I’d said goodbye to the final guest at the funeral, Leah helped me clean up at the church. She’d offered to take me to a nearby bar and have some “farewell shots” for my dad, but I didn’t feel like doing anything.

We went to my dad’s house together. We’d contemplated having food served at the house for the guests that had come to the funeral, but had decided against it. It wasn’t that we didn’t want to pay for food, far from it. I just didn’t want to talk to anyone anymore that day about my dad. I felt exhausted from the whole ordeal and didn’t want to subject myself to any further strain.

We sat, and I reminisced about my childhood and what it was like to grow up in the old house. Whenever my dad entered the conversation, it was always in a light manner that didn’t make me dwell on my regrets.

A regret that I had that was unrelated to my father’s funeral was the invitation I’d made to Darren. Soon after he’d left the cemetery, I’d texted him and told him we’d meet at Floyd’s at 6:00. But, as 6:00 drew near, I began to feel twinges of fear.

Whenever I felt those twinges and fell silent, Leah would typically take over conversation or find something to look at on TV.

“Darren’s friend was nice,” said Leah. “He was cute, too.”

I nodded absentmindedly.

“He said he’d known you for a long time,” said Leah. “Garrett was saying we should all go out for drinks sometime before we go back to Memphis.”

The TV was playing a commercial for paper towels.

“I found myself jotting down lyrics on my phone earlier,” said Leah. “I know I’m not a songwriter—you’re the star, I’m the manager—but I was feeling oddly inspired. You were saying the other day how you had a lot of music without any lyrics. I think the words were pretty good, just saying. If you ever want to give them a look.”

I looked around at the pictures that my dad had on the walls and on shelves. There were a few of him with his family growing up. There was a couple of him at college and with friends. Most of them were of him, my mom, and me. There were several pictures of me scattered around at various stages in my life.

“I’m a little annoyed with the guys over at the label,” said Leah. “They keep saying how bad they want us to sign. And yet, even though I told them what we were doing here in Georgia, they still called me twice. Badgering like that might be a bad omen, you know.”

I nodded as a car commercial came on, playing a corny jingle that I’d heard in hundreds of other car commercials across the country.

“Talk to me, girl,” Leah said to me. “Let me know what you’re thinking.”

“I know I’m supposed to meet Darren at Floyd’s super soon,” I responded. “I’m the one that said we should go out to eat. I’m the one that suggested it. But, I don’t think I want to go.”

“Your dad just died,” she stated. “I think he’ll understand that you’re not feeling up to it.”

“That’s not it,” I said. “I can’t make myself go through with it after our—after the past we have. The more I think about it, the less sense it makes to tread near him.”

“What do you mean?” she wondered.

I scoffed. “I mean we were best friends for years—he was the closest friend I ever had—then, we fucked it all up when we tried being together.”

“Elaborate on that,” she said. “What happened? What went wrong?”

“Nothing went ‘wrong,’” I said. “It’s just he knew I was going to move on to somewhere new, and he still wanted to give us a shot. Then, when things were going really well, and I got my chance, I jumped and wanted him to jump with me. But he didn’t. I don’t know how he feels or even if he still feels anything. And, I don’t know what’s best. I reckon it’s better that I just stay put.”

“So, why didn’t he want to go with you?” she asked.

“I still ask myself that sometimes,” I replied. “Darren is a gifted musician and an amazing songwriter. When I got my foot in the door in Tennessee and got those awesome opportunities, the door wasn’t just being held open for me. He had the same chances to go somewhere better like I did. But, he rejected everything that was being offered to him to stay here in Rome. He chose to stay here over Memphis. I mean, can you believe that shit?”

“Well, the city life isn’t for everyone, hun,” said Leah.

“I know,” I groaned. “But, if you’d been in my shoes?”

She laughed. “I would have been on the first plane out of Atlanta. But that’s just me. Why didn’t he want to leave Rome?”

“I have no damn idea,” I said. “I didn’t know then, and I still have no idea.”

“Do his parents live here?”

“No.”

The TV was playing a commercial for car insurance.

“Darren never took much seriously,” I continued. “He’s not lazy or anything. he’s chill. That’s the only way I can describe it. You know?”

“He can’t be chill in Tennessee?” 

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I hated how it didn’t work out with us. I liked him a lot. He and my dad got along great.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, sometimes Darren would come over even if I wasn’t here,” I said. “He and my dad would go hunting together. They never shot anything. I suspect they just liked doing something ‘manly’ together. Darren wasn’t close to his dad, and I think my dad always wanted to have a son to go along with me.”

“Aw, he looked at Darren like a son?” asked Leah.

“I mean, he wasn’t trying to be a dad to him,” I said. “He just liked doing things with him that a father and son would do. It was sweet.”

“Good thing Darren was at the funeral,” Leah remarked.

“Definitely,” I said. “I remember there was one time I got a little jealous of all the time Darren was getting with my dad alone, so I begged them to let me come along with them once. They were going fishing right near the Alabama state line, and I’d never gone. I wasn’t too crazy about fishing, but I wanted to do something I knew my dad liked to do.

“So, we got up at four in the morning, after I’d only gotten like five hours of sleep. I’d spent the whole day and night before writing music. We got up, my dad drove us to the lake near the state line, and we sat in our boat for two hours catching nothing. By the time the sun was all the way up, and more boats were on the water, I actually fell asleep. I felt so bad. I felt like I’d hurt my dad’s feelings.”

“I bet he was just happy that you wanted to come along,” said Leah.

“Yeah, probably,” I smiled. “Darren was kind of bummed at first. I think he liked having things that only the boys did together. But, I didn’t like feeling left out. My dad and I did things together. But he always seemed so happy whenever he’d get back from hunting or riding around on four-wheelers, or anything he did with Darren. I wish I’d tried to be a part of those things more often. Now, it’s too late.”

Leah patted my hand, giving a sympathetic frown.

“I had a lot of good times with my dad,” I continued. “I especially liked whenever he’d play music with me. If he picked up the acoustic, I took the electric. He never sang in a serious voice. He was always way over-the-top. But, I loved that. He was so much fun.”

Leah hugged me, and I buried my face in her shoulder.

“Don’t have any regrets, hun,” said Leah. “Your dad wouldn’t have wanted that. He was so proud of you. You just have to keep moving forward.”

“Oh, I’m not going to stop. Don’t worry,” I assured her.

We sat and continued to reminisce as the clock continued to tick. 6:00 had come and gone, and although we both had been eying the time, neither of us brought up dinner with Darren.

Then, at around 6:30, Leah stood up and headed for the door.

“I’m heading back to the hotel for the night,” she said. “What are you thinking?”

“I think I’ll stay here at the house tonight,” I replied.

“Do you want me to order our tickets back to Memphis yet?” she asked.

“Let’s hold off for a little bit,” I told her. “I wouldn’t be able to focus on anything if I went back tomorrow anyway. Plus, I don’t mind having this little break from city life. I think I might want to stay a little while longer.”

Leah raised an inquisitive eyebrow.

“What’s the look for?” I asked.

“I thought you didn’t want to be here any longer than you needed to be,” she answered. “You sure you don’t want to move back here?”

I laughed. “Leah, I’m just staying for an extra day or two. No worries.”

“See if you can bunk with Darren for a few days,” she suggested with a playful wink. “Want me to head back to Memphis?”

“Selfishly, I kind of want you to stay.”

“Then, I’ll stay. Keep me posted on things, superstar. Love you.”

“Love you, too,” I said.

Leah went back to the hotel, leaving me in the house I grew up in alone with my thoughts.

The only interruptions that I got from my various trains of thought were a variety of phone calls that I was receiving. Many were from family friends or people that knew me and wanted to send their condolences.

However, three of the calls came from Darren. He never left a voicemail, but I knew why he was calling. The dinner that I had arranged wasn’t going to come to fruition, and he was likely wondering where I was.

I was in bed in the bedroom that I’d grown up in, watching funny videos on my phone as I began to drift off to sleep. I didn’t answer his calls. But, in his defense, I wasn’t answering most of the calls that were coming in. He began to text me, asking me where I was. I didn’t respond to those, either.

I wasn’t ignoring him out of bitterness. I wasn’t trying to make a point or make him feel bad. I had fully intended on going out and seeing him that night. But, it’s not every day that you spend grieving the loss of one of your parents. I hoped that Darren would understand.






Chapter 9

Darren

 

 

Garrett and I both returned to work the day after Wayne’s funeral. I’d been in a melancholy mood after things hadn’t gone according to plan with Bailey. Fortunately, my boss, co-workers, and clients didn’t question my mood or try to be intrusive.

I knew the time was coming when I’d start to spill my guts, and my cue was when Garrett and I were in the company truck, riding toward an A/C install job, and Bailey’s new song came back on the radio again.

Garrett laughed. “Still really fucking weird.” 

“Hearing her on the radio?” I asked.

“Telling you, Bailey Wright’s gonna put Rome, Georgia on the map just by being from here,” he said. “If you would have told me anyone from here was going to make it onto the Billboard Top 100, I’d have said you were batshit crazy. Yet, there she is.”

No matter how many times I’d heard her voice over my car stereo, it never ceased to amaze me. I was completely in sync with Garrett on his assessment. She and I had talked about having music careers and making a living doing what we loved for so many years. I never thought either of us would actually make it. Even though one of us had, it still hadn’t fully processed with me.

“How was dinner with you two last night?” Garrett asked me.

“There wasn’t dinner last night after all,” I replied.

“Why, what happened?”

I laughed. “Eh. Sort of got stood up.” 

“Ah, shit,” he said. “Damn. I guess she can do that now that she’s big time.”

“It wasn’t like that,” I said. “I didn’t think she was going to want to hang out like that right after her dad’s funeral, you know?”

“Well sure, but she invited you, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe she stood you up on purpose,” he said.

I shook my head. “She wouldn’t do that.” 

“Ah, I don’t know dude,” he said. “I was talking to her friend Leah at the funeral.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s probably nothing,” he backtracked. “Just that she said Bailey was really disappointed that you didn’t chase a music career with her. She really wanted you to go to Tennessee with her. She was upset that you didn’t go with her for a long time, supposedly. Like, years.”

My heart dropped. “Years?”

“Years. As in many,” he confirmed. “Evidently, you stayed on her mind.”

Now, the idea of her blowing me off didn’t even remotely bother me. I’d convinced myself that after she left Rome, everything and everyone within the city limits no longer crossed her mind. Except her dad, of course. The idea that she kept me anywhere within the recesses of her mind bothered me.

“Tell you what,” said Garrett, smacking my shoulder. “We should go out tonight, have some drinks and take your mind off her.”

“It’s Wednesday,” I told him. “You want to go out drinking tonight?”

“Hump day, bro,” he nodded. “We can go chill at Bart’s Bar. They do that music thing every other Wednesday.”

“Oh, yeah,” I remembered. “Fine, I’m down. Let’s do that tonight.”

 

 

 

That “music thing” that Garrett was referring to was something Bart’s did twice a month where it was an open-mic night for music. Bart’s was a local bar where they let people from the crowd go up and play music or just sing, if they felt more inclined to do karaoke. It was usually embarrassing, loud, obnoxious, and a lot of fun.

Garrett and I got to Bart’s just a little before nine, hoping to arrive to a decent crowd but still find a suitable seat. We bought some strong drinks, a pitcher of beer and got comfortable as we watched some guys from a garage band butcher a Nirvana song.

“Lot of folks here tonight!” Garrett yelled over the crowd.

I nodded, scanning around to see if I knew anyone. Most of the guys alone or in groups were older, and the cute girls all had a guy with them.

“Some hot chicks here, too!” he continued. “Which ones should we buy drinks for? I’m eyeing that blonde near the left of the stage. See her?”

“Her boyfriend went out for a smoke,” I informed him.

He groaned. “Really? Shit, I wanted a piece of that.”

“I don’t think there are any single chicks here tonight,” I said.

As we nursed our beers and pounded our rums and vodka, we found ourselves singing along with the terribly humiliating performances that took place in front of us.

“You should go up there!” Garrett suggested to me.

“And play with what?” I asked. “I don’t have my guitar.”

“Borrow a guitar from one of these fuckers on the stage,” said Garrett. “None of them are using them right, anyway.”

I laughed him off while also considering it. The guys on stage did suck.

Shortly after the guys on stage finished, I became aware that two single women had finally walked through Bart’s doors. And, oddly enough, Garrett and I knew them well.

Bailey and Leah entered, looking too sexy for their own good and grabbing the attention of nearly every man in the place. Bailey had on a blouse that was revealing but tasteful, while Leah had a dress on that left little to the imagination.

The girls went straight to the bar with purpose. I elbowed Garrett and pointed them out to him.

He chuckled. “I’ll be goddamned. That’s a sign right there, brother.”

“A sign?” 

 “These are the girls we’re supposed to drink and hook up with tonight. Let’s go to the bar and get some shots.” He winked.

“Hold up, man,” I said keeping him down. “Settle the fuck down.”

“Why?” he asked in disbelief.

“Because!” I yelled. “She didn’t want to see me. She came here to get away from me. Probably to bang some guy she doesn’t even know and will never see again.”

“Dude, don’t talk like that,” he said shaking his head. “That ain’t you.”

Garrett stood up and stared over at the girls, hoping one of them would notice us.

Unprompted by Garrett’s annoying looks, Bailey managed to spot us through the sea of staring faces. She and I locked eyes, and for a moment, I thought she was going to grab her bag and run right out the door.

Instead, Leah looked over and saw us too. They got their drinks and headed over to us, occasionally being stopped by horny gawkers.

“Here they come,” I said anxiously.

“What the hell are you so nervous about?” Garrett asked. “We’ve known Bailey our whole life, and her friend walked in wet.”

“Clearly you haven’t paid attention to a word I’ve said.” I sighed.

I stood up, ready to greet the girls. I pulled up two chairs to join ours.

“Well, well,” said Bailey grinning. “Fancy running into y’all over here!”

“No kidding.” I laughed. “Small damn world.”

“It sure is,” she agreed. “Are those chairs for us?”

“Who else?” chimed Garrett.

We all gave each other quick hugs and settled into our chairs.

“So, what brought you ladies here tonight?” Garrett asked them.

“Bailey told me about this place,” Leah answered. “It sounded like a lot of fun! I wanted to come check it out.”

“How about that,” Garrett said. “And y’all got drinks? The gentlemen have to get the drinks!”

“You can buy the next round,” Leah said.

“So, what’ve we missed?” Bailey asked us.

“Well, you missed a woman that sings in her church choir totally mutilate a Donna Summer song,” I told her.

“Ah, I hate when that happens,” Bailey said.

“She looked like she wanted to go again,” I said. “You bring your guitar? You could go up and there and play whatever you want before you get too recognizable to go anywhere.”

“I’ve been singing and writing for like a month straight,” said Bailey. “Right now, I just want to relax, have some drinks, and turn off the world for a while.”

“How are you doing?” I asked her. “You know, with everything?”

“Well, how is anyone after their dad dies?” she asked rhetorically. “I’ll be fine. I’m not great, obviously. But in time, you know? How’ve you been?”

 “You mean since I saw you yesterday?” I laughed.

“Hey, a lot can happen in a day, you never know.”

“I’m okay. I’m not great, either. I miss your dad, too.”

“I do, too,” Garrett chimed in.

I was nervous that there would be uncomfortable tension or bad vibes after she chose not to meet up with me before, but thankfully it was all good. Neither of us mentioned anything about the other night or even any recent night.

What we did talk about were days and nights that I hadn’t thought about or discussed in many years. The more we all drank together, the more we’d all reminisce about the old days. Poor Leah was mostly an audience member since she only knew Bailey, but she was enjoying hearing tales of old. We talked about it all: high school antics, road trips that had gone horribly wrong, bonfires. Even simple, funny anecdotes that had no purpose or deep meaning were awesome to talk about. All of it made me realize how much I missed how things used to be.

Once Bailey and I had too many drinks, Garrett had taken over as the main conversationalist. It became difficult to contribute because he mainly directed the conversation at Leah. Garrett was good at telling stories, so Bailey and I didn’t mind slouching back.

“I still remember the first time Bailey ever tried alcohol,” said Garrett.

“Oh, God,” Bailey groaned. “I’m gonna get sick just thinking about it.”

We all laughed.

“What’s the story?” Leah asked with intrigue.

“It was during the first high school football game of the season,” said Garrett. “I was almost graduated by then.”

“Yeah, I was only a sophomore,” said Bailey.

“Darren and I were no strangers to liquor by then,” said Garrett. “He’d been trying to get this girl to drink for years. We didn’t think she was ever gonna drink.”

“And, look at me now!” shouted Bailey, nearly falling out of her seat.

“We snuck in a flask with some rum,” Garrett said.

Leah laughed. “You gave her rum for her first drink? You didn’t start her out with beer or something?”

“Nah, I think we figured if we were breaking the rules, we might as well really break them,” said Garrett. “And, she downed it like a trooper.”

“I always hold my liquor, Garrett,” said Bailey obviously drunk.

“But,” he continued. “After we all drained that flask, and right around halftime, we walked by the concession stand to get some water and food to kill the buzz a bit. The adults were starting to get suspicious.”

“Of course,” said Leah.

“But, unfortunately, that turned out to be a mistake,” he said. “We got there, and they were preparing turkey legs on the fryer, and the smell was fucking awful.”

Bailey had her head down, turning bright red and avoiding everyone’s smiles.

“She took one whiff of those greasy fucking legs,” he continued. “Then—”

Bailey looked up like she was going to finish his sentence, but held her tongue. So, I finished it for her:

“She vomited all over the concession stand. She was grounded for like a month.”

“Two weeks,” Bailey corrected.

“Oh, shit!” said Leah, dying of laughter. “That would happen to you.”

“Tell me about it.” Bailey rolled her eyes.

“So, why were you trying to get her drunk?” Leah asked me jokingly. “Trying to get her under the bleachers?”

“Leah!” snapped Bailey.

“Nah, nothing like that,” Garrett answered for me. “He just wanted her to have a good time. Right, Darren?”

“Precisely,” I affirmed.

“He could’ve gotten her under the bleachers without the aid of booze, believe me,” continued Garrett. “Everyone always said they were going to end up together.”

Bailey and I were caught off guard. We awkwardly chuckled, looking at each other and shaking our heads.

She laughed. “Okay, Garrett.” 

“She wouldn’t have gone under the bleachers with me, and you know it,” I added.

“I’m not so sure about that,” he said. “Everybody knew how you guys felt about each other.”

“Who?” I asked. “Since when? No one ever said anything to me.”

“Of course not,” he said. “They said it behind your backs.”

“So, guys and girls can’t be friends, I guess.” Bailey sighed.

“Well, to be fair, you two did eventually end up together, right?” asked Leah.

Bailey and I looked at each other for several quiet seconds, waiting for the other to answer the question.

“I guess we did,” said Bailey.

“I won’t speak for Bailey, but trust me,” said Garrett. “Darren here has been ready for Bailey since practically the day he met her. I grew up with the two of them, Leah, I can vouch. Darren’s always had feelings for Bailey.”

“Okay,” I interjected anxiously.

“And,” he continued unhindered. “There was never any other girl, as far as he was concerned. I was so sure these two were gonna get married after high school. Then, Bailey had to go and get famous and forget about all of us. But, he’d still take you under the bleachers, Bailey. His fire still burns bright.”

“Okay, Garrett, enough,” I said in aggravation.

“Oh, really?” said Bailey with amusement. She was staring at me, and I refused to meet her eye contact.

“Garrett is drinking,” I remarked.

“You’re drunker than I am,” he said. “Trust me, if Bailey moved back to Rome, he’d probably propose on the spot.”

“I definitely would not,” I said feeling warm. “Garrett is saying a lot of things.”

“But, are they true?” Leah asked me.

“Hey, why don’t I show you ladies my new tattoo?” I said in desperation.

“You have a new tattoo?” Bailey asked with interest. “Show Leah the one you got right before I moved.”

I rolled up my sleeves to show them the tattoos on my arms. On my right arm, I had a treble clef note inked just a few centimeters from my shoulder. And, on my left arm, I had a tattered lasso running down with dried blood splattered randomly along it.

“Wow,” said Bailey as she admired the lasso, my newest addition. “I love it.”

“It’s gorgeous,” Leah said. “Did you design it?”

“Yep,” I replied. “I’m really proud of it.”

“You should be,” gushed Bailey. “It’s fucking hot.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Really, now?”

As the night progressed and more drinks were consumed, the group had broken fully into sub-groups. Bailey and I talked while Leah and Garrett talked. My chats with Bailey were brief. Most of what was being said was being said in our silences. Garrett and Leah never stopped talking. It was also clear to Bailey and me that they were digging each other.

Eventually, after we’d all watched at least twenty singers and musicians perform poorly on stage, Leah was ready to leave. She was decently wasted, and since Garrett was only moderately tipsy, he offered to drive her to her hotel. They left together, much to our delight.

“That would happen,” said Bailey. “Our best friends hit it off with each other.”

“What do you think’s going to happen?” I asked.

“They’re going to fuck each other’s brains out,” she said. “Then, they’re going to fall in love and name their kids after us.”

I laughed. “Wow, that escalated quickly.” 

“So,” she said. “I have to know. Tell me about the girls you’ve been with since we ended things.”

“Not much to tell, really,” I admitted. “I never got into anything serious. I dated. But it never got past a certain point.”

“So no names? No ‘Brittney’ or ‘Kayla’?”

“They were all pretty much the same,” I said. “Nothing special. Just women that I passed the time with. Sorry if that sounds depressing.”

“Not at all,” said Bailey. “I really relate to that, actually. There have been guys that were in my life, but nothing ever serious. I haven’t been in a serious thing with anyone since you.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“It’s true. There’s no one like you, Darren Holt.”

We stared into each other’s eyes, lingering. In that moment, I wanted to grab her, pull her into me, and kiss her passionately.

“I’ve missed you,” I told her.

She stood up from her chair, never breaking eye contact. “I keep thinking one of these days I’ll wake up and see you standing there outside my door. Guitar in one hand and a suitcase in the other.”

She eyed the stage, biting her lip and contemplating.

Before I knew it, Bailey Wright was on the stage. She’d borrowed a guitar from another bar patron, sat on the stool, and just began playing. She didn’t introduce herself, and the crowd didn’t seem to recognize her.

She performed “Lovesong,” a song originally by The Cure. Her version was closer to 311’s, which was the one that we used to sing together often. She was enchanting, instantly capturing everyone in the place. No one was talking. Everyone was listening to Bailey and her beautiful singing and playing. I never wanted it to end.

Bailey Wright’s light shone brightly. The place erupted into applause after she finished, with many shouts of “Encore!” I wanted to kiss her again. I wanted to pull her off the stage and taste her sweet lips.

She stumbled off the stage, traipsing over toward me. She nearly fell over. I was able to catch her just in time.

“I’m a little drunk,” she said giggling. “I’m sorry to ask this. But, could maybe you drive me home?”

“No worries,” I said in her ear.

“Or maybe you could take me over to your house. What do you think?”






Chapter 10

Bailey

 

 

I was close enough to him that I could taste his breath. Even with the whiskey, I wanted to devour his lips. I was craving him. I wanted him to take me back to his house, and I wanted him to make love to me.

“I don’t mind taking you to my place,” Darren said. “But are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“I’m very sure,” I told him.

He escorted me out to his Ford Focus. I was so drunk that I could barely stand up straight. As he drove me home, we didn’t really talk. We weakly sang a few bars of a few songs, but I was too drunk to even do that.

It felt like it only took a minute to get from the bar to Darren’s house. It was a quaint house, but I didn’t truly register it at that moment. All I wanted was his body.

We got through the door, and we were greeted by a gorgeous Labrador that jumped up and licked me repeatedly.

“Oh, my God!” I fawned. “He’s so adorable! I didn’t know you had a dog!”

“His name is Bo,” he told me. “He normally doesn’t come right up to a new person. He must have a good feeling about you.”

“I’m totally going to steal him just so you know,” I told him as Bo kept giving me love. I kept petting him. “You’re such a good boy, Bo!”

“He probably wants to pee,” said Darren. “Want to go out, buddy?”

Bo leaped from me over to Darren, following him out of the house. Bo barely spent any time on the grass doing his business before he was back bounding into the house to return to me.

“I think he’s choosing me over you, mister,” I said to Darren.

Darren laughed. “You can’t have him.” 

Time went by in a rapid blur again. I pet Bo for a long time, unsure of where Darren had gone in the house or what he was doing. Before I knew it, I was growing tired. I was leaning against the couch, eyes closing as I rubbed Bo’s thick fur.

Then, I was up in the air. Darren picked me up and began to carry me from my spot toward his bedroom

“Aw, were you getting jealous of all the attention I’m giving Bo?” I asked.

“You need to sleep,” he said.

“I need a lot of things,” I said as I looked him up and down.

“You’re too drunk.”

“You’re drunk, too.”

“You can’t even walk,” he said. “You’re sleeping in my bed.”

“With you?” I giggled.

“I’m taking the couch.”

“You’re not sleeping on the couch in your own house,” I said. “Come on. Sleep with me, Darren.”

“I’d love to, but I really can’t do that,” he said as he lowered me onto his big, comfortable bed.

“Who cares if I’m drunk? I want you under the covers with me. Let me see your tattoos up close.”

“It would be dangerous if we slept in the same bed tonight.”

“That’s the idea.” I winked.

“You’re drunk,” he said. “And, you’ve been through a lot.”

“Exactly! I need a sweet release. I know you’d give it to me.”

He looked frustrated. I could tell he wanted to oblige me and do what we both wanted. His chivalry still dictated his actions.

“I’m not sleeping with you under these conditions, Bailey.”

 “Come on!” I whined. “We always used to sleep in the same bed. Who cares?”

“I care,” he stated. “Trust me. This is for the best.”

Before I had a chance to trust him, question him, or even say goodnight to him, I had surrendered to the power of his bed. I passed out as I looked up at his beautiful face.

 

 

 

I woke up the next morning majorly hungover. My memories of the night before were weak, and I didn’t even realize where I was right away.

Once it occurred to me that I was in Darren’s bed in Darren’s house, I flung the covers off of me like they were on fire. I looked at my phone, checked my reflection, and flung the bedroom door open.

I found him in the living room, sleeping on his couch. The blanket he was sleeping with had fallen to the floor sometime during the night. He was breathing heavily, and he still looked gorgeous, even with his mouth hanging open and clothes disheveled.

I wasn’t looking at him for long before he woke up. He smiled.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” I reciprocated. “Last night is kind of blurry right now. I assume since you’re sleeping out here, and I was alone in there, we didn’t?”

“We didn’t sleep together,” he assured me. “Nope. I dropped you on the bed, and you passed out like twenty seconds later.”

“Ah,” I said, trusting him. “Ugh, my head is killing me.”

“Want me to make you coffee?” 

“Actually, why don’t I take you out for breakfast?” I offered. “It’s the least I can do after blowing you off the other day.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” he said grinning. He grabbed his keys and started putting on his shoes.

I chuckled. “You’re not going to take a shower or something?”

“I’m hungry,” he replied. “And, my head is killing me, too. I need some air. Let’s go to Floyd’s.”

 

 

 

We were quiet on our car ride. Once we found our seat at Floyd’s, we ordered. I got my “country breakfast” that I used to get all the time, and we mostly just sat there and nursed our woes with our breakfast. I was too exhausted to decide on any topic of conversation, and I was grateful that he wasn’t bringing up any of my humiliating behavior from the night before. He seemed grateful that I wasn’t asking him what we’d talked about. I seemed to recall something about lingering feelings he still had for me.

“So, when are you heading back to Memphis?” he eventually asked me.

“I’m not sure yet,” I answered. “I kind of don’t want to go back just yet. I’ve got a lot of shit waiting for me there that I’m not ready to confront yet.”

“Like what?”

“Recording contracts,” I replied. “Decisions about touring. Work stuff. I don’t want to think about work right now.”

“I don’t blame you.” 

“I need some time,” I said. “I don’t want to rush back. There are still some things I want to figure out before I get back to work and get distracted.”

“Such as? What are you going to do?”

“Well, I’ll have to make a decision about my father’s house,” I said with a weight growing heavier in my chest. “And I don’t know. It has  been weird being back here. I feel like there has to be some loose ends I have to tie up.”

“Hmm,” he said. “Well, if you need any help, you know how to reach me.”

“Thanks, Darren.”

“You know,” he said. “If you were still in town tomorrow, there’s a pretty cool thing going on downtown I’d like to take you to.”

“Really?” I asked smiling. “What would that be?”

“On Friday nights, they have an event,” he said. “They play live music, have a bunch of food trucks out, and they have beer carts out with different samples of beer. It’s pretty cool.”

“That sounds too cool for Rome,” I said. “I had no idea that was even a possibility. That couldn’t have been going on when I lived here.”

“It wasn’t,” he said. “It started about a year ago or so. See what you miss when you aren’t around?”

“There’s live music and food trucks in Tennessee, too,” I said.

“It’s pretty cool,” he said. “And, it’s actually music. It’s stuff by artists, not drunk locals.”

I laughed, playing with my hair anxiously. “Okay! Sounds like a plan.”

“Don’t blow me off, missy.” He winked. “My heart can’t handle rejection again.”

“If I’m here tomorrow, I promise I’ll be there,” I said. “I’m wondering how you’ll be able to afford food and beer after you get fired.”

“Why would I get fired?”

“Shouldn’t you be at work?”

“My shift doesn’t start till noon,” he said. “I think Garrett starts at noon, too. I need to pick him up for work, actually. That’s where I’m headed after this.”

 

 

 

Darren drove me back to my dad’s house. I expected that he’d be dropping me off, but as we pulled into the driveway, we were both taken aback.

There was a car parked awkwardly in the driveway that I didn’t immediately recognize, but I’d put it together before Darren had even parked.

“That’s Garrett’s car,” Darren muttered.

Fueled by intense curiosity, we leaped out of the Focus and ran into my dad’s house. Clothes were littering the floor in a trail that led to my bedroom.

“Holy fuck,” I whispered. “Do you think?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Darren.

We confirmed our suspicions and looked in the bedroom. Sure enough, there was Garrett and Leah, naked, under the covers. Garrett had his arms wrapped around Leah.

“Aw,” I cooed. “Look at them.”

“Nice,” laughed Darren. He went over to Garrett and violently shook him awake.

“Huh,” stuttered Garrett. “What?”

“We’ve got work in like thirty minutes, dumbass,” Darren said to him.

In the space of only ten minutes, Garrett and Leah woke up, got dressed, got presentable, and were stumbling into the living room together.

“What’s up?” Leah said to us, yawning.

“You tell us,” I said.

“She can tell us later,” said Darren. “Garrett, we have to bounce, dude.”

Although none of us had a proper goodbye, I believed it was an unspoken certainty that we would all meet again soon after that. Leah and I stood in the living room alone, not speaking until we heard their engines revving.

“You need to spill now,” I demanded.

“I’m still drunk from last night,” mumbled Leah. “Besides, I want to know what went on with you and your soul mate.”

I rolled my eyes. “Nothing happened. We went to sleep.”

“Huh. That sucks.”

I shrugged. “What do you want to do today?”

“I figured we were going back home,” said Leah. “We need to get back to Memphis. Get back to work.”

“I know,” I said dismissively. “But there are a few things I need to get straightened out before I can go back.”

“I understand,” said Leah. “But, you know we can’t stay here forever.”

“Oh, Jesus.” I laughed. “I know that. Trust me, I don’t want to stay here forever.”

“You could have fooled me,” said Leah as she brushed her hair. “You looked like you were melting every time you looked at that man.”

I ignored her, deciding to use my time and energy into figuring out what I wanted to do with my dad’s house. It wasn’t going to be an easy feat, but that seemed easier to me than figuring out what was going on with Darren and me.






Chapter 11

Darren

 

 

Work seemed to move slower than ever on Thursday and Friday. I knew that was because I finally had something I was really looking forward to.

I wasn’t sure what would come of my evening out with Bailey if anything at all. Was there even something I specifically wanted to happen? I felt lucky that she was still in Rome, able to be taken out for food and beer. Reminiscing with her at Bart’s was fun, and I was hoping that we’d be able to continue on from there.

I was also thinking about what had happened after I’d let her crash at my place the other night. I couldn’t pretend like I wasn’t still attracted to her, and I’d be lying if I said the idea of us having sex hadn’t crossed my mind. But, even though the thought of us making love again had occasionally strayed into my imagination, I wasn’t going to instigate anything without knowing we’d be okay. I wasn’t only looking out for her feelings; I didn’t want to get hurt, either.

I changed out of my work clothes and put on a nice pair of pants and a button-up shirt, the usual attire I wore whenever she and I had gone out to things like that before. I drove up to her father’s house and parked, expecting her to come walking out to me.

As I waited, I thought back to when I’d come here to check on Wayne and what I’d walked into. It was surreal to know that if I were to ever knock on that door again, Wayne Wright wasn’t going to answer. It also made me sad realizing that, most likely, someone unrelated to Bailey was going to be living in that house one day soon.

Instead of honking my horn or texting her, I decided to do the old-fashioned thing and go up to the door. Just as I was about to knock, Bailey opened the door. I was blown away by how stunning she looked: Her hair was pulled back and curled, she was wearing a short blue dress, and she wasn’t wearing any makeup.

“I’m so sorry,” she said in embarrassment. “I look absolutely—”

“Gorgeous,” I finished in awe.

She rolled her eyes but seemed flattered. “Please.”

“You ready to go?”

“Hell, no!” she said. “I’m not even close to being ready.”

“You could’ve fooled me,” I said.

“You want to come in for a minute?” she asked.

I smiled. “Sure. And I swear—you look totally amazing.”

“No, I don’t,” she insisted. “But, thank you.”

She rushed back toward her bathroom, leaving me to see the changes she’d made to the living room since I last saw it. There were pictures and photo albums everywhere. Clearly, Bailey had been digging through decades of memories in the wake of her dad’s passing. Many of the loose photos had Wayne in them, but as for anyone else in the pictures with him, I was unsure of their identities.

I found a photo album marked “1995-1999.” I felt sure that I would find pictures of a young Bailey inside, and I wasn’t incorrect in my assumption. I’d seen a couple of the pictures before, hung up around the house. Most of the pictures I hadn’t seen also had Bailey’s mom in them.

“I’m not a masochist, I swear,” Bailey said as she saw me looking at pictures.

“There’s nothing wrong with going through memories,” I said. “I’d do the same thing.”

“I found you in a couple,” she said. “Not in the album you’re looking at. Another one.”

“I forgot how many pictures your dad took.”

“If he wasn’t taking pictures, my grandpa was,” she said. “Or my grandmother. After my mom died, I was the one that usually took the pictures.”

“No one in my family ever took pictures,” I said. “Even I don’t take that many. I’ve never even taken a selfie.”

She snorted. “Come on. Everyone takes selfies.”

“Not me,” I assured her. “Honest. I don’t take them. You can look through my phone if you don’t believe me.”

“That’s just sad!” she said in disbelief.

“Is it? I always kind of think people are a little self-absorbed whenever they do that. No offense.”

“None taken,” she said. “Once you start becoming famous, taking selfies is almost a requirement.”

“Did we ever take any before you moved?”

“I don’t think so.”

I glanced at a series of pictures of Bailey and her parents at a water park together having fun. Beaming, I closed the photo album.

“You ready?” she now asked me.

“Absolutely.”

 

 

 

There were more food trucks downtown than had ever been there before. The variety was extreme, and the lines getting to any truck were remarkably long. I was happy about both of these circumstances because it allowed us to carry good conversation steadily as we hopped from truck to truck, waiting for several minutes at a time before we could even order our meals.

“So, do you like working at Mel’s A/C?” she asked me.

“Sure,” I replied. “I like working with Garrett and the other guys. I get great hours. Make a pretty good salary every year. It’s sweet.”

“What do you do when you’re not working?” 

I shrugged. “Mostly just chill. Drink a beer, watch TV, play Call of Duty or something.”

She frowned and scrunched her face.

“What?” I asked.

“I guess I’m just curious if that’s what you really want to do.”

“I don’t just play Call of Duty.”

“That’s not what I mean,” she said. “Do you still play any instruments?”

I nodded. “I can still play guitar and piano. Haven’t played in a long time, though.”

“Why not?” she asked.

I shrugged again. “I have to focus on making money. I have to wake up and go to work five—sometimes six—days a week, and by the time I get home, I’m too tired to do anything. Music’s taken a backseat for me.”

“That makes me really sad.” She sighed.

I cleared my throat. “Well, come on, you’re the musician here. Obviously, it’s your life. Tell me about a typical day in the life of a celebrity.”

“I’m not a celebrity.” 

“You will be soon, and you know it,” I told her. “Seriously, though. Tell me what you do on a normal day.”

“I’m usually either writing music at my apartment or messing around in the studio near my place,” she answered. “I’ve been doing things independently for years, but it looks like I might have a contract here soon.”

“That’s really spectacular.”  I held up my hand and we high-fived each other.

“I might,” she stressed. “Not sure if I want to sign with this label or not. I’m feeling indecisive.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll make the right decision,” I said. “So, what do you do for fun when you’re not doing music?”

“Go out to parties, hang out, and chill,” she replied. “Leah’s become my Garrett. She’s glued to my hip. We do almost everything together.”

I chuckled. “And, she’s your manager? Y’all never get sick of each other?”

“No, you’d think that would’ve happened by now,” she said and laughed. “I guess it sounds kinda boring the way I say all that though. I’m trying to go back over the past few years, and I don’t really have that much to say about it. It’s almost sad.”

“You’ve been busy,” I said. “It’s hard to make work sound fun, even if it’s what you want to be doing.”

“I have to say, I figured you’d be married by now or on your way to it,” she said to me. “You’re such a catch. I thought some girl would’ve been smart and snatched you up.”

“There aren’t many girls that are my type,” I said. “I haven’t been all that interested in dating. But you, now. So many guys have been checking you out all night, and I know it’s gotta be heavier over in Memphis. How come you haven’t settled down? You want to be a free spirit or something?”

“I want to be in love,” she said while looking at me with her mesmerizing eyes. “Most guys either don’t want something serious, or they don’t know how to treat a woman. Honestly, for me it’s mostly that guys just want to use me—for my money or my body, it doesn’t matter. I guess I’m turned off to it, too.”

“That makes me really sad,” I said.

We got to the front of the line and ordered soup in a bread bowl. It was hot and creamy, warming up my entire body on the first bite.

“This is fucking awesome,” I said with a mouthful of soup.

“Try mine,” she said holding out her spoon.

She had broccoli-cheddar, and it was even better than my vegetable. We devoured our soup and our bowls like we were starving. We got in line for a truck that was serving Mexican food.

“I heard your new song on the radio recently,” I told her.

She blushed. “What’s the verdict?”

“It might be my favorite song you’ve ever put out,” I answered honestly. “If you don’t mind me asking, what inspired it?”

“A lot,” she rsaid. “Not one situation in particular.”

“Ah.” I nodded.

“Did you think I’d written it about a specific guy or relationship?” she asked with a knowing grin.

“Not really,” I lied. “Just curious.”

We continued our feasting and our light chatting well into the night. We headed to where I expected a movie to be played for the masses as usual.

Instead, on that night, there was a fireworks show going off in the sky. It was indescribably perfect. All of the lights downtown and by the trucks had been turned off, and the noise from the crowd had died down. There was only darkness, stars, and colorful streams of fireworks exploding above us.

Bailey and I were lying down in the grass, like many others. Many around us were filming the fireworks on their phones, but she and I remained entirely in the moment, wishing that the moment would never end.

But, all good things eventually conclude. As the show was hitting its grand finale, our eyes finally glanced away from the sky, and they met. We never blinked, and our mouths grew more agape the longer they didn’t become one.

We resisted temptation, and our torture ceased once we heard the silent crowd erupt in applause. We licked our lips, constantly looking down and then back to each other. I wanted to brush the hair out of her face and hold her so badly.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I said.

She held a pondering pose for several seconds before she said, without looking directly at me, “I don’t want to be alone tonight. I really don’t want to stay at my dad’s house again by myself.”

I couldn’t have been given a wider window if I’d asked for it.

“You could stay over at my house again if you’d like.”

She nodded, still not looking at me. “Okay.”

 

 

 

During the ride back to my house, I was in an internal debate about what to do. A major reason why I’d refrained from things the other night was because we were drunk. However, with us both sober, that was no longer a roadblock. I kept telling myself that if we messed around, our feelings had great potential to be hurt again. Yet, the more I glanced over at her in the passenger seat, the less I cared about what made sense or what was appropriate. I wanted her so badly, and the longer she stayed in Rome, the harder it was for me to restrain myself.

I parked the Focus in the driveway and turned the car off. We both sat there, unmoving. Our eyes were staring straight ahead, but we were both riding the same wave.

“I’m going to take the couch tonight,” said Bailey.

I looked over at her, silencing every voice yelling in my head and going with my gut. She looked at me, her lips inviting me.

“I know you’re a gentleman, but I really don’t mind,” she said. “It’s your house, and it’s silly to have you not sleep in—”

I reached over, grabbed her, and pulled her into me. I kissed her soft, tender lips, instantly remembering how succulent they were and how well they fit with mine. We held it for what felt like an entire minute, and then, we began to open our mouths and slowly become reacquainted with each other’s taste.

I felt her hand on the back of my head. At first, I thought she was going to stop me. Then, I felt her tugging lightly on my hair. I moaned into her perfect mouth.






Chapter 12

Bailey

 

 

I became so turned on hearing Darren’s moaning and tasting his hot breath.

The more I played with his hair, the braver he felt about playing with mine. He would grab a handful and lightly pull, drawing out subtle moans of my own.

He pulled away, leaving us both flustered and out of breath. I moved my hand over to his pants, gently massaging his thighs, remembering how excited and overwrought he’d become whenever any part of my body gravitated toward the sword he carried with him at all times.

“Bailey,” he said trying to catch his breath. “I’m not sure.”

“I’m sure,” I whispered. “Don’t over-think it.”

“I have to think about it when it’s you,” he said. “You’re not—”

“I’m not what?”

“You’re not just some regular girl,” he finished. “You’re—you were my closest friend. I still care about you.”

“Then, give yourself to me, Darren,” I begged. “I promise you’re not going to hurt me.”

“What if I get hurt?”

I never imagined that Darren could ever be hurt by anything that I could do to him. I knew he wasn’t just saying that, though. His eyes revealed genuine fear.

“How could you get hurt?” I asked. “We haven’t seen each other in six years. You didn’t want to come with me.”

“I wanted you to stay here,” he said. “Just because you left doesn’t mean I stopped loving you. I’ve thought of you every day since you left.”

In those few sentences, he’d managed to fling me into another dimension. I initially couldn’t believe any of the words he’d said, but his eyes still suggested honesty and pain. The pain came from the truth in what he’d professed. I believed him because I’d thought of him every day since I left, too. I tried to lie to myself that I didn’t. But I kept hoping for years that I would wake up one day and he would suddenly appear at my new home of Tennessee. So, if I wanted that so badly, I knew it wasn’t inconceivable for him to want the same thing in reverse.

But instantly, the words “Just because you left doesn’t mean I stopped loving you” were bouncing in my head frantically. I was nearly frozen in place. I warmed up immediately once I felt his hand stroking my cheek again. I was burning for him.

“I’m sorry if what I just said freaked you out,” said Darren. “I need you to understand the volume of my—”

“You can take me back to my house,” I blurted out. “Maybe that is for the best.”

His conflict was clear. He was trying to figure out what to listen to.

“Don’t think about it. Just say it,” I said. “What do you want?”

“I want you,” he said quickly.

“Then, have me.”

We flung our car doors open and hurried into his house. I could barely keep my hands off him. Even as he fumbled with his keys to fit the right ones in the proper holes, I found my own hands fumbling around, feeling around his body. I could feel his strong, broad shoulders and wondered how he looked without a shirt on. He felt like a machine, and I hoped that my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me.

He slammed the door behind us, and we began to kiss again. We wanted to run to the bed, but we also didn’t want to move from our spot. We didn’t want to put our intimacy on hold for even a second.

He pinned me against the door, holding me there with his love and his powerful body. Our hands wandered all the while, becoming reacquainted with each other. I’d forgotten how strong his arms were, how toned his back was, and how big the bulge in his lap would become whenever I teased it.

We didn’t cross the boundaries that our clothes presented, but it was clear that we wanted to rip them off each other. He was aggressively rubbing my chest, running his powerful hands down my body and then gently cupping my pussy.

“Take me to your bedroom,” I said as my desire for him overflowed.

“With pleasure,” he said.

He picked me up, carrying me the short distance from the front door to his bedroom. We continued our kissing and touching all the while, hopelessly trying to make up for the years of lost time in under a minute.

He closed the bedroom door, ensuring that his curious canine friend didn’t follow us. He ran his hands up my legs and under my dress, caressing my skin and body in a way that I’d missed dearly. He firmly squeezed my ass and held me close to him. I ran my hands up his back, running my fingers and nails up his skin, reminding myself just how good it felt to have him in my grasp.

He practically ripped my dress off, revealing the laced, sexy underwear that I’d put on just for him. I stood there, letting him admire me. Meanwhile, I continued wondering what waited for me underneath his clothes. I ran my hands up and down my body, anxiously waiting for my hands to be replaced by his. In my attempts to torture him, he was teasing me. He stood there, watching me. He was like a hungry predator, stalking, thinking up the best way to attack his prey.

He charged at me, lifting me up off the floor and tossing me onto the bed. In less time than it took for me to blink, I realized that Darren was now completely naked.

His body was indescribably awe-inspiring. It wasn’t as if I’d forgotten he was hot. But after a certain point, his perfection had faded away enough that I’d forgotten just how beautiful he actually was.

He was in amazing shape. His muscles were plentiful, and they were toned. It was the best shape I’d ever seen him in. He approached me.

Details had also faded away over time, but they came back to me quickly as soon as my hands felt his nude form. Every curvature, every bulge, every scar, every sexy inch of him. I had grown so wet already, and I hadn’t even guided his massive, throbbing cock into one of my hungry holes.

“I missed you,” said Darren.

I had wanted him to rip off the rest of what I was wearing. I wanted to feel his fingers rub into me and penetrate me as he removed my underwear, and I wanted to feel him grow harder once he fondled my naked breasts as he slid my bra off. But, my impatience won, crumbling my walls like a cannonball after hearing those words.

I got on my knees, looking at him with eyes I hadn’t used in a long time.

“I’ve missed you, too,” I stammered.

I threw off my bra, fondling my own breasts and pinching my nipples. This caused him to grab onto his dick and begin to stroke.

I moaned. “Bring me that dick. I’ve needed it.”

He did as I asked, prompting me to slide off my panties and spread my legs for him. I wasn’t sure how we were going to position ourselves, but I didn’t care. I needed him inside of me.

“How do you want it?” he asked me.

“Any way you want to give it to me.” 

He grabbed onto my legs, scooting forward, making me think that he was going to plow into me and we were going to rough our way through an intense session of radical fucking.

Instead, he leaned in between my legs, the tip of his dick hovering near me. He moved his hands to my head, keeping a firm hold on both sides of my face, and leaned in to kiss me.

This wasn’t like the kissing we’d had before. This kissing was much slower. Sometimes, we held our lips together for so long I suspected we might not ever drift apart. This suspicion was given more validity once I could feel his fat tip grazing against my wet pussy.

After several minutes of slow kissing and him humping me with patient vibrations, I grabbed onto a chunk of his hair and roared like an animal.

“Just fucking put it inside me, Darren!”

He chuckled with delight, obliging me almost immediately.

I forgot to breathe upon feeling him plunge into me. 

“You’re so fucking wet,” he said growling.

“It’s all for you, babe.” 

Our speed remained easy, but his thrusts into me were always deep and managed to expand me further and further. It didn’t take long before I could feel the movement starting to make me cum, and he hadn’t even emptied his load a droplet.

I gripped onto his wrist as I felt myself begin to tighten around his shaft.

“Wow.” He laughed triumphantly. “Already?”

“Yes,” I said in satisfaction. “I hope you don’t plan on stopping.”

“I don’t.”

He was true to his word, and he entered me more times than I counted. Our positions varied, but our desire was constant. We were traveling in uncharted areas, and it was endlessly exciting. It had nothing to do with the journey itself, but about whom I was going on that journey with. Darren was, as he always had been, an exceptional lover who’d never been topped by anyone that had followed him.

 

 

 

After all of the sex, when we were both lying down like contorted acrobats on the bed, we had a large stretch of quiet time. I wasn’t entirely sure what he was doing with the silence, but I’d been contemplating and analyzing the situation like a machine.

I looked over at him, admiring his well-defined back in the moonlight.

“Are you awake?” I whispered.

“Mhm,” he mumbled.

He slowly turned over to face me, grinning as his eyes opened wider.

“Listen,” I said to him. “I feel like we have too much history between us for this to go any further. You know?”

“I ain’t going to propose or anything.” He chuckled.

“I mean maybe this should just be a one-time thing, you know?” I asked. “I don’t want to hurt you again, and I definitely don’t want to be hurt again.”

He leaned up on his elbow, smirking. “So, no more phenomenal sex?”

I laughed, biting my lip. “Yeah, do you agree?”

“Do I agree that we shouldn’t have sex again?” he said. “Hell no. I’m sorry, superstar. As long as you’re here in Rome, I’m going to try and be around you. And now that we both know sex is on each other’s minds, it’s always going to be there.”

He pulled me into him, wrapping me in his arms. I melted into them, feeling secure and full.

“I say let’s not make a big deal about it,” said Darren. “Let’s go with the flow. Be honest with each other, and decide how we feel whenever something comes up. Until then, let’s enjoy each other.”

I couldn’t tell whether his notion was captivating, or if I was just tired. Whatever the case was, I found myself falling asleep with him smiling wider than I had in a long time. I didn’t know what the next day was going to bring for Darren and me, and I was the most anxious I’d been in years because of it.






Chapter 13

Darren

 

 

I woke up that next morning expecting to see either a stunning woman or a happy dog. I sat up quickly once I saw that neither was there to greet me.

What I did wake up to was something that I hadn’t in quite some time: Music.

More specifically, I heard the keyboard in my living room being played. It was a melody that I’d never heard before, but I was quickly transported to another place and time as the piece on the keyboard continued.

I threw on a shirt and a pair of shorts, and I went into the living room to face the music.

If I hadn’t been afraid of being called a creep, I would have taken Bailey’s picture at that moment. She was wearing one of my T-shirts with no underwear on. The shirt was long enough that it went down to her knees, which were folded together. Her hair was curly and looked as though she’d worked on it that morning. Whether she had or not was irrelevant. What was important was the music being made on my instrument that I’d become uninterested in using after Bailey left me.

I loved listening to her play. Hearing her unique style reminded me of her skills I’d seen years before. She and I used to make beautiful music together, but she never needed me. Her flame carried an undying heat that would go on for her entire life.

I stood behind her, listening to her and enjoying her original pieces. She never turned around or wondered if I was behind her. This allowed her to play unfiltered, which was a rare treat that I loved.

However, eventually, I was ratted out by Bo, who came trotting in to sit down beside Bailey but stared at me. This prompted her to finally turn around to see what Bo was looking at, startled to see me standing there.

“Sorry.” I chuckled.

“No worries,” she replied. “How long were you standing there for?”

I shrugged. “A while. You sound spectacular.”

“I have better stuff than that,” she said anxiously. “You should hear what I composed while I was vacationing in Greece!”

I knew that was her second-guessing her own abilities again. She used to downplay her skills often whenever we’d play original material we’d just made up. I never knew if that was her being a perfectionist or being nervous about what I’d think of it.

“I see you’ve made a friend,” I said eyeing Bo.

“Yeah, he’s been hanging with me ever since I woke up,” she said. She looked down at Bo, petting him behind his ears.

“You going to keep playing?” I asked.

“How about you play with me?” 

“I’d rather not.”

“That’s really a shame,” she said. “All I kept thinking about was us playing together after you woke up.”

“I’m pretty rusty,” I admitted.

“I am too,” she said.

“Bailey, you’ve been playing all morning, and you probably only missed, what, a few days of practice? You haven’t played in a few days? I haven’t played in a few years.”

“Please?” she said making a pouty face.

“No,” I said shaking my head.

“Come on. Don’t be like this,” she said. “Or, you just play.”

I snorted. “That’s worse. I’d rather hear you!”

“You heard me,” she retorted. “You’ve been hearing so much you’re probably sick of hearing my voice.”

I shook my head again. “Impossible.”

“Well, either way,” she continued, “I’m bored with listening to myself. Please play with me.”

“Bailey, no,” I repeated. “I can’t afford to embarrass myself like that.”

“It’s me. You don’t have to be afraid of anything.”

“I think that the best thing for us to do right now is have a nice breakfast, and then I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

She spun around in her chair, considering my words, pondering where all she wanted to go. Truthfully, I’d have been okay with taking us to the edge of the world.

“I guess I should finish up things at my father’s house,” said Bailey. “I have some other things I need to put in boxes. I’m mailing a lot of stuff to my place in Memphis. That’ll probably take me all day.”

I walked into the kitchen and poured myself a bowl of cereal while she stayed seated by the keyboard, randomly hitting keys.

“So, what’re you going to do today?” she asked me.

“I have no earthly idea. Got any ideas?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “What other cereals do you have?”

After breakfast, I drove Bailey back to Wayne’s house. I parked on the street alongside the driveway, expecting that she would depart, and I’d be on my way.

She took her time, slowly unbuckling her seatbelt and looking down at her phone at a blank screen.

“Do you—do you think maybe you could help me pack some of this stuff up?” she asked. “You don’t have to do anything complicated, just like moving heavy boxes or reaching things that I can’t.”

“Sure, I’d love to hang out with you,” I replied.

She was pleased. We got out of the car and proceeded to go into the house where we spent the majority of our Saturday.

We packed at a leisurely pace, recounting more stories from years’ past. Our day was filled with “Remember when” and “Remember that time.” Each room we were in contained numerous memories, most of them good and happy. I was glad that most of the Wright family’s things would be living on through Bailey after this home’s doors closed to them for the final time.

“It’s weird,” I said at one point. “This place is only memories now.”

“All the more reason I’ll be glad to get back to Memphis,” she said.

“It’s also weird, because well, you know,” I said. “I spent every other day here for ages growing up. I never thought I was going to be back here again. It was always peculiar—your dad would invite me over a whole bunch after you moved, but it wasn’t the same.”

I trailed off. She gave an empathetic smile.

“Now, here we are,” I continued. “We’ve been talking all day, chilling all day like no time passed, and I’m back to thinking about where we left things before you moved away.”

“Darren,” she said.

“I told you, I’m not asking you for anything,” I assured her. “I just thought you should know how I feel. You do with it what you will.”

She finished taping a box and got to her feet. There was a lot on her mind.

“Every time we have a moment like the old days, it feels bittersweet,” said Bailey. “Today has been so much fun. And, you’re the reason that I’ve stayed longer.”

“It’s intoxicating,” I blurted out. “Getting closer to you again, and being together the way we did for years. I—Bailey, I never thought I’d see you again. That’s the truth.”

“You really thought that?” 

“I hoped we’d meet again someday,” I said. “But, I didn’t expect anything.”

“I knew we’d meet again,” said Bailey. “But, I didn’t think it’d be like this.”

Once I’d gotten the last big box moved out by her front door, I began putting my shoes back on, checking my phone.

“Leaving?” she asked while I tied my shoes.

“Unless I can do anything else for you.” 

“I guess I was just wondering why you were rushing to get out,” she said. “Do you have somewhere you need to be?”

“Not at all,” I said. “I just figured I would go.”

“Oh.”

I bit my lip, choosing honesty. “I’m afraid I’m going to fall back in love with you, okay? It’s not that I want to leave. Quite the opposite, in fact. I want nothing more than to spend every day with you like the past few days we’ve had together.”

She played with her hair, not looking directly at me.

“Okay,” she said. “I get it. You can go. I understand.”

Although her understanding seemed sincere, the tears that began to well in her eyes also appeared genuine, as well. I knelt beside her, lifting her head so that her sweet eyes would meet mine.

“I don’t have to go anywhere,” I said.

“That’s not—you don’t have to do that,” she said through tears. “It’s not just you. It’s everything. My dad’s life, and all of my memories as a child. They’re all in these boxes. I’m not as good at goodbyes as you might think I am. This is really hard for me.”

I wiped a tear from her face, wanting my touch to somehow heal her sadness.

“I know I’m going to have to go back soon,” she said. “And, all this stuff will be waiting for me. But, it’s not about the stuff. I’d trade it all in if I could just have my dad back. I wish I’d come back once or twice. I should have visited him more.”

“Bailey, come on,” I urged her. “You can’t go down that path again. Don’t blame yourself for things that aren’t your fault. And, hey, your dad knew how busy you were. It’s not like he held it against you that you didn’t come back.”

“He asked me so many times to come visit for Thanksgiving, his birthday. It’s not like I couldn’t afford to do it. I’m making money now!  I could’ve come to see him. I could’ve called him more than twice a week! He’s my dad, and I only called and texted him like two or three times a week.”

The tears continued to stain her cheeks. After a while, I stopped fighting them and let them happen. Her crying nearly got my own eyes to water.

“I shouldn’t have rushed through our last conversation,” she said. “I can’t believe I never told him how proud I was of him. He was always telling me how proud he was of me. I always said ‘I love you,’ but I never really told him exactly how I felt. I can’t believe I never told him how much he meant to me.”

“Your dad knew how much you loved him,” I said.

“I can’t believe I rushed him off the phone,” she said. “The last time I spoke with him, we didn’t even talk about anything important. I rushed through talking to him so I could go to the studio. That was the last memory I made with my father.”

I knew that no matter how many times I could’ve told her, or how many stories or conversations I could cite to back me up, nothing would put her at ease. I felt useless.

Then, I thought back to when Bailey first moved away. I thought about all the times Wayne and I would meet up together in the city and drink. We usually met up at a place called Chris’ Grill & Saloon, and we typically just watched the game or played some pool. There were times when one of us would bring up Bailey, and every time we spoke about her, there was only unconditional love and compassion emanating from her father.

There was a lot of love for Bailey at Chris’ Saloon. I felt inspired.

“Hey, why don’t we get out of the house for a bit?” I said. “Come on. I’d like to show you something.”






Chapter 14

Bailey

 

 

I wasn’t sure where Darren was taking us, but I trusted him. I sat in the passenger seat, watching the many headlights on the road heading for their Saturday night fun. Ultimately, I didn’t really care where Darren was taking me; I was just glad to be away from the house. I desperately wanted any distraction to divert me from thoughts about my dad.

Unfortunately, we were headed for the complete opposite of that. While I wanted a distraction, what I needed was something greater.

We pulled up to Chris’ Saloon. It was a small bar in town, and it had a nice atmosphere, but I’d never gone in. There were some people inside, but it wasn’t packed.

Darren opened my door for me and helped me out. I kept expecting him to tell me what was going on, but he was expecting me to ask him what was going on.

“So, why are we going here?” I asked. “You know, if you wanted to go out and get me drunk tonight, you could’ve just asked.”

“That’s not my goal here tonight,” said Darren. “If it happens, I’m not going to fight it. But, I’ve got a different mission.”

“Uh, oh.” I chuckled. “I was kind of hoping that was your goal. I want to have fun.”

We walked up to Chris’. Darren held the door open for me. The bar was dimly lit, but there were many bright televisions playing sports and movies scattered throughout the place. In the darkness, groups were eating and talking together. There were also intoxicated men and women succumbing to their desires, kissing quietly in corners. It was a bizarre place.

Darren walked us toward the sports area, where it was mostly people watching games or playing them, like darts or pool. He found a specific booth, nodding in affirmation before he ushered me over.

I slid into my seat, and Darren sat across from me, smiling mischievously.

“You look like you’re up to something,” I said to him.

“I just think you need to be here tonight.” 

“Why is that?”

Before he could answer, we had a petite redheaded server come up to us. She was cute but appeared to be stoned and potentially drunk herself.

“What can I get y’all tonight, darling?” the server asked Darren.

“I think I’ll start with a margarita,” he told her. “I don’t know if I’m eating anything yet tonight.”

I was staring at him, focusing intently on his every move. Every twitch, every blink, each time his gorgeous mouth opened. I hated how hot he was.

“Ma’am?” the server asked me.

I snapped out of it. “I’ll have a vodka raspberry. Nothing to eat.”

“Sounds good,” the server said before she walked off.

“You don’t have to drink tonight,” said Darren.

“Hey, if you’re drinking, I’m going to keep up,” I said.

I looked around, wondering about everyone there. I thought about their stories, filling in my ideas.

In almost no time, our drinks were brought to us. We picked them up at the same time.

“Cheers,” we said, clinking our glasses together.

We downed our drinks like we’d been thirsting in the desert. We looked into each other’s eyes for several seconds. We didn’t speak, but we read each other’s thoughts.

“This sucks.” I sighed.

“What?” 

“I’m going back to Tennessee here soon. And, you’re going to stay here. And, I don’t know when I’ll see you again.”

“Let’s not think about things that haven’t happened yet,” said Darren. “Let’s stay here, now. For the time being.”

We kept looking around, lingering on various things for small increments of time, always peeking at each other from the corners of our eyes.

Our server returned, asked us if we wanted another drink, and we concurred.

As she walked to the bar, I returned my full attention to Darren. “Hey.”

He stared at me, grinning. “Hey, missy.”

“I don’t understand why you took me here,” I said. “I like this place, but why did you want to come here tonight?”

“You’ve been really busy looking out into the crowd,” said Darren. “You haven’t looked at some things very close to you right now.”

I didn’t comprehend what he meant at first, but then it hit me. I turned to look at the wall our booth was seated against. My heart skipped a beat.

On the wall of this booth, there was nothing but articles and pictures of me. Every inch of the wall held an accomplishment of Bailey Wright to show to the town. It was unbelievable, overwhelming, and somehow, I knew the context before Darren could explain.

“I spent a lot of nights here with your dad,” he explained. “Sometimes we’d drink and shoot the shit, other times, we’d come to watch a game, sit back and chill. We never said too much, explicitly about what was going on inside. But, it was obvious. We missed you terribly. We shared that, so we bonded.

“Your father was your biggest fan in the whole wide world. There will be many young girls that connect with what you’re saying, but no one will support you quite like your dad did. It breaks my heart, but this is a reminder now. Look at all that you’ve achieved since you left here. You made the right call. No one blames you for leaving. You have a mighty fan-base here in Rome, and I’ll say it’s because of your dad. You filled up the wall. He was trying to get Chris to give him another wall to further spread your influence. But now, everyone that comes here and sits in this booth is met with tales and news about Bailey Wright and how she’s putting Rome on the map.”

I was crying like an unbelievable baby, but I didn’t care. Our server came by with our drinks, ensuring that she caught my gaze for a few moments.

“What?” I asked her.

“I just realized you’re the girl in all those pictures on the wall,” said our server. “I always wondered if you were ever going to show up one day. That’s awesome!”

“Thank you,” I mumbled weakly. I hadn’t been able to stop crying. I could barely look at my wall.

“Your dad loved you dearly, and he knew you loved him,” said Darren. “Don’t ever doubt it. And, just because, well, even though he’s no longer with us, he ain’t really gone. He’ll always be with us in some way.”

“I know,” I said with intense joy. I loved hearing him say that because I wanted to believe that so badly.

“So, you get why we’re here?” he asked.

I nodded, wiping away my tears. “I’m sorry.”

“You know you don’t ever apologize for your feelings in front of me,” he stated firmly. “And, I’m not angry at you. I’m not resentful or anything that you’re going to have to leave again. I’m not looking forward to you going is all. I miss you already, and you haven’t left yet.”

“I feel the same way.”

“I’m really proud of you,” he said.

We continued to drink alcohol, but we didn’t overdo it. We watched some football and played some darts, and we had a nice night.

The problem then became that I wasn’t lingering on my dad, but on Darren. I wanted him to take me back to his house and fuck me the way we did the night before. I loved feeling our intense ember bursting into a bonfire the longer we engaged in our taboo desires.

I was worried though because, at certain points, it didn’t feel like we were fucking. It felt like the many years we shared, along with our deepest feelings, came emanating out of him as he gave himself to me. I hesitated to think of it as “making love,” but I couldn’t think of a better term for it.

We looked toward the door. I thought about him taking me into the backseat of his car and riding me like he did when he first penetrated me again after so many years.

We paid our tab and slowly made our way back to his car. We both weren’t walking straight.

“Think we might need to get a cab,” I said.

“We’re not far from home,” said Darren. “I can drive, don’t worry.”

I stopped him before he could open his car door. I pulled him in for a hug, holding him close to me, tight against my body.

“Thank you for bringing me here tonight,” I whispered. “I needed that.”

“You’re welcome.” 

He tried getting back in his car again, but I kept a tight grip on his hand. I didn’t want him driving.

“I swear I can drive,” he said.

“Maybe you can, but I don’t want you leaving right this second,” I said. “Give it a minute. You got a water in your car?”

Thankfully, he did have a bottle of water in his car. We both drank from it, downing the bottle in under a minute.

“I think I’ll get a cab or an Uber,” I told him. “I’ll stay at my dad’s place.”

“Hey, remember that annual cookout the city would throw by the park?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure,” I recalled. “I don’t think that’s for another couple of months, isn’t it?”

“They do them monthly now,” he said. “They still do them at the same spot, but they do them on Sundays, afternoon and night. I’d love to take you to it if you’re up for it. If you’re still going to be here.”

“I’d love to,” I said. “Let’s do that tomorrow.”

“Sounds like a plan, milady,” he winked. He went for his car door again, flinging it open before I had a chance to stop him.

“You’re really going to drive like this?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t drive if I couldn’t,” he said in a reassuring attempt.

I ran over to my side, flinging the passenger door open and collapsing down.

“I’m not letting you drive without a co-pilot,” I said. “Even if I’m drunk, better that than nothing!”

 

 

 

I was a useless navigator, but true to his word, Darren got us both to our respective homes safely. I was texting Leah, learning that she was at the airport to fly back to Memphis. I gave her a call once I was home alone.

“Are you on your plane yet?” 

“Nah, it was running late,” Leah said. “I’m still in line.”

“Fucking bummer!” I shouted.

She laughed. “Someone’s been drinking.”

“A little bit,” I said. “You should have stayed. We all could’ve gone to Chris’ together. I sit with Darren, you sit with Garrett.”

Leah snorted. “Okay, sure.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said. “I thought you had a good time with him.”

“I did!” she said. “It was fine. He’s such a nice guy, and he’s sweet and funny.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“If I’m totally honest,” she began, “he switched off after he blew his load. It took him like no time to cum. Then after he had his turn, I never got mine.”

I groaned. “Oh. Fucking bummer.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.” She laughed. “Garrett is a good guy, but I’m not sure he’s quite my type.”

“Oh, well,” I said.

“So, when are you getting on a plane, superstar?” Leah asked. “We have to get back to work.”

“I’m writing new music,” I told her. “So, I’m working.”

“We need to make a decision about this record label,” she stressed. “They’re patient, but they’re starting to ask questions pretty frequently.”

“I’m coming back soon, don’t you worry,” I told her. “You have a safe flight back. I’ll let you know what’s going on.”

We hung up, and I fell down onto my old bed, sinking into the mattress and passing out almost instantly.






Chapter 15

Darren

 

 

I stayed in the house that day on the following Sunday, only opening the door to let Bo out to pee. I thought about the local cookout and what was my best option.

I wanted to be with Bailey as much as possible before she left, but I also knew that the more time I spent with her, the harder it was going to be to say farewell.

It had taken me years to let go of my strong feelings for her, and only a few days to rope them right back. It was tempting to stay in the house with Bo, not looking at my phone, and not making our situation worse. However, to deny seeing her when I knew she was only a ten-minute drive away felt like madness. Nothing felt entirely wrong or right.

I began to truly worry once I started having thoughts about asking her to stay in Rome with me. I’d asked her so many times before she moved, so I didn’t want to sound like a broken record. But, I hated the thought of her leaving.

I quickly understood that my wanting her to stay there was obviously driven by emotions and not common sense. Even with that knowledge, it didn’t change my unreasonable desire.

These intense feelings stayed with me throughout the day and through the night, even as I was getting into my Focus to leave the house and pick up Bailey.

I picked her up for the cookout, seeing her come out in a lovely sundress that showed off her sexy figure wonderfully. We stayed quiet during the entire car ride, letting the music from the radio fill the silence.

I periodically checked my phone to text Garrett. He was meeting us at the park near the musical stage they had set up. He had arrived there before us, wanting to get in on the delicious food as quickly as possible.

We parked a few roads away from the grounds since there were hundreds of cars lined up all around the place. We walked toward the stage, letting the increasingly louder music guide us. The mood was set already, and we both felt our energy building.

We found Garrett by the stage. He had a burger plate and a plate with grilled chicken and vegetables. Bailey and I eyed the food, then ended up trying it all and jamming to the music on the stage.

Garrett leaned in to Bailey. “So, where’s Leah?”

“I’m sorry?” said Bailey.

“I thought Leah was coming out tonight!” he said.

“Oh. Right.”

Her eyes returned to the stage, while Garrett’s only conveyed confusion.

He scooted closer to me, just out of earshot from Bailey. “What’s that about?”

“Huh?” I asked.

“Why did she blow me off about Leah?” he asked. “Did I come on too strong?”

“I think Leah’s back in Tennessee,” I remarked. “Ask Bailey.”

“No, that’s okay,” he said. “Sucks, though. I was hoping she and I could pick up where we left off, you know?”

“There’s some cute girls here tonight,” I told him. “Why don’t we try and fix you up with someone nice tonight?”

We didn’t work hard on matchmaking for Garrett, but we all had a great time together. We wandered through the grounds, sampling different foods, trying a variety of beers, singing various songs. It felt like old times, but even better than how my memory had retained it. I didn’t want our night to end.

As I was finishing my third hot dog and starting to feel stuffed, a young girl came walking up to us. She was shaking, red-faced and nervous as hell.

“Are you Bailey Wright?” the little girl asked.

Bailey beamed, bending over slightly to get on her level.

“Yes, I am!” Bailey replied. “And, who might you be?”

“Samantha,” the little girl answered.

“Samantha, I would be so down to get a selfie with you,” gushed Bailey. “What do you think? Picture?”

“Yeah!” Samantha almost cried.

Bailey happily talked with Samantha, while Samantha’s mother was busy getting her phone out to take pictures. I stood back, watching, enjoying how much Bailey was enjoying her taste of fame.

“So, what you gonna do, homie?” Garrett asked me playfully.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You know damn well what I mean.” He nudged me in the side. “Dude, you’ve got love in your eyes so bad for her! Come on, let’s stop fucking around.”

“I don’t have anything in my eyes for no one,” I snapped. “I’m just here having a good time with my two closest friends. Can’t we just have that for a while?”

Garrett nodded but didn’t heed my words.  “When you moving to Tennessee?”

I sighed. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“I don’t know what’s been going on with you two, but you gotta—”

“I don’t gotta do anything,” I said with pure agitation. “You’re right. You don’t know what’s been going on with her and me. So, mind your own business.”

“Gee whiz, bro, sorry.”

I instantly felt bad. I tried shoving him on the shoulder playfully.

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I’m not ready for her to leave. And, I want her so goddamn bad. But, I—we’re—”

Bailey was taking many pictures with Samantha and one of Samantha’s older sisters. They all looked like they were in heaven. It was really cute.

I sighed again. “We have work tomorrow. Let’s talk about it then, all right?”

“Fine,” he consented. “But, I definitely know you two did it.”

I smirked, chuckling. He shoved me in the shoulder.

“Ah?” he continued. “You two totally hooked up, didn’t you?”

“I’m neither confirming nor denying. Let’s leave that for another day. How about that?” I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face.

After their photo session was complete, the three of us scooted next to the stage, sitting down close together with me in the middle. We listened to the music, carrying on casual small talk during the slow parts of a song. We were digesting our food and pondering on what direction the night was going to go.

Bailey sat into me, holding her phone out, aiming the phone’s front camera on us. I saw our reflection on her phone, and I instantly felt weird.

“What’s this?” I said into her ear.

“We’re taking some selfies!” she replied. “I’m going to pop your selfie cherry here tonight, baby! I hope you’re ready for it.”

We took selfies together, each subsequent one improving subtly on their predecessors. It was hard for me to find a suitable pose and face for it. I didn’t ordinarily take pictures that had me in them.

After we were done, she was texting me all of the selfies she’d taken. I loved them, but it had nothing to do with the guy in the frame. I would treasure these pictures because I could see more of her. Although I had to admit, it felt good to see me look happy again.

The stage had gone quiet, and the crowd began talking more among themselves. I put my arm around Bailey’s shoulder, attempting to be as nonchalant about it as possible.

“So, how much longer do I have you?” I whispered to her.

“I’m not sure,” she answered. “I can kind of go whenever I want. I’m writing, so I’m getting some work done, sort of.”

“Oh, nice!” I said. “How does it go?”

“‘How does it go?’”

“I mean, what does it sound like? What are the lyrics? Or the chords. Do you remember? If it’s new, I guess you wouldn’t. I’m shutting up now.”

I felt like a complete fool. I’d only had a few beers, so I wasn’t drunk. I hadn’t become like that around a woman in a long time. I felt like a kid.

She smiled empathetically. “I don’t have the music written yet, just the lyrics. I know how I want it to sound, but I’m not sure what I want to do instrumentally.”

“We used to do it acapella all the time back in the day,” I recalled. “If you’re down, you should sing it.”

“You’re asking for that after you wouldn’t play or sing with me when I wanted?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Buddy, this music stuff has to work for both of us. We do things as a team, you should remember this.”

“I remember,” I said while I thought about how masochistic I felt.

The more it felt like my forgotten past was returning, the more conflicted I became. I thought about how I didn’t want it to end. I was so desperate for us to stay alive that I was contemplating going to Memphis for a visit.

Then, like a hot knife cutting through me and disconnecting my train of thought, Bailey’s voice rang into the air:

 

“Are you real? Are you really here beside me?

Do you feel? Do you feel that spark between us?

It’s not just in my head. It’s in the way you love me.

Our moment isn’t dead. It’s in the darkness waiting, waiting to return

You’re better than reality, better than my imagination…”

 

I could tell that there was more than that, but I was grateful to get what I did. Garrett and I burst into applause, which she returned with bows.

“Thank you so much,” said Bailey. “I’ve had that in my head all day. I hope I can figure out the right music to go with it.”

“I’m sure you will,” said Garrett. “I wanted to hear the rest of it!”

I both wanted to hear the rest of it and wanted it to end. I couldn’t ask it out loud, but I wondered if the new song was about her and me.

She angled her cell phone again and took yet another selfie of the two of us together.

“What was that for?” I asked her.

“Because I know exactly what you’re thinking,” she answered. “I miss that— being able to look at you and know precisely what was going through your head.”

She leaned her head into my chest, cuddling up into me unashamed.

“You’re going to take over,” I said to her.

She laughed. “We’ll see.

Garrett eventually left, intent on crashing on his couch and ending the day with more beer. Bailey and I walked around in between sitting on a random bench or finding a suitable spot in the grass. The crowds never dwindled, and the people were fueled by good times.

I walked us over to a vacant building a block away from the grounds, taking her by the hand and escorting us inside when we found the door unlocked.

The building was impossibly dark until I found the light switch. Once I flipped the switch, I was hit with nostalgia. I hadn’t been inside that tiny building for nearly two decades.

“What’s this building?” she asked. “I never went in here.”

“This is where I used to go for Cub Scout meetings,” I reflected. “We’d tie knots, build those little toy cars and rockets for competitions. Oh, this is where I got my first knife. My little Scout knife still works!”

She laughed. “I totally forgot you were in the Scouts. Um—I can’t see you as a Boy Scout.”

“Well, I didn’t stay in Scouts for too long,” I reminded her. “I didn’t see me as one, either. If we’d had actual music courses in grade school maybe we’d have had a more active social life as kids.”

“What would it have mattered to you?” she went. “You’re not playing music anymore. What are you missing out on?”

She was trying to stir me up and have a little fun. I didn’t take the bait.

“It doesn’t look like there are any beds or cots here so we could take a nap,” she said. “Maybe we should head back outside.”

Then, I strolled back over to the light switch, flipping it back off. In the little light that managed to pierce through the windows and doors, I was able to see her outline.

Once I’d gotten up to her, I grabbed onto her and held her tightly.

“I’m real,” I muttered.

I pulled her into me, kissing her lips, overflowing with overwhelming need. I didn’t just want Bailey Wright. I needed her. I needed to taste her sweet mouth. I had to feel her breath and hear it. I needed to grow and thrust inside of her, and I needed to feel our bodies work together to create something incredible.






Chapter 16

Bailey

 

 

I could barely see him at all as he had his way with me in the darkness. It was exhilarating, not knowing what he was going to do next or where. His mouth stayed with mine, but his hands would appear on various parts of my body. I loved the way he would massage my breasts and squeeze my ass.

He guided us over to a large table up against the wall. He lifted me up and sat me on the edge. We kept kissing, furiously licking each other like animals. We were moaning like sex-deprived teenagers, and we didn’t even have our clothes off yet.

We stopped kissing for a moment. When we restarted, I could feel his hot skin. He’d taken his shirt off, and he was working on removing mine. I felt along his arms and shoulders, wondering where his tattoos were. I could feel the work and effort he’d put in to make his body such a work of art. His muscles were unbelievably firm.

Once we were fully naked, he began to play with what was firmest on him. He rubbed the fat head of his juicy dick tenderly against my wet folds and eager clit. I had to wrap my hands around his ass and pull him into me for him to finally stop teasing me.

When he penetrated me, it felt like it did that first night we’d had sex at his house. I was so wet for him, but even my drenched walls weren’t enough for what was coming. He was expanding me much further than he had in many years.

He was going faster than usual, digging deeper each time my moans increased in volume. He had one hand on my side, holding me steady on the table, while his other hand was covering my mouth, attempting to muffle my screams and increase my lust. I couldn’t remember the last time I was that turned on.

He ran his hand down my body, taking it away from my mouth to focus his thumb hard on my clit. I bit my lip, trying my best not to scream. I knew that if the park were empty, I would have filled the walls of this place with my unfiltered screams of pleasure.

“Bailey,” I thought I heard him moan.

“Darren,” I said back to him and whimpered.

He slowed down inside me just a bit.

“Bailey,” he said clearly.

“Darren.”

“Bailey, you’re too much.”

“You can’t handle me?” I giggled.

“We both know I’m quite capable of handling you, young lady.”

It was that line, mixed with his thrusting and pressure on my clit that caused me to tighten and pulse around his shaft as my orgasm exploded. I laughed. I cried. And I moaned loudly enough for everyone within a quarter mile of the building to hear. Neither of us cared, and this caused him to grab me tighter to use as leverage to send him over the edge. Just as I was completed, he finished himself inside my hungry pussy. I took his sauce happily. It felt warmer the more it filled me up. I wondered if he could feel my fluids.

Then, as we became drained, only one thing mattered: Getting the hell out of the building.

“You think anyone heard us?” he asked as he threw his shirt back on.

“I think everyone in Rome heard us,” I replied as I slid my underwear back on. “Or me, at least. I’m so sorry I was so loud.”

“Don’t ever make an apology about that,” he said as he tugged his pants back on. 

I wanted to throw his pants back off and put him in my mouth so I could remember what he tasted like. I wanted to feel his tongue where his dick had just been.

“Wanna go back to the fairgrounds?” he asked.

“No,” I answered. “Honestly, I just want to go back to your house, and I want you to fuck me again. I want us to have sex all night long until the sun comes up or we pass out. How does that sound?”

“Uh, that sounds fucking incredible,” he stammered adorably.

“Let’s get moving before the cops show up!” I said as I put my bra back on.

Then, like clockwork, we heard the door open nearby. Someone was coming in.

Like children being caught, we grabbed the rest of our clothes and hid behind a wall, waiting for the grown-up to leave. We kept stifling our own laughter, occasionally putting another article of clothing back on.

The man turned the lights on. It was a single male park officer. He was curious, suspicious, and scanning the building hoping to catch someone red-handed. He walked around, never speaking, moving from room to room. He never saw us.

Then, as he was leaving the building, leaving the lights on, I heard him say over his radio:

“Williams. Can you send over the boys from Floyd PD? Thanks.”

Our eyes widened. “Shit!” we both whispered.

Still laughing like kids, we finished putting all our clothes back on and thought about our escape. The park officer was standing outside the only usable door. 

We darted over to the light switch, smiling because we both had the same idea. We turned the lights back off. He took my hand, ran us closer to the door, and hid us behind a counter on the opposite wall.

“Shh!” we kept whispering to each other through fits of laughter.

Eventually, the park ranger discovered that the lights were off. He stared at the building, contemplating. He decided to reenter and investigate.

As the officer headed toward the light switch, Darren grabbed onto my hand tighter and ran us out of the building.

We ran toward his car. We could hear distant shouts of “Hey!” but we never looked back. We ran past other partygoers, families, and police officers as we ran further away from the little building that we borrowed. Our escape wasn’t clean, but it was swift.

We’d been running really fast. He eventually let go of my hand once I wasn’t keeping up.

“Hold it!” I bellowed.

“We’ll rest at the car!” he yelled. “We’re making our getaway!”

“Our getaway is futile if I die before we make it to the car!” I could barely get the words out.

We slowed down but didn’t stop moving. He took me by the hand again.

“I’ve missed this side of you,” I told him.

“What side is that?”

“The jubilant, totally footloose side,” I answered.

“Well, it’s easy to be jubilant when you’ve had the kind of company that I’ve had,” he quipped.

“I’ve missed a lot of things,” I admitted. “I’m not ready to go back home yet. I can’t. Not when things are so spectacular.”

“And, I don’t want to go to work at all!” he replied. “I don’t want to work on heaters and A/C when I could be doing anything with you. I’m taking tomorrow off.”

“Don’t start taking time off like that,” I teased. “Before you know it, you’ll be quitting your job to do something you really love.”

He looked like he was going to retort, but we’d made it back to the car.

I looked into the back of the car. Ironically, the first time that Darren and I had sex was in the back of a car. I thought back on that night and how incredible it was.

I wasn’t alone in those thoughts, it seemed. I looked up at Darren, who gave me a knowing look. We both glanced at the backseat, grinned like idiots, and threw open the back doors so that we could quickly crawl inside.

I lay on the seats on my back. He hovered on top of me, kissing my neck and licking my ears. I began to grind my hips toward him, my body needing him like air.

I wondered if I might awaken another side of him that I rarely got to see in any form.

“Could we try something?” I whispered to him.

He leaned on his arms, looking down at me with intrigue.

“Will you trust me?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow but nodded nonetheless.

I grabbed onto his wrist. “I trust you, too”

Without explicitly saying aloud what I wanted, I manipulated his hand to do my bidding. I slowly, carefully and tenderly moved his hand up to my neck. I spread his fingers apart so that his entire hand would cover my throat. I pressed my hands into his, hoping that he’d know to squeeze me.

He was clearly reluctant, and I didn’t blame him.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Just be gentle.”

“I’ve never used my hands on you like this,” he said. “I don’t know how comfortable I am. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“What’s pleasure without a little bit of pain?”

In time, his hand began to tighten on my neck. As he lightly choked me, soaking my underwear, I reached for his pants to undo them.

It was harder to catch a full breath The more I struggled, the hotter it felt. He never went too tight, and he never broke any boundaries. He knew exactly where to go and kept his strength focused.

I slid his pants off of him while one hand continued to choke me and the other was fondling my chest. I’m not sure how I moved when he was pinning me down with such force. I could feel his thick cock rubbing against my legs. His girth was filling so quickly for me that I worried he might ejaculate before injecting me.

He let go of my throat, using that hand to hold onto the back of my neck instead of the front. He massaged my neck, relieving me of such intense head trauma that I didn’t even know I had. His touch was healing, relieving, and amazingly gratifying. I was moaning his name for a multitude of reasons.

When he finally decided to insert his throbbing member inside of me, I was startled. He continued to rub my neck while he aggressively pounded into me. He kept one hand on the seat in front of him, and I kept both of my hands wrapped around his neck. I felt like I was melting.

This time, as he brought me close to a quick orgasm, I didn’t care at all who could hear me. I almost laughed when I pictured the park ranger hearing my cries of joy again, but now from a different direction.

Luckily for me, he was able to save his thick package until after my pussy clamped tight onto his shaft. In another startling move, as his thrusts began to pick up speed in preparation for his release, his hand found my throat again. With each burst of his cum bounding into me, his grip got a little tighter, causing me to really choke.

He roared like a lion once his balls were totally drained. He pulled out, let go of my throat, and we both collapsed together in the backseat. The car windows were fogged up, and there were occasional sounds of footsteps and cars around them driving away.

“I’ll bet they’re thinking, ‘Yeah, someone’s having sex in that car,’” said Darren.

I snuggled up to him, kissing his lips and cheeks, not getting enough of him.

“So, you’re not leaving tomorrow?” he asked.

“No, sir,” I said into his neck. I bit his earlobe, tugging on it.

“You don’t have to feel guilty about leaving if that’s it,” he said. “I promise I’m not going to be mad or anything if you leave. I’ll be sad, but I won’t, like, blame you or anything. Don’t stay on my account.”

“I want to be here, Darren,” I said. “I’m staying a little while longer. And, I can stay wherever you’re most comfortable. Me, personally? I’d like you to get back inside of me, naked, on your bed in your house.”

We kissed for several seconds, holding it until we couldn’t breathe.

“Then, let’s get a move-on.” He chuckled.






Chapter 17

Darren

 

 

I woke up annoyed. My alarm was going off louder than I remembered it ever being. It was Monday morning, which meant I was going to have to get ready for work. Ironically, the air conditioning in my house wasn’t working.

Another thing that made me even more annoyed was having to leave the beautiful angel sleeping in my bed beside me. She was stunning no matter where she was, what she looked like, or what she was doing. I was tempted to take pictures of her so I could remember the raw beauty that I was waking up to. I didn’t want to feel like a creep, so I decided against it, choosing instead to sketch it into my memory like a tattoo.

I took a quick shower, ate a disappointing breakfast, and tried to escape without making any noise. I let Bo out for his morning bathroom routine, let him back in with a milk bone waiting for him, and I took my leave, locking the door behind me.

It felt strange driving to work knowing that Bailey was still in my house, sleeping in my bed, feet away from my dog. The closer I got to work, the more I started resenting it. It was the first time since I started working for Mel’s that I truly didn’t want to be there. I almost didn’t care about the idea of calling in sick just so I could return to that bed and that woman.

I thought about what Bailey had joked about before. I contemplated what it would be like for me to quit my job and pursue music in Tennessee. I was assuming that Bailey and I would be together, but I considered that maybe I was dwelling on wishful thinking.

When I got to work, I stayed bored for quite some time. It was a slow morning, with barely any calls coming in or assignments to do. It felt like the day was taunting me. While I was doing nothing, Bailey was back at the house.

Around ten, I received a text from Bailey that read, “Do you want me to let Bo out to do her business?” 

I replied with, “Already took care of that, thank you missy ☺.”

Garrett and I were sitting in the break room for nearly an hour watching some odd daytime talk show about older women dating teenage boys. We were lounging, scrolling through our phones, not making a sound. We didn’t end up going far from the break room until after lunch when we finally got our first assignment.

As Garrett and I were driving toward the home that needed our assistance, I had filled him in on what had been going on with Bailey and me. I didn’t hold back on details, and by the end of it, I felt drained.

“Wow,” laughed Garrett. “That’s quite a lot to process.”

I nodded. “I know. I can’t stop thinking about her, man.”

“But, you know you’re going to have to,” he said. “I’m not going to listen to you whine and bitch about this girl for another hundred years.”

“Shut up,” I responded. “That was then, this is way later. I’m not the same guy I was back then. I’m not a dumb kid anymore. I’ve got my life in order.”

Garrett didn’t seem to accept this. “Okay, bro.”

“What?”

“If you keep going down this path, you are going to bum even harder when she leaves,” said Garrett. “She has a life in the big city, and she’s going even further than that. The bigger fish she’s about to fry ain’t anywhere near here, Darren.”

“I don’t think I’m the only one going insane over here,” I snapped. “She could’ve left days ago! If she’s got bigger fish to fry, why isn’t she back frying them?”

“Maybe she doesn’t need to go back right away,” he speculated. “She hasn’t been here for a long time. Maybe she’s staying a while because she knows after this time she’s never coming back.”

“You really think she won’t ever come back to Rome?”

“Come on,” he said giving me a look. “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought it. Her dad and mom are both buried here. The only real friend she has here is you, so it’s not like she’s running out on anyone. She’s going to take over Tennessee. Then she’ll probably go to LA or one of those other big cities.”

“What’s your point?” I asked.

“My point is the more time you spend with her, the more times you let her over to your house, and you do all you do, you’re setting yourself up for a shitty future. And, I’m serious. I’m not listening to you groan and complain about her, again. We’re past that.”

“She’s always been on my mind ever since she left,” I told him. “Just because I stopped talking about her didn’t mean she wasn’t right there in my brain. You don’t think I noticed how much it annoyed you? I stopped once I saw that I was bugging you.”

“I thought you told me more than once that you were finally over her,” he said.

“I thought I was,” I replied. “Every time we talk—every time we do anything together—it just reminds me how good it used to be. I really loved her. I thought she was going to be the one. We’d have gotten a house here in town with lots of acres surrounding us. We’d have good paying jobs.”

“Ugh,” said Garrett. “Forget the past! Think about this: Here, in the present, she’s got a popular song playing on the radio, which means she’ll be making a music video, promoting herself. She needs to focus on her career, and you know that.”

“I never said she shouldn’t be trying to better her career,” I said.

“She’s going to stay for you,” he said. “She’s vulnerable as hell. She’s lost her dad, has to figure out what to do with his house, and you’re helping fill her voids. No pun intended.”

“I’m not taking advantage of her,” I said defensively.

“I’m not saying you are,” he replied. “But, maybe y’all are both getting carried away. You guys need like an intervention.”

“We need to figure out what we want,” I said. “She and I. If we want to be together, we should discuss it. If she doesn’t want to be with me, we either have to stop sleeping together and go ‘full friend,’ or we have to go back to pretending the other doesn’t exist. I either need a future with her or closure from her, one or the other.”

“That’s quite a fine line,” said Garrett. “Take the great sex out of the last few days. Would you still want to be with her?”

“My feelings have nothing to do with our sex,” I said. “My feelings transcend into our sex and makes it exponentially better.”

“Wow.” 

“I want to be happy, Garrett,” I told him. “I need to figure out what I want to do. My gut isn’t telling me. And, I can’t just listen to my heart or my head.”

“Man, this chick must know magic or something,” said Garrett. “How does anyone make a man talk the way you’re talking? It’s nuts.”

“Let me ask you something,” I said nervously. “And be completely honest with me. Don’t hold anything back.”

“Shoot,” he said amused.

“Do you think—if I went up to Memphis and wanted it—do you think I could make a career out of music?”

Garrett seemed pleased to hear my question.

“Well?” I asked.

“You’ve been out of it for a while, homie,” he said.

“I know, but if I got my shit together, and got back to playing every day?”

“Bro, I think you can do anything you want to do,” he told me. “I think if you wanted to go to the big city, be with Bailey, be a songwriting duo and form a group together, you could do that tomorrow. Or, if you just wanted to go and be by yourself, play some nice songs to get the girls wet, be a star on your own, I think you could do that, too. Or, you could stay here and keep working for Mel’s A/C, which you’re really good at, too.”

I was really flattered by his words, but I couldn’t bear to show too much emotion. We’re guys, so we don’t wear our feelings on our sleeves that often.

“But dude, you know what’s coming,” he added. “She isn’t going to stay here in Rome, not even for you. Rome is happy to have you, but it won’t be offended if you want to go somewhere else. People travel; learn more about who they are. Shit, you know, if you wanted to go get a place somewhere, but keep your house here in case that shit didn’t work out? Bro, I can come by once a week, water your plants, make sure the place hasn’t burned down. You’ve got options, man.”

Even with as much thought as I’d been putting into my situation, those ideas hadn’t all occurred to me. I felt hopeful for the first time in days.

“I’ll even help you move if you want,” he finished.

“You’ll always be my brother, man,” I said to him.

“Same here, Darren,” he replied.

 

 

 

Garrett and I finished up our shift, and we drove over to Bart’s. We wanted to grab a beer together and talk for a bit before I returned back to my house to likely see Bailey.

“I’ve been writing some lately,” I told him.

“Yeah?” he said, ears perking. “No shit?”

“First time in over a year, dude,” I said proudly. “The words were coming to me so quickly, so naturally and organically, you know? It hadn’t felt that good to write in years.”

“Can I take a guess as to your inspiration?” he asked. “Is it about me and my rugged good looks? Or is it about the girl you used to write music for?”

I rolled my eyes, sipping my beer.

“I know almost exactly how the actual music should sound, but I haven’t played my keyboard or guitar in so long. I noticed a layer of dust on my guitar recently, and it bummed me out all day. And the weird part was that I didn’t just go and wipe the dust off to make me feel better or take better care of my instruments. But, I’ve neglected music, and I’ve ignored a lot of what I love because so much of what I love reminds me of Bailey. And, it’s hard enough as it is to live life without her in it.”

“Why don’t you want to move to Memphis?” Garrett asked.

It wasn’t the first time Garrett had asked that question. My response was usually some variation of, “Rome is my home, and I like my home,” or “I don’t mind city life, but I prefer it here.”

“I don’t know,” I answered him.

“So, what are you still doing here?” 

“Look, the best way I can describe it is this,” I began. “I know I’m happy living here, with the job I have, the house I have, car, everything. I know I can live life content the way I have it right now. But, if I moved to Memphis, tried it out there, I could fail. I could lose a lot of money and have a job I don’t like, working with people I don’t like. I get to work alongside my best friend. I get to live where I grew up, and I get to go to the places I like. I like it here!”

Garrett slapped me on the shoulder. “You could fail anywhere. What if Mel had to sell his business, and then we lost our jobs? What if we couldn’t find another job, and then we lost our homes?”

“We could get another job in town,” I said. “We know like half the people here.”

“Maybe, maybe,” he said and nodded. “Although, some people put up and most shut up. Who’s to say someone could help us find a job?”

“So, what are you recommending I do?” I asked.

“I recommend you stop neglecting your gut, and start trusting your instincts again.” 

The notion was simple in theory but difficult to execute. I had been trying to get back to exactly how I once was for a long time—when I trusted my instincts. It is extremely difficult to do.

All I knew was that I wanted to be with Bailey Wright, and I needed to figure out a way for us to finally be happy together.






Chapter 18

Bailey

 

 

I woke up in Darren’s bed to find that Darren had been replaced with Bo. Bo stirred once I began to wake up, scooting over to let me cuddle with him.

“You are such a sweet boy,” I mumbled to Bo, prompting him to lunge up and shower me with kisses.

We cuddled together in bed for quite some time, which was the most personal time I’d shared with an animal in a long time. I felt like Bo and I were really connecting, and I was thrilled that he liked me.

I texted Darren to see if Bo needed to be taken outside to go to the bathroom. Darren replied by saying, “Already took care of that, thank you missy ☺.”

I stretched out of bed, followed by Bo. I went through Darren’s kitchen looking for breakfast while Bo munched on his that Darren must’ve given him before he left. I kept trying to access the Internet on my phone, but despite having a clear phone signal, the phone did not want to cooperate with the web.

I walked around his house, registering everything he had and where he had it. I recognized some things from back in the day: some trinkets and toys; some basketball cards that he’d collected; movies that we’d watched together, and so much more. I sat by his bookshelf for nearly a half hour just browsing through his vast library and seeing what kind of stuff he’d read since I had lived in Rome. I’d often browsed through his books whenever I would hang out at his place. I borrowed many books from the Darren Holt Private Library, and often they were never returned.

I played with his guitar and keyboard for a while, making random noise with no direction. Bo followed me around from room to room while I killed time and continued looking at things around Darren’s house.

I was getting frustrated with my phone’s data, so I turned to Darren’s computer. I considered texting him and asking if it was okay to use it, but I knew he would tell me yes.

I touched the mouse, and his screen came back to life. I went onto his internet browser, checked my social media, my email, and the news.

Just as I was closing the window, I noticed something. Among the sea of thumbnails he had all across his desktop, there was one file that stood out: BW.

Darren hadn’t called me “BW” in over a decade, but my curiosity was getting the best of me. I clicked on the icon, and I was greeted by an assortment of things.

There were pages of documents, music files, and several photo folders. I felt like I’d been hit over the head. I didn’t know what to do or where to start. I knew that the right thing to do was close BW and continue minding my own business.

However, I gave in to temptation. I didn’t go through his writing because it felt too personal. Even I have boundaries. I didn’t look through his music or videos. The pictures, on the other hand, were calling to me. I clicked the folder and got sent back to times I hadn’t thought about in years.

The pictures appeared in correct chronology, with the first series of pictures showing the two of us as kids. Many of the pictures of us younger also had my dad in them, which was still difficult to see since I was still sad about his death.

There were gaps during later grade school and junior high, but high school contained many memories. It wasn’t always clear what he and I, and sometimes other friends as well, were doing in the various photos, but what was clear was that we were happy. Every photo of us together showed euphoria and painted a fond picture.

Once I’d gotten past the time period when I’d moved away, there were only a few remaining pictures. Some of them were of me in interviews about my music. Some were of me on a magazine photo shoot I’d done about a year prior. There were even some pictures of just Darren and my dad together.

The pictures were at three different places. Some were of them at a football game together. I couldn’t tell, but it looked like Garrett was there, too. A few were of them at a bar together. It was tough to discern with the lighting, but it looked like the place and booth Darren had taken me to before. A significant number of their photos together were taken right when Darren had purchased his house. I wondered if my dad helped Darren in any way when he was getting the place set up. I could see my dad offering to help.

I looked away from the computer, seeing Bo lying down next to me. He was giving me an inquisitive look, never breaking his puppy dog stare. The more he looked at me, the guiltier I felt about intruding on Darren’s privacy.

“I know, I’m a horrible person, Bo,” I said to Darren’s dog. “Believe it or not, I am ashamed. I know that isn’t stopping me from snooping, but I don’t feel good about this. I’m weak, okay?”

I continued peering into things that carried my name, but it was hard for me to register any of it. I could feel Bo’s piercing eyes without having to look.

“You’re not angry. You’re just disappointed,” I said to Bo. “Way to make me feel like shit, dog. You’re better trained than I thought.”

I stepped away from Darren’s computer, kneeling down to pet Bo, who wrapped his paws around me and licked my hands.

“Good, you don’t hate me,” I said. “Do you think we could keep this low point between the two of us? I don’t want to keep secrets from Darren, but I’m feeling kind of weird lately.”

He looked up at me, panting adorably.

“You don’t have to worry about much, do you buddy?” I said while rubbing his ears. “Darren takes good care of you. And, you take good care of him. You’re both lucky to have each other.”

Bo subtly whimpered, leaning up to lick my face again.

I decided to change out of my sleep attire and get dressed for a jog. I hadn’t exercised much since I’d returned to Georgia, so I wanted to spend some time while I had it to give my body some needed fitness. Throughout the morning, Bo continued to follow me from room to room. He would try to play and get my full attention constantly, and it was making me fall in love with him.

I got to the door, and Bo sat down beside me, looking up at me hopefully.

“I should text Darren to see if this is okay,” I said while looking at my phone. “But, I don’t think he’ll mind. Besides, I don’t want to be away from this cute little face at all. You’re my new best friend. You’re coming out. We’re going for a walk, you and me.”

I clipped on a leash hanging near the door onto Bo’s collar, and we exited Darren’s house.

I was familiar with the area, but I wanted to take it slow at first. I’d missed seeing some spots in town. We crossed the old bridge down by the river that used to be part of an old railroad track. We walked past many stores and shops that I’d gone in and out of over the years; simultaneously enjoying that most of it looked the same, and regretting that no one in town had taken the initiative to switch things around or redecorate.

Thankfully, Bo wanted to go at my pace. Occasionally, if I wanted a break, we’d stop to let a nearby child pet him. Bo was shy around them, but very friendly.

After we’d walked at least three miles, I got a call from Leah.

“Hey!” I bellowed into the phone.

“Yo,” laughed Leah. “What are you doing right now?”

“I’m out walking with Bo,” I told her. “Darren’s golden retriever.”

“Ah,” she said.

“What’s up with you this morning?” I asked.

“I’m kind of wondering what your plans are on coming back,” she answered. “I’m starting to get a little nervous that you’re not coming back.”

“Trust me, that’s not something to be afraid of,” I assured her. “This is just a break. I promise I’m not losing sight of things.”

“Well, that’s good to hear!” said Leah. “So, can I expect you today or tomorrow?”

“Dude, I’m not coming back like right now,” I said.

There was silence for a few moments.

“Hello?” I said.

“I’m here, I’m just nervous that you’re not coming back,” she repeated. “Are you coming back this week?”

“Leah, I don’t know.”

“I highly suggest you come home this week,” she pushed. “Get back here before you maybe miss out on something. We need to make a decision on whether we’re signing that deal or not.”

Strangely, it had taken me several seconds to realize what she was talking about.

“I won’t be here for much longer,” I said.

“We can’t let another whole week go by, Bailey,” she said. “How about Wednesday?”

“How about until Friday?” I asked.

“Bailey!”

“Look, Leah, after this trip, I don’t ever plan on coming back to Rome, Georgia ever again,” I told her assertively. “Darren is the only part of this town that I’ll sorely miss. But, he’s not coming to Memphis. He won’t give Tennessee a shot, no matter how incredible these last few days have been.

“My point is: I’m getting closure. I have to do this my way because I swear to God, I ain’t coming back here ever again once I get on that plane. And, I need more time to think about all this, Leah. I like these studio guys, and the producers made amazing, tempting offers. But, I’m not in my right mind right now, you know? I need time.”

“Bailey.”

I began to cry. I couldn’t bear to look at Bo.

“I know I have to go back, and I don’t want to leave Darren,” I sobbed. “I know I have to, and I’ll do it once I’m ready. But, I’m not ready. But, I will be. I promise. I swear. I’m not a crazy person.”

“You’re fine,” said Leah. “Boy, how good is that sex? Invite me along one of these nights.” She laughed.

“Leah!”

“You have until Friday to get your fine ass back here in Memphis,” she conceded. “They’re getting a little impatient, so we can’t tease them for much longer. I do think if I agreed to Wednesday like they want, but then, cancel a little before and say you’ve got matters about your dad you have to settle, and you have to reschedule for Friday.”

“I trust you in however you want to bullshit them.” I chuckled.

“And hey,” she added. “When you do get on that plane, you make sure you bring your heart back with you, intact. You can’t leave any of it behind in Rome if you mean it when you say you’re never going back. Make the break clean, darling.”






Chapter 19

Darren

 

 

I got back to my house just as the sun had finished setting. I wasn’t sure whether Bo still had company, or if I was only going to be greeted by my canine companion.

Sure enough, as I unlocked and opened my front door, I was greeted by many things. I was hit by the enticing smell of sensational food. Bo jumped at me, giving me love and horseplay. Bailey was in the kitchen, over the stove, finishing up a meal that she’d cooked for me. It appeared, at first, that she was only wearing one of my shirts and nothing else. But the shorts she had on underneath the shirt were so short that they may as well have been nonexistent.

“What’s this?” I asked Bailey as I glanced at the mashed potatoes, breaded chicken, and the many vegetables.

“I made us all dinner!” she answered. “I even found some special kind of dog food while I was out today. It’s got little chicken-flavored thingies, so it’ll be almost like we’re all sharing a meal.”

“Sounds amazing,” I said as I clumsily took a seat.

I was awe-struck by all of it. In all my years of dreaming and thinking up moments like the one I’d just walked into, it could not have been any better than what I had right then and there.

She kept looking back at me without turning her body. “What?” She giggled.

“What?” I asked.

“You look like you’re high or something,” she said.

“I’m high on life right now,” I told her. “If I could freeze time and forever capture a moment fully it would be this one right here.”

She put her pot down on the stove and marched right over to me. She sat in my lap, facing me, burying her fine ass as low as it would go.

“What about this moment right now?” she asked.

“I think this can be included in the overall moment, starting right when I walked through the door,” I said.

“Fair enough,” she said, kissing me long and softly on the lips before standing back up and finishing up by the oven.

I finished setting up the kitchen table; even lighting candles, which I never did. I put on some music that we both enjoyed listening to, setting the mood for a calm and collected Monday night.

We chatted for a good portion of our meal as we shoveled it down our gullets. Bailey had outdone herself, and I knew I wanted to get fat on her food.

Once we went back for seconds, and Bo was finishing up his bowl, I knew I wanted to steer us into a good conversation. I didn’t want to bring up how she was going to have to leave soon. I was aware that she surely understood that fact and had probably been thinking about it as much as I had.

“Thank you so much for all of this, Bailey,” I said.

“You’re very welcome,” she said. “How was work?”

“Pretty damn boring, to tell you the truth.” 

“I was thinking about tour dates,” she said. “Leah thinks I should play around here. You know, like the south and southeast? I don’t know. I mean, I do want to give it a shot and build a real fan-base. But, I don’t think I’m well known enough to think I should go on tour, you know? I go back and forth on it.”

“I think you’ve been making excellent choices concerning your career so far,” I said while finishing a bite of green beans. “Go with your gut. Without all the details weighing you down. Think of it simply. What seems like the right choice?”

“I honestly don’t know,” she shrugged. “I’ve been having a hard time figuring out what I want lately.”

“Tell me about it.”

We took a few more bites, slowing down slightly on our race to clean our plates.

“How’ve you been feeling lately?” she asked.

My heart sank. I didn’t want to answer the question stupidly or weakly.

“Huh?”

I felt like a total idiot. She beamed.

“How do you feel about things these days?” she continued. “I’ve been thinking about some of the things you were saying before. Some of it was pretty serious.”

“Yeah.” I chuckled in further embarrassment, remembering how I’d implied that I was still in love with her like a dope.

“I’ve been really enjoying our time together,” she said.

“Me too,” I replied. “Being with you these last few days has been such a thrill. Seeing you again—it’s really taken me back to when we were younger. I feel like a dumb boy that doesn’t know how to talk to girls whenever I talk to you.”

She laughed. “I think you’re better than you think you are.”

“I don’t want it to end,” I stated.

“Neither do I.”

We slid our hands closer together on the table until they collided. We held onto each other, caressing each other’s fingers and squeezing tightly.

“I can’t encourage you to play music with me?” she asked with doe eyes.

“You can try, but I can’t open myself up to humiliation like that,” I said. “I already embarrass myself around you a lot as it is. I know I’d make an ass out of myself trying to keep up with you.”

“Hey, you know how to keep up with me,” she said suggestively.

“In many ways, this is true,” I concurred. “I haven’t played music the way I used to in a long, long time. I could probably play one of our older, simpler tunes. But, we don’t even like singing those anymore now that we’re older.”

“Fuck that!” she said, slamming our hands together on the table. “Let’s go play, goddamn it!”

“Let’s not get carried away,” I said while trying to keep her at the table.

“I think we’re past carried away, aren’t we?” she asked with raised eyebrows.

“You don’t think singing together will make it harder when you leave?”

“Of course, I do,” she replied. “But, I still want to do it anyway.”

 

 

 

Although I still refused to play an instrument, she pulled out her guitar and played acoustically as we both sang together. We sang for almost an hour, never giving it our fullest, but going full enough that it felt like the old days again.

When we finished, we were determined to keep the house from going totally silent. I sat with Bo, playing with him and giving him attention while Bailey watched TV.

“I should probably take care of the dishes,” said Bailey during a commercial.

She collected our dishes and the dirty cookware and gathered them by the sink. She washed the dishes, not turning around or moving from her spot.

I kept trying to think of something to talk with her about. I wanted to have a conversation with her, even though I didn’t care what we’d actually say. I just liked hearing her voice.

I stood up and approached her. I reached out to try and touch her, but I was reluctant. My mouth was hanging agape while she worked by the sink.

“Bailey.”

“Yes?” she asked without facing me.

I followed my gut. I stumbled forward and wrapped my arms around her. She paused her dishwashing to pat my hands. Her hands were soaking wet, dripping down onto the floor. I leaned my head on her shoulder.

“Darren,” she moaned.

Daring, I decided to kiss her. I started kissing her on her neck, softly and around the same spot, never deviating far. She liked how I tenderized her neck, never stopping and always willing to use some teeth to lightly nibble.

“You’re too much,” she whispered.

I rubbed her shoulders, massaging her forcefully while my lips and tongue worked delicately on her soft skin.

“I need to do these dishes.” she said, backing her ass up into me.

“Leave them,” I ordered. “There are way more important things to do. I promise.”

She turned around, facing me with those captivating eyes. Her sexy lips were slightly parted, growing further apart the closer I got.

Before we made contact, I turned around, remembering that we weren’t alone.

“Bo,” I called out. “Go to bed.”

Bo obeyed his command, trotting out of the kitchen to go to my bedroom.

I turned back to face Bailey. I picked a line of soapy bubbles off a strand of her hair, flicking it away.

“Lady, I want you,” I said.

She meandered over to the kitchen table, which was now clear of dishes, glasses, and silverware. She climbed onto it, sitting on the edge and inviting me.

“Come get it, sir,” she said as she spread her legs partially open, waiting for me to move them all the way apart.






Chapter 20

Bailey

 

 

Darren ripped his shirt off as he slowly moved toward me. Just seeing his impressive body was enough to make me wet for him

“I’m not going slow,” he warned me.

“Good. Wear me out.”

He grabbed onto my thighs, thrusting my legs completely open. I was soaked for him. I was horny for him the moment he had wrapped his arms around me.

We stripped off the rest of our clothes, leaving us entirely nude in his kitchen. I was still on the table, legs spread and pussy eager for him.

He placed one hand on my side, gripping onto my ass and pinching it. The other hand was used to guide his missile right to me. Once he pierced me, he grabbed onto my hair, tugging lightly and keeping me so turned on.

He started like a jackhammer, chipping away at my walls and nearly making me white out from the intense pleasure. His shaft glided in and out of me, managing to rub me exactly how I wanted. It was so good so fast that I only wanted that feeling to last.

Then, his hand found my breasts. He massaged them, pinched my nipples, and held onto them for many minutes as he drove into me. I could feel myself giving in, but the pleasure was only intensifying more and more. I bit my lip and held on tighter.

He leaned in, thrusting even faster, and we kissed. Whenever our lips parted, moans would escape from our mouths. His hands wandered all the while, while my hands and legs flailed about.

The table was running into the wall, thumping and making loud noises that reverberated all through the house. I feared that the table might dig a hole in the wall. I could barely keep my eyes open, but when I managed to keep them open, they stayed locked with Darren’s.

All he had to do was brush his hand against my clit for me to complete. I grabbed onto his wrist with both hands, rode his dick hard and bounced against him faster than I ever had before. I shouted as loud as I could muster, and gave myself completely to him. I threw my head back, and his bouncing sped up too. I don’t know exactly when, but sometime as I was recovering and coming back to Earth, Darren gave himself to me.Just as soon as we both finished, we started to hear Bo repeatedly barking in the background. We cracked up, trying to sober up.

“Bo!” Darren bellowed. “Bo, buddy! Whoa! Calm down. It’s okay.”

“I wonder what he thinks you’re doing to me.” 

“He might think I’m killing you with how you sounded at the end there.” He chuckled. “You’re so damn sexy.”

“What are the chances Bo could move from your bedroom?”

“Very good,” he answered.

He picked me up off the table, carrying me in his arms all the way to his room. Bo was sitting on the bed, staring at us as we entered.

“Go sit down,” he said to Bo.

Bo obediently leaped off of the bed and trotted out toward the living room. Darren tossed me onto the bed.

I’m not sure if it was the sight of his rippled torso and arms or if I was feeling insecure, but I decided to turn off the light. This decision worked well in my favor; I’d forgotten how much I liked not knowing what he was going to do next.

We kissed and touched each other all over, keeping ourselves built up. His fingers would periodically enter my pussy, but only to tease and never to linger. When I was finished with the teasing, I climbed on top of him and rubbed up against his thick dick.

I slid myself up and down his shaft, my walls coating him with my desire, without letting him inside. It felt amazing just to feel him against me. I could feel his smooth surface lightly against my clit as I rode him. I looked down at him, laughing with delight as I could see him getting pushed. He was turning red, gritting his teeth, and ready to plunge into me. But, I was in charge, and I loved seeing him teetering over the edge.

“Put my cock inside you,” he said almost growling.

I giggled, disobeying his request and taking it up a notch. I kept riding his shaft, but I was also holding onto it with my hand, stroking him while I rode him. I felt my lubrication as well as his own. He was gingerly squirting pre-cum into my hand, allowing for a smoother stroking.

“You like that, baby?” I asked him.

“I fucking love it, girl,” he said, ready to burst. “I feel like I could cum at any minute.”

“You better not,” I warned. “You’re not allowed to pop just yet. You have to hold on for me, okay?”

I wasn’t sure if he was going to manage it, but he steadily impressed me. I kept teasing him. I would lick up some of his pre-cum, using my wet hands to rub my clit as I humped him. I was moaning and biting my lip, and both of his hands were on my breasts. I wasn’t sure if I was even going to manage to hold out, but I owed him abstinence as long as he was giving it to me.

Once neither of us could take it any longer, I climbed onto him, practically falling down as I put his throbbing meat inside of me. We both began to laugh, relieved beyond measure. Our faces were only centimeters apart.

I’d only had sex with Darren occasionally for about two months before I moved and didn’t see him for six years. Although it had always been indescribable and the best I’d ever had, nothing compared to how the last few days had been. It felt as though Darren had reawakened me. I wasn’t even fully aware that I had been asleep, but it was clear to me. It was the most visible truth to me at that moment.

I could tell that I was starting to fall in love with him.

 

 

 

After our intense sessions in the bedroom were complete, I returned to the kitchen to try and finish up with the dishes. I also needed private time to think about my epiphany.

Yet, Darren’s thirst hadn’t been thoroughly quenched. He appeared behind me and started kissing my neck again. After all we’d done that night, I expected not to get as turned on as before. But, it was clear that up until that point, I hadn’t realized how much I was missing out on.

We didn’t ask Bo to leave, but we had sex in the kitchen again. That time, he had me picked up and was slamming me against the refrigerator. It was ironically very hot.

I went back to the bedroom afterward, relaxing in bed and thinking about the whole situation and what I wanted to do about it.

Then, while I was imagining scenarios, Darren crawled into bed with me. He sat on my backside and began to massage my naked back and shoulders. It was phenomenal. So phenomenal, that it completely distracted me as I wandered through my train of thought.

I couldn’t tell Darren how I was feeling because I swore not to try to hurt him. I didn’t know what the future held, but I knew that if I confessed my feelings at that point, he would have become confused and conflicted. I felt I had to bite my tongue.

I also didn’t want to leave him at all. Selfishly, I wanted to kidnap him and keep him at my place where I’d always have him. Realistically, I couldn’t even bring myself to ask him to move for me. I contemplated various compromises, and I knew that Darren was a good audience for ideas.

“So, I have to go back to Memphis,” I said.

“Right.” He sighed.

“And, once I leave, I don’t know if it’ll be for just a bit, or for a lot longer. So, I was thinking, just thinking, that maybe you should come.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I want you to come to Tennessee with me,” I said. “I want you to visit, see what I’ve been up to, meet more of my friends, see the studio I record at. I want to show you where I live! I don’t want to give you up yet. But, I have to go back. Is there any way you’d be able to take some time off and fly back with me?”

He exhaled, making clicking noises with his tongue that implied thought.

“We could leave on Wednesday,” I continued. “I’ll have you back by next Monday or Tuesday.”

“So, you want me to ask my boss for time off starting this week,” he said. “Before he’s had time to make sure my shift is covered?”

“Well, when you put it all like that, it sounds shitty.” 

“I wish I could go chill with you in Memphis for a while,” he said. “Hell, maybe if I request time off for next month, I could come visit for eight days instead of six. How about that?”

“I don’t want to be apart from you even for a day,” I said nervously.

“Then, don’t leave here.”

“I can write music anywhere, but I have business to take care of in Memphis. I have meetings with record labels, tour management teams, other performers. I wish you could see all of that with me. You were always my partner, you know?”

He continued to massage me but didn’t speak. I wanted to turn around and look at him, but my nerves kept a hold on me.

“You don’t have to come,” I said. “I just wanted to offer.”

“I want to come.”

“Then, do it,” I begged. “Take the time off. Say you need it. I’ll pay for your ticket. Please, it would be so great.”

“You wouldn’t be paying for my ticket, Bailey.”

“I most certainly would,” I insisted. “It’s my idea, and last-minute tickets are expensive. That’s not even up for discussion.”

“I’m sorry, but I have to say no,” said Darren.

I deflated, unable to hide my disappointment.

“I understand that you need to go,” he added. “But, you need to understand why I have to say no.”

“I do understand. It’s okay,” I said.

“No, you don’t,” he said. “The idea of watching you leave again now—it’s going to hurt so much worse for me than the first time you left. And, I thought that would be impossible.”

I stopped him from rubbing me. I turned over to look at him. His gorgeous eyes still reflected honesty, and I was going with my gut.

“Okay, then come in a month,” I said. “I can wait that long. It’s just a month, right?”

“It’s not just that,” he said. “I’m afraid if I go and stay with you for any amount of time—a few days or even a few minutes—I won’t want to come back to Rome.”

I raised my eyebrows, teasing him. “What would be wrong with that?”

We sat quietly, grinning. Both of our minds were racing.

“Even though I can’t go right now, I think a month is way too much time to wait,” he said. “How about I come in three weeks?”

“I thought you just said that if you came to see me at all for any duration of time, you wouldn’t want to come back here,” I teased.

“I guess I’m willing to take that risk,” he said. “What do you think? Three weeks’ time, I come see you for a while?”

“Hey, if you want to see me, and you don’t want to wait either, we shouldn’t even wait three weeks!” I said. “Has your schedule been put out for next week yet?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Then, go to work tomorrow and ask for next week off! Fly in on Sunday, and we’ll have the whole week together.”

“He’ll probably say he needs me to work next week,” said Darren.

“Then, come up in three weeks,” I repeated. “I won’t have a boyfriend in three weeks. I promise.”

He chuckled. “I don’t want to wait that long.”

“Well, so what do you want to do?”

“I want to go back to Tennessee with you,” he said. “I can’t watch you leave again. Let’s fly back together. Is there any way you could wait to leave on Saturday?”

“I can’t let another weekend go by without making a decision on my contract,” I said. “I need to be back this week.”

“Not early Saturday morning?”

“How about you work tomorrow, tell your boss you need time off, but tell him at the start of the day so he has time to move employees around,” I suggested. “You’ve been working there for a while, haven’t you? They can cover for you.”

“I’ve covered for them a lot,” he included.

“Exactly, so get that time off, mister.”

“You’re sure you couldn’t hold out until Saturday?” he asked.

“I want to be back by Thursday morning at the very latest,” I said.

“What about Friday night?” he wondered.

I was grinning, enjoying our negotiations.

“Friday night?” he repeated.

“Thursday night?” I proposed.

“I’m thinking,” he said. “Garrett is supposed to have Friday off and work Saturday. I bet if I gave him a twenty, he’d work my Friday for me. I don’t think anyone would be able to cover my shift on Thursday.”

“Then, let’s go Thursday night,” I said.

I pulled out my phone and looked at ticket information. To my dismay, no decent airlines going from Atlanta to Memphis were left for most of Thursday. Friday was a different story.

“So, no flights for Thursday,” I said. “There’s a good cheap flight on Friday. 4:02 in the morning.”

He laughed. “I’ll sleep on the plane.”

“So we’re going to Memphis on Friday?”

“I guess so,” he said.

I jumped up and wrapped him in a tight embrace, so excited for Friday.

I also had a steady arc for my departure. I officially decided to myself that I was going to stick to my guns. Once I left Rome, I would not return. I would mail my things from my dad’s house. I would say some farewells to people, and then I would go to Atlanta and fly away from Georgia. I would sell my dad’s house from Memphis, and I would dive headfirst and headstrong into the music career that I knew I could have.






Chapter 21

Darren

 

 

The week was going by so slowly once Bailey and I had decided to fly to Memphis together. Work was torture. The clock seemed to be moving sluggishly.

Although each shift was unnaturally long, I was grateful to Garrett for willingly taking my Friday shift and agreeing to feed and walk Bo. My boss was happy to let me have the next week off since I never took breaks or vacations. He was even happier when I said I would be visiting Memphis with a girl that I really liked.

I arrived at work on Thursday to see Garrett relaxing in the break room.

“No calls or appointments?” I asked him.

“Nah, it’s dead right now,” Garrett said. “There are a few jobs for today, but they’ve already got guys on it. It’ll probably pick up later.”

I sat down with him, scrolling through my phone to pass the time.

“How’s Bailey doing?” he asked me.

“She’s good,” I replied. “She’s pretty excited about tomorrow. She’s stoked to show me the places she goes to.”

“And, how long are you actually staying there?” 

“I leave tomorrow morning, and I return next Saturday. So eight days, I guess.”

“That’s a lot of time,” he said.

“Really?” I said. “If you moved somewhere else, say you moved to Mobile, and I’m coming to visit and crash at your place, I’d like to stay for a while. I want to make the most of my time off, right?”

“Right, but you’re not in love with me,” said Garrett.

“What makes you so sure, handsome?” I said teasingly.

He chuckled. “So, what are you guys gonna do? Just check out the town and hookup?”

“I guess so.” I laughed.

“Hmm,” he went. “Not a bad way to spend a vacation. I hope you have a good time. Really, I hope you have the time of your life.”

I could sense a bitter sarcasm in his voice.

“I hope you two have an amazing week because then you both get to be completely miserable for the rest of your lives,” he continued. “Really, I hope it’s the best week of your entire life. No bullshit.”

“What are you really saying?” I asked in annoyance. “Don’t be a girl.”

“I’m saying that I’m still against the idea of you trying to make this thing work that isn’t going to work,” he said. “She’s never coming back to this fucking city once she leaves, so that’s strike one. You’re not going to change your mind about moving to a city like Memphis, right?”

“I don’t know.” I sighed.

“Boy, this chick has got a spell on you.” He chuckled with an icy tone. “For real though, answer wholeheartedly. Would you really move to a big city?”

“I know I’ve always been against it,” I admitted. “But, that doesn’t mean I can’t do it. I could adapt. Or, it might not be as bad as I think it’ll be. I’ve been wrong about things before.”

“If she asks you to move in with her, don’t just say yes,” he said. “Know if you really want to do it. You’ve said no to this girl before, so don’t forget how.”

“Thank you, Garrett.”

“You wouldn’t live in a big city,” he said dismissively. “If it actually happened— like, if she asked you to move to Memphis with her tomorrow— I think you’d say no. You were messed up over this girl once already. I think you know you can’t just open yourself up to get fucked up again, man. They don’t change, dude.”

“I just want to spend more time with Bailey,” I said. “She’s my friend.”

“She hasn’t been your friend for six years,” he interjected. “And be real, Darren. You can’t say you’re going because you’re friends. We both know damn well.”

“If we both know so well, why do you keep prodding, Garrett?”

He softened slightly, looking away from me before he continued.

“She’s stubborn about staying away from Rome. You’re stubborn about staying close to it,” he said. “You guys are gonna get hurt, one way or another. You’re high right now off the fantasy. Once it gets real, you both will end up in separate directions. I don’t want you to hurt yourself like that.”

I was touched by the thought he’d put into what he said, but it didn’t change what I was going to do. It didn’t matter. There wasn’t anything that Garrett or anyone else could say to me that could’ve talked me out of it. I had imagined a time like this frequently in the past.

Garrett was right about one thing: I usually fantasized and romanticized whenever it came to Bailey. She was the only girl that I ever loved, so she always dipped in and out of my imagination, which was already out of control to begin with.

The way I saw it play out in one scenario was that we’d spend the time together, explore, and by the end of it, we would either be confessing our love to each other or running away from it. I told her exactly how I felt, and then I would either move to Memphis and buy a house or return to Rome and hope she would return to my door one day and kiss me.

Sometimes, I imagined that we merely let our bodies do the talking. We’d have nothing but raw passion powered by an undying fire. Then, we would return to “back to normal.” In this case, I’d go back to Rome, work at Mel’s, and drink beer with Garrett, leaving Bailey back in Memphis. She would eventually sign a record deal and either move to Los Angeles or New York, two other big cities.

I wasn’t sure what trajectory our trip was going to take emotionally, but I was antsy with anticipation.

 

 

 

I went back to the house after work. Bailey had ordered us Chinese, and we planned to watch a movie and casually pack for the trip throughout the night.

“Honey, I’m home,” I said more humiliated with each syllable.

“Oh good, dear!” she said in a funny voice. “Dinner’s ready! Come get it while it’s still hot.”

“It’s always hot when you’re around,” I said.

“Ha. Get us drinks, will you? I’ll have water.”

I joined her by the TV with her water and my soda. We sat close together, eating our delicious meals and staring at the screen in front of us without watching.

“I so cannot wait for tomorrow,” Bailey eventually said.

I squeezed her shoulders. “Me neither.”

“This might be like weird or whatever,” she said with caution. “But were there ever times when you thought of what it would be like to come see me in Tennessee? Like did you ever daydream about what it would be like?”

“Of course, I would.” I laughed. “You know me— absolutely I did. How could I not? I thought about what it would be like if you came back. I imagined what it’d be like if we’d met again in some other faraway place.”

“Like where?” she asked in an amused tone.

“Oh, no one place in particular over another,” I said. “I’d go to Panama City Beach and run into you one day when I walk down the shore. Or I’d go somewhere in Europe, be taking pictures, and then I’d see you on my travels.”

“You would go to Europe?” she said skeptically.

“I would visit Europe,” I clarified. “Same as I would visit Memphis or Nashville.”

“Don’t tempt me to take us up to Nashville for a day, because I will,” she said. “When I know for sure that I’m going to be a famous singer, I’ll probably want to move to Nashville. Have you ever been?”

“Can’t say I have. I’ve always wanted to go though.”

“Maybe we could go up this weekend! I doubt I’ll need to be doing anything on Sunday. We’ll wake up early and spend the day there.”

“Sounds terrific.” I smiled.

She clapped her hands quickly and bounced in her seat. “I’m so excited for tomorrow.”

“So, what about you?” I shot back.

“What about me?”

“Did you ever imagine what it would be like if we saw each other again out in the world?” I specified.

“Maybe,” she conceded. “Sometimes.”

“Care to share?”

“Not really,” she said as her cheeks began reddening.

“Aw, that’s not fair,” I said. “After I told you about what I thought about? We both need to give, Bailey Wright.”

She stuck out her cheeks as if she was pouting. Her hair fell slightly over her eyes, and so I moved it with my hand. We looked into each other’s eyes for several silent moments, beaming.

“We need to make a vow,” said Bailey.

“And, what would that be?” 

“We need to promise each other we’re not going to over-think things,” she said. “We’re spending time together. You’re on vacation. I’m your tour guide, and we’re just going to be Darren and Bailey.”

“If you’re trying to say we shouldn’t go catching feelings, I agree.” I laughed.

“I don’t want to come off like a bitch.”

“You’re not a bitch,” I assured her. “You want us both on the same sentence on the same page. I won’t complicate your life, I promise.”

“Awesome,” she said. “Yeah. We’re not allowed to fall in love, so let’s just have a good, fun time.”

“Well, you can’t exactly put a rule on that,” I said.

“A rule on what?”

“You can’t help who you fall in love with,” I said. “Stuff with the heart is usually out of our control. We can’t say we can’t fall in love.”

“Sure, we can,” she said. “Don’t let yourself get carried away.”

“But you see, you’re missing the point of ‘getting carried away.’ If you’re getting carried away, there’s probably little you can do to stop it. You’re being carried away.”

“You know what I’m saying, Darren,” she said, slugging me in the shoulder. “You’re such a dork.”

“You know how to bring it out of me,” I said tilting my head.

“I don’t want to have a conversation like this when you’re in Tennessee,” she said. “I know sometimes we both say we’re cool when we’re not. I want to get a sense of what you feel about all of this.”

“I feel a lot of things about you,” I said. “Just like I always have. That’s not going to change, whether I go to Memphis or not. I told you—you’re not like the other girls. I think more when it comes to you.”

“So, I guess we are going to over-think things, aren’t we?” she asked rhetorically.

“That was going to happen whether I came with you or not, also,” I said. “How about this: If I fall in love with you, I promise I won’t tell you. I won’t complicate your life. But, same goes for you. If you fall in love with me—”

“What makes you think I’d fall in love with you?” she interrupted.

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“For the record, most of why I wanted to have this talk was because of what you said before,” she said. “About how you never stopped loving me.”

“That’s not what I said.” 

“The point is, I don’t know where you are or how you’re feeling, and I’m nervous,” she said frowning. “I don’t want to hurt you. I can’t mislead you in any way.”

“Bailey, I swear you have nothing to worry about. There will always be a part of me that belongs to you. But, I know what’s going on, and I know where we are. Besides, I haven’t seen you in years. Even though in a lot of ways it feels like old times, in a lot of ways it’s foreign. I mean; we’ve grown, and we’ve changed. I just want to spend time with you. You also should understand that I’m still cool with doing anything you want to do. My feelings will only be hurt if I lose you for good again.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, kissing my forehead. “You’re still my best friend.”

“You’re still mine, Bailey.”






Chapter 22

Bailey

 

 

I woke up early the next morning, jittery with anticipation. I soon became jittery from coffee, but I couldn’t hold still. I was thrilled to be going on a plane with Darren.

Darren was less enthusiastic at first. The best flight I could book for us left at 4:02 Friday morning. So, we had to wake up at 1:30 to catch a bus to Atlanta to get us at our airport terminal before 4:02. He hated waking up if it was still dark outside. He slept on the bus and at every convenient stop until we got onto our plane.

Once we got on, it became a claustrophobic nightmare. Darren and I were squeezed into a row with a rather portly gentleman that took up more than his share of the space. Neither Darren nor I were able to nap at all on the flight as a result of the tight quarters and the two loud babies behind us.

During our time in the air, songs began to come to mind. While I was literally soaring through the clouds, my heart and my brain began to concoct some interesting rhythms and lyrics.

For most of the flight, the most physical contact Darren had made with me was having his arm drape onto mine unintentionally or accidentally bumping my foot. Then, as our plane crossed into Tennessee, his hand began to slowly drift from his seat over into mine. His hand was on my thigh, lightly brushing it with his fingers. We didn’t look directly at each other, but we were staring through the corners of our eyes.

Once our hands finally met and clasped together, I felt warm. Another song began its conception in my head the longer my fingers stayed laced with his. We leaned our heads together, laying on each other, never looking directly into each other’s eyes.

When we landed, we were among the unlucky in the back that would have to wait for our turn for some time. It was 6:01, and there was nearly no light in the sky. 

Darren kissed me on the cheek. Our eyes finally met; his were swollen and exhausted, as mine likely were.

“Welcome to Memphis,” I said to Darren.

“Good to be here.” He nodded.

“What’s the first thing you want to do, Mr. Holt?”

He chuckled, unable to keep his eyes open all the way. “Sleep.”

I took his hand that I was holding and kissed it. 

“Sorry,” he said. “I wish I could be more awake.”

“Don’t be sorry. I’m tired too,” I replied. “We’ll sleep a while, then we can go out into the world. I know of a great bed-and-breakfast we can stay at that has all my shit in it. It’s got free Wi-Fi and cable.”

“What’s the Wi-Fi password?” he asked.

“Guitarchick32.” 

“What time is it?” he asked.

“Time for us to get the fuck off this plane already,” I said while glancing at the standstill line of passengers waiting to disembark.

“Time for me to a breakfast burrito or something,” he mumbled as he tried closing his eyes again.

“It’s time for me to make a decision about my music career,” I added. “I need to meet up with Leah as soon as possible. She’ll probably be at the studio this morning. Maybe I’ll go while you sleep. I can take care of business before you’re awake, so we can go and have fun.”

“No!” he whined. “I want to see where you work. Come on, let me sleep until like nine or ten, and then, we’ll go to the studio together.”

“Deal,” I agreed. “Now, remember. I don’t live in a big, fancy house like you, so don’t judge the place too harshly.”

“As long as your place has a really comfortable bed in it, it’ll be the greatest place in all of Memphis,” he said.

 

 

 

Once we finally got off of the plane and were reunited with our checked luggage, we found a cab and rode straight to my apartment.

I’d secretly been stressing about the idea of letting Darren into my apartment. I was incredibly self-conscious about it and was afraid that he’d somehow be turned off by my setup or my general living arrangement.

Yet, after I unlocked the front door to my place and let him in, he indeed went straight to my bedroom to deposit our luggage and fall right into my bed and pass out.

I watched him sleeping on my bed. It was something that I’d often imagined, but never believed I would see. I wanted to join him in bed and sleep beside him, but I knew that I wouldn’t be able to sleep.

As tired as my body was, my mind was racing enough to keep me wired. I was on autopilot, unable to end my indecisiveness and start down a path. Leah had been getting contacted by many interested parties wondering about my prospects. I hadn’t even checked my email or social media pages since my dad’s funeral.

I wanted to believe that if I asked the producers to hold off or if I told them no, maybe they would still offer something in the future. I’d found throughout the years that if you told someone no, they usually tried harder. The offer as it stood, along with my doubts, made me lean towards declining the offer.

I also wanted to believe that if I did sign with them, and wasn’t satisfied with them or simply wanted a change, there would be no hard feelings and a separation wouldn’t mean the end of the world.

I wanted to believe in a lot of things. One thing I knew for sure was that Darren Holt looked like an angel when he slept.

I split the difference and woke him up at 9:30. He immediately smiled when he saw me. I waved.

“Hey,” he said.

“Good morning.”

“We heading off to the studio?”

“Don’t we need to eat breakfast first?” I said.

“I guess so,” he said groggily. “I want to grab a shower before we head out, too.”

“Then, you get a move on, mister,” I said slapping his chest.

“Can’t,” he said smiling. “This bed is too fucking comfy.”

“I’m glad you like it.” I giggled.

“That was the best sleep I think I’ve had in years,” he said.

“Ha!” I said. “You slept for like two hours!”

“Your bed is really fucking comfortable,” he said. “I’ll be honest. I’m really looking forward to sleeping in it again.”

“Oh, you think we’re sharing the bed tonight?”
“Are we not?”

We gave each other a funny look, neither of us breaking.

“Go take a shower,” I said.

On cue, he smirked and threw off his shirt, revealing his tanned, strong body. I wanted to bite his tattoos.

“Where would clean towels be?” he asked.

“They’re in the bathroom closet.” 

He got out of bed and marched into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.

Instantly, I began to fantasize. I thought about opening the door, pulling back the shower curtain and getting in there with him. I wondered what it would be like. How long would we end up being in there?

He turned the shower on and got in. While he was bathing, I finished putting on my outfit and applying my makeup. I wasn’t sure who all I’d be seeing that day, so I was going for smart casual.

As I was finishing up, I started hearing Darren singing in the shower. He was quiet, but it was audible. He was singing Bobby Darin’s “Beyond the Sea,” and he sounded marvelous. Part of me wanted to sing with him, belting into the door for him to hear. I held my tongue and hummed along.

He quickly got dressed and ready. We got into my car, and I drove us out of the parking garage.

“You excited to see Memphis!?” I asked him.

“Absolutely.” 

“We can’t see too much yet,” I said. “I need to have my meeting with Leah, and deal with a bunch of boring business crap.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“You wanted it, you got it.” I laughed. “You’ll get to see what I do, and you’ll probably fall asleep.”

“Nah, I’m not sleeping again until I get back into that bed,” said Darren.

 

 

 

We drove down part of the market district, where I was showing Darren some of the places around town that I liked. We had a light brunch together from a diner I’d never been to that served excellent eggs and fresh juice.

I took us on a few scenic routes to the studio so that I could point out more of what Memphis had to offer. While I was explaining things to him, he was skimming through the car’s radio stations never staying on one for long.

“What are you doing?” I asked him.

“I’m trying to find a station that’s playing the new Bailey Wright song.”

“Oh, stop it!” I said waving his hand away from the radio. “No, I hear my voice every day. I don’t need to hear it on the radio.”

“Why not?” he asked. “I really like the song.”

“I like it too,” I said. “I’ve sung it hundreds of times and want to go on tour and sing that song. So, I’m okay with a break from it every once in a while.”

“Geez, sorry,” he said. “Would you listen to my song if it was on the radio?”

“Honey, are you kidding?” I said. “I’d probably be your music producer if you were putting out songs on the radio. You know I’ll listen to your music.”

We got to the studio. Thankfully, the only car nearby was Leah’s; and, fortunately, it was the only car around for the entire duration of our stay.

I showed Darren the office areas where “work” could get done, as well as the space I reserved specifically for writing sessions.

I showed him the recording booth and my studio setup, and he was like a kid in a candy store. While he looked around at everything, I took a seat at the piano.

Leah joined us, sipping on an iced coffee and looking good.

“What’s up, girl?” I said to her.

“Not much,” Leah said. “I didn’t even hear you guys come in.”

I began playing the piano, dancing around the keys, hoping to find a decent accompaniment to the words I’d been thinking up on the plane.

“Hi Leah!” said Darren as he checked out a subwoofer.

“Hey, Darren! Nice to see you again. You like Tennessee so far?”

“Haven’t seen much of it, but so far so good!”

I found a few melodies that I liked, but none that matched what I was looking for.

“So, what’ll it be, superstar?” she asked me. “Are we signed to a label?”

I confided to her my apprehensions and communicated my fears. I expected a heated response, but she was surprisingly chill.

“I’m just glad you’re really thinking about it,” said Leah. “I know we were supposed to kind of have an answer by now, but they actually said we could push meetings and discussions until the start of next week.”

“Fuck, yes!” I cheered.

“Monday is the day, though,” she said. “Know your decision by then, so I know whether we’re talking to their producers or not.”

I agreed with Leah’s assessment. Darren stood by the piano, watching me.

“I’m really happy to see you doing so well, Bailey,” he said. “This studio is—don’t take it personally—way better than I thought it was going to be. You have a killer setup here. I’m jealous.”

“You can use some of the equipment, you know,” I told him. “It’s all ours. Or, you can sit here on the bench with me and sing.”

“I’m good,” he said.

“C’mon,” I whined. “Play the piano with me.”

“You’re the artist, darling,” he said.

“I thought you were a performer, too,” said Leah. “I want to hear you play!”

“I’m terribly out of practice,” he said.

“Yeah, if you’re going to be putting out music on the radio, you’ve got to start somewhere,” I said with a wink.

“I’ll just wait until you’re really famous and sleep with you to get a recording contract,” he remarked.

“Damn!” said Leah. “Cold!”

“Listen to me, Darren Holt,” I said. “Before you go back to Rome, you will do music with me—seriously. I want us belting out power ballads, and playing instruments until our fingers go numb.”

“You shouldn’t talk like that,” he said. “There’s a lady present.”

Leah grinned and did a humorous curtsey.

Levity aside, I knew that what needed to be at the forefront of my brain was music. I needed to figure out how to get Darren to play with me. I needed to decide whether I was going to sign to the record label or not. I needed to find a tune that could carry some of the insane lyrics I’d written in the sky.

I worried that if I wasn’t careful, my wants would overpower my needs.






Chapter 23

Darren

 

 

After Bailey and I left her music studio, she took us around downtown Memphis to show me different places she liked to go for food, drinks, and shopping. There were too many places for her to choose from, so we mostly observed and moved along.

I liked the vibe of the area. The people seemed pleasant while the atmosphere was chill but always moving, and there were plenty of places to see. If you lived in this area, you would always have something to do after work and on the weekends.

But, like all big cities, there was an overabundance. There were way too many cars on the road, too many people crowding up restaurants and shops, and things were slightly more expensive. I was already growing to like Memphis a lot, but it didn’t change my attitude on how I felt about living in a big city.

We got back to Bailey’s place as the sun was setting. We were both starving, and we decided we didn’t want to wait for something to be delivered to us. She offered to take us out for dinner, and I quickly agreed with the deal that I would pay for each subsequent dinner together after that.

I drove us while Bailey acted as guide. I stopped to fill up her tank with gas and then continued down the mysterious streets. I wasn’t sure where we were headed, but it was fun. She sometimes pointed out a place that she and Leah liked to go to, or a place that played really cool music, or a place she’d always wanted to go to but hadn’t yet. I wanted to take her to some of those places during my stay.

Despite the fact that I got to spend time with the most beautiful girl in Memphis, a girl that I’d dreamed about for years, I couldn’t fall in love with the idea of moving there.

 

 

 

The restaurant we went to was a place called Ramone’s in downtown. It was a quaint little joint that felt like something out of the 1980’s. The lighting was dim, music was fantastic, and the food and drinks were killer.

“Let me ask you something,” said Bailey as she sipped on her first cocktail.

“Uh, oh.” I laughed.

“If you were me,” she said. “What would you do to get famous?”

“I don’t follow.”

“You have a song that’s climbing the music charts, and you’re starting to get some heat. what do you, Darren Holt, do with that heat? Do you pick the first label that comes your way because they could—maybe, possibly, likely but not certain—help you become a well-known artist that makes a living doing that exclusively? Or, do you wait it out, because something better might come along? When do you know that ‘better’ has come along?”

“That’s quite a mouthful.”

“I guess it’s no secret why I’m asking you these things,” she said.

“If I were in your shoes, and people were blowing up my phone, which calls would I take,” I said.

She laughed. “Exactly. Basically.”

“What label is trying to sign you?” I asked her.

“Does it matter?”

“Yeah, it would matter to me.”

“They’re small,” she said. “They only have three major artists that you’d know signed to them and lots of other smaller ones.”

“Well, that’s good, right?” I said. “They’ve got legit clients. Sometimes you get an offer, and you don’t know whether you can trust them. Three major artists, I’d say you can trust them. That’s good.”

“They’ll start to expect releases at certain points, and maybe I’m not going to be in the mood to write at a certain point in my life, you know?” she said. “I don’t really want to have a ‘boss.’ I wish I didn’t have to suffer a loss in my independence to have the kind of freedom they’re offering.”

I cleared my throat, unsure of where I was headed with my speech as I finished my first alcoholic beverage.

“First,” I began. “To answer your original convoluted question; if I were you, I wouldn’t make a major decision like the one you’re weighing based on a time restraint. I know you need to make up your mind here soon, but their goal is to make money. Your goal is to make a life from this, not just money. So, make sure it’s the right one.

“Second, you don’t need to sign with those producers. You don’t need to sign with any producers. You can make your own music without any help whatsoever. You got your radio plays while dropping your tracks independently, right? You have already found phenomenal success by yourself. Maybe you need a major label—maybe you don’t.

“The problem is, there aren’t any guarantees in anything. You always take chances in life, and sometimes things don’t work out the way you think they will or want them to. But, if you don’t try things because you’re afraid of the bad that could come of it, you’ll never try anything.”

I felt a little preachy, but she seemed to have digested everything I gave her smoothly.

“How’s your social media presence?” I asked her. “I don’t really follow much of that stuff.”

“I have over 100,000 followers on Twitter and half a million on Instagram,” she said. “I get a lot of plays on music apps, too.”

“See, you’ve already carved yourself an identity for people to get to know,” I said. “If you keep releasing independently, you’ll get to be whoever you want to be. They can’t tell you how to act, or what to wear.”

“Or what to sing,” she finished.

“Exactly,” I said. “If you have to debate this much with yourself over it, don’t you think that kind of gives you your answer?”

She smiled, biting her fingers as she continued digesting my words.

“If I were you, I’d dominate the world all by myself,” I finished.

We got refills of our drinks and our bread bowl. We were listening to the music being played over the speakers. It was a techno song that I’d heard before but couldn’t place the title.

“Where are we headed after this?” I asked her. “I saw a bakery near here. I’ll get us some dessert.”

“Actually, I was thinking of taking you back to my place and fucking your hot cock.”

Hearing her utter those words was enough to stiffen my cock instantly. I realized, at that exact moment, that was exactly what I wanted, too.

“Oh, were you now?” I asked.

She finished the rest of her drink. She gave me a piercing, sexy look.

“I want to dominate you in bed,” she said quietly.

“Believe me, I’d like that too,” I said eagerly. “But, I never agreed not to fall in love with you. Are you sure it’s a good idea to keep having sex?”

“It’s probably a terrible idea,” she said. “But, I don’t give a shit. I want you so badly, and I thought I could wait a while, but I don’t want to wait one night. Let’s get back to my place and make love.”

I looked around for our waiter. We laughed, growing more aroused by the minute.

“If we aren’t careful, we’re never going to leave your apartment,” I said.

“Would that be such a bad thing?” 

“Not at all, I’m just saying that if we aren’t careful, I’m not going to want to leave your apartment. Being in that bed, with this woman, far away from home. I’ll tie your fine ass to the bed.”

“Oh, will you now?” she said with amusement.

Our waiter finally returned to our table. We didn’t notice him at first.

“We never did try much of that really kinky stuff,” I said to Bailey.

“Have you ever been handcuffed?” she asked me.

“A few times.” I chuckled.

“Will you guys be having any dessert tonight?” the waiter interjected.

Bailey and I laughed.

“I think we’re good, thanks,” I replied.

 

 

 

We drove back to her place in silence. Although no words were being said, our body language communicated things clearly, as far as I was concerned.

The lust between us was palpable. We didn’t touch, but the desire was there. Our mouths were agape and Baily was biting her bottom lip, clearly allowing our fantasies to get the better of us.

We got out of the car and made our way from the parking garage up to her room. I let her lead the way, and I was watching her sexy ass as she walked.

I thought back to what I said during dinner about falling in love. I thought about the hard truth that I’d been ignoring, poorly, and about how she most likely wouldn’t have found it much of a secret.

I couldn’t fall in love with her during my trip, because I’d fallen for her a long time ago and hadn’t stopped. There was no woman I’d ever wanted more than her, and I was oddly okay with it. I wasn’t sure what the future had in store for us, but I wasn’t worried. The fact that she wanted me in Memphis with her was enough for me.

We got back to her place. The apartment was very dark, with little streams of light coming in through the windows. I waited for her to turn on the lights inside, but she just kept walking.

“Have a seat on the couch,” I heard her say in the dark. “I’ll be back.”

I wasn’t sure what she had in store for me, but the intrigue was enough to stifle my hard truths. I would continue trying to hide my feelings.

I sat down on the couch, waiting. Several minutes passed, and she’d barely made a sound. Occasionally I could hear footsteps, but I didn’t know what they were up to.

“You remember the PJs I always wore over to your place for the longest time?” she asked through the darkness.

“Sure! Beatles T-shirt and the purple pants with flowers on them.”

“You are correct, sir!” she said. “Sadly, I lost my glorious Beatles shirt at some point a few years ago. I haven’t had the heart to get a new one.”

“Oh, bummer.” 

My sadness ended abruptly. Bailey stepped toward me on the couch with no shirt or bra on, wearing the purple floral pants. The subtle light hit her body just right. Her voluptuous, soft breasts were practically glistening in the moonlight. Her tummy looked skinny, and her lips looked delicious.

“And,” she said with a hint of satisfaction. “The pants have a pretty big hole in them. Take a guess where.”

She climbed into my lap, wrapping her legs around me, and pressing her beautiful chest into mine. She ground her hips and ass into me, surely feeling me growing for her.

“Oh, Darren,” she moaned. “Take me.”

She took my hands and guided them to her bouncing breasts. To say that she was coming on hard to me would’ve been an understatement. She actually was craving dessert.






Chapter 24

Bailey

 

 

I felt incredibly self-conscious, as I’d walked out into the living room to present my half-naked body to Darren on display. Even as I humped his body, feeling his erection grow with every move I made against it, I still felt insecure.

After I’d let go of his hands, he started to gently yet firmly massage my chest, feeling my nipples between his fingers. He moved his hands onto my back and sucked my nipples into his mouth. He lightly nibbled on them, sucking them longingly while also rubbing my back. It was almost too much goodness to handle.

He picked me up and lifted us both off the couch. He was holding me up into the air as easily as the airplane had. I felt like I was floating, except I knew it would turn into something else.

He tossed me onto the bed. I rolled around like a child, messing around aimlessly and acting like a goofball. I looked over, seeing that Darren had removed all his clothes except for his boxers. He put his hand in his underwear and began playing with himself. He was already so hard.

I gladly joined him in masturbation. I stuck my hand up the hole in my pants and began to massage my folds. I was getting off on him masturbating way more than I thought I would. I only had to lightly press on my G-spot to elicit my orgasm. As I moaned louder, he stroked his cock harder and faster.

Once I’d completed, I started gently massaging my folds again. I looked over at Darren, hoping he could tell just how much I needed him inside me.

He joined me on the bed, staring into the hole of my pants. I didn’t stop playing with myself, and he enjoyed every second of it.

He grabbed onto my knees, and then slowly bent them further apart outward. This bend caused the tear in my pants to grow even wider.

“Mmm,” I moaned. “You like stretching me out, don’t you?”

With his face smiling and his dick throbbing, he penetrated me with his weapon. My pants were still on, tearing more as the night went on.

 

His hands gripped my sides, and when he would ride me harder, he would grab onto my chest and squeeze while he fucked me. I loved how he wasn’t afraid to pay attention to my breasts, and didn’t stop pleasing me after giving me an orgasm.

After of the intensity of his powerful thrusts, my walls came clambering down onto him. I cried out, causing him to burst within me.

We lay there in bed, utterly spent. He embraced me, holding me close. I loved being back in his arms, but it didn’t help calm me down. Just feeling his warm skin pressed into mine was enough to keep me running.

I rubbed my hands along his body. He kissed me all over. I would linger on certain areas of him, and his kisses would soften or include tongue depending on where they were. I loved feeling his hot breath run back and forth against my flesh.

After several minutes of playing our devilish game, I eventually caved and sent my adventurous hands down to feel his hard cock.

I tugged lightly on his dick with one hand and massaged his full balls with the other. He began to kiss my neck, focusing on certain spots near the base that he knew would draw out easy moans of ecstasy out of me.

The bigger his penis grew for me, the slower and firmer I stroked him. He licked and nibbled on my neck. He nearly took my breath away when he surprised me during a bite by pressing his hand onto my clit.

I wanted to put his throbbing dick back inside of me, but I knew that if I tugged on him a little while longer, I could get him to explode into my hands, which I always enjoyed doing.

He growled, biting harder into my neck. He gently inserted one of his fingers inside of me.

“If you’re not careful, you’re going to empty me, baby.” He moaned.

I gave him a mischievous grin, raising my eyebrows and not stopping. I made it harder to stifle for both of us by kissing his lips. Our tongues danced together; frantically moving with the pace we were keeping with each other’s pulsating centers.

We held a long kiss. And then, when we broke apart, he growled louder.

“Don’t you fucking stop,” he ordered me. “Don’t slow down. Keep going, missy.”

“Yes, sir.”

I obeyed him, and he grabbed onto my shoulders with heavy pressure. He roared, erupting in my hand and frosting my fingers with his icing. I laughed triumphantly.

I stood up on my knees, examining my sticky hands. He was drained, panting and laughing nonstop in bed. We kept smiling at each other, and I was debating what to do next. I’d emptied him twice, but I wasn’t finished.

I scooted up right beside him, showing him what he did to my hands. Then, I took my fingers and put them into my mouth, one by one, licking and sucking his batter off my hands like I’d been making a cake.

It was subtle, but I could see that my tasting was doing something for him.

I ran my fingers, wet with my saliva, up and down his body. I started at his calves and went up to his shoulders. I made sure to drag my chest up along his body as I did it. I could see him rebuilding for me already.

I was enjoying his body too much. I loved the feeling of his built pecs flexing for me whenever I touched them. His skin was so soft, despite having some hair on his chest and arms. He kept his legs shaved, and they felt incredible to the touch.

As we drew closer together once again, my hands drifted further up his body, resting on his face. I caressed his hair and his cheeks, admiring his details. He was such a stunning man.

I wanted to keep it entirely out of my mind, but my thoughts suddenly shifted back to his words from before. “I never agreed not to fall in love with you.”

Those words, along with many others concerning his love for me, kept ringing in my mind as I held his head in my hands.

I had always loved Darren. He wasn’t just a friend to me. He was one of the closest companions I’d ever found. As we began to sexually mature, we noticed when our dynamic changed. We’d agreed early on in our friendship that we didn’t want to risk severing our connection because of damaged feelings.

Ironically, to continue sheltering our feelings, we ended our friendship. And yet, while I hated the circumstances of how Darren came back into my life, I was grateful to have him back.

I tossed aside the ripped remnants of my pants and climbed onto his lap, wet with anticipation. He was hard for me, but I wanted him solid as a boulder. I ground my wet folds against his thick shaft, making him harder and me wetter.

I couldn’t see the color of his eyes in the dark, but their perfection could still cut through the darkest of nights. I felt like he could see right through me.

He could still see and know my imperfections. And yet, when he would lavish me with affection, somehow, I believed that he didn’t notice them or care. He could go six years without seeing me, most of those without hearing my voice; and yet, he was able to talk to me and behave with me like no time had passed since we’d last seen each other. None of it felt forced, and all of it felt like it came from a real, deep place.

I grabbed onto his slippery dick and inserted it inside me. I rode his firm body, hands clasped onto his shoulders. We were both so horny that I knew it wouldn’t last long for either of us.

He grabbed onto my hair, tugging hard enough to move my head back. I arched my back, hopping harder on his meat. He spanked my ass with his free hand, cupping it.

I knew we were indeed in trouble. I knew that before morning came, I would dread the thought of having to watch him leave. Even though his return to Rome was days away, it didn’t stop me from picturing it.

He grabbed onto my ass with both hands, thrusting upward deep into me, startling me. That thrust was the push back to reality I needed. My current reality was ironically far greater than what my reality generally consisted of. It still, somehow, didn’t feel totally real to me.

I could feel him filling me up with his hot cum. The feeling of his fluids pouring in and out of me was enough to make me collapse around him once more.

He grabbed onto my face with both hands, pulling me to his lips. We held a long, passionate kiss for over a minute, holding each other in a full embrace. He didn’t want to leave me, and I didn’t want to feel him go. I was amazed that he didn’t slide out from the volume of lubrication between my legs.

After we disconnected and were satiated, we sank into my bed. We snuggled under the covers, and I huddled up into him. He held me close to him in his arms. His hold was strong, warm, and protective. I felt at home with him.

As we drifted toward sleep together, cuddling in my bed, I realized that I was right where I belonged. I knew that I hadn’t misjudged the situation, and I had no doubt that having him in Memphis with me was the right call.

Although, despite the numerous conversations we’d had on the subject, I suspected that I was falling in love with Darren. I’d been theorizing about my feelings for him for decades, but in the moments following our sex, the smoke had finally been lifted.

I wanted to sleep, but I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I didn’t know for sure, but I think that he stayed awake for a while, too. I thought about how easy it would’ve been to tell him. I pondered on muttering it quietly. I couldn’t muster the courage. 

I fell into slumber with thoughts of Darren and about how I was going to handle my feelings for him. I had no idea what I was going to do.






Chapter 25

Darren

 

 

I woke up the next morning with Bailey still in my arms from our night of intense passion. Her eyes were closed, her hair draped over her face, and she was nuzzled into me. It was the best way I’d ever started a Saturday. I didn’t want to be anywhere else in the world. I only wanted to be with her.

I got to hold her and stare at her beauty for quite some time. But, all good things come to an end. My end was ushered in by her phone’s alarm going off. She woke up, pushing herself slightly away from me. She rubbed her enchanting eyes, opening them just enough for me to see myself in them.

“Hey,” she whispered.

“Good morning, beautiful.” 

“There’s no way I look beautiful right now,” she mumbled. “You’re lying.”

“Never. I wouldn’t change a thing about you.”

“I wish I felt the same way,” she said, patting me on the shoulder. “You’re sweet. How’d you sleep?”

“Wonderfully, thank you.”

She leaned up, kissed my lips, and rolled out of bed. With the sunlight pouring in, I was easily able to see her entire delectable naked body. I immediately wanted to pull her back into bed and start the day the way we’d ended the night before.

Instead of speaking up, I receded back into the covers. She eventually came back in, wearing a sexy black bra and thong that left little to the imagination.

“I guess if you have to put something on, that’s what it should be,” I said.

She giggled. “Shut up. You really like it?”

“You look like a supermodel,” I told her. “Better, really.”

“Okay, now I know you’re full of shit,” she said, crossing her arms. “I don’t even look like Bailey Wright right now. I do like the underwear, though.”

“You look incredible, Bailey,” I said as sincerely as possible. “I can’t get over how rapturously—”

“Okay, it looks good, I believe you! I don’t want to put clothes on. I don’t want to leave this bed.”

“Then, don’t leave this bed,” I said patting the covers beside me.

“I wish I could, but I need to get ready,” she said. “Leah sent me a text asking if we could meet up for a while this morning to talk.”

“Ah, now I feel bad,” I said. “Did she not talk to you yesterday because I was with you? She could’ve trusted me.”

“It’s not like that,” she assured. “I’m not really sure what she wants to talk about. It’s probably more of the usual: record deal, tours, new songs. She didn’t get to talk with me much after she left Rome. We have some catching up to do.”

“I can keep your bed warm, that’s fine,” I said, growing happier with the idea of falling back asleep.

“Or, I can call a cab or an Uber and leave you the car,” she suggested. “You could drive around a bit. Go out into the city and see what you think about it. You can find things that look interesting to you, and then we can go later or tomorrow. Oh! You should go to the Pyramid.”

“Memphis has a pyramid?”

“We have the pyramid,” she continued. “It’s an actual pyramid that was used as an arena for years. It’s one of the biggest pyramids in the world. It’s owned by Bass Pro now, so it has the tacky logo all over parts of it. But if you get past that, it’s really impressive. You can also go toward the top and see all of Memphis from the lookout.”

“I wish I’d brought my good camera,” I said.

“You could bring one of my guitars with you,” she suggested playfully. “You might feel inspired when you get that high.”

I had been contemplating many things frequently by then. I did wonder if living out in a big city like Memphis would be entirely out of the question. I told myself that thoughts like that had to dissipate if they were fueled primarily by sexual flames.

Since I felt confident that the roots of my ideas weren’t planted by sex, it felt healthier to consider them. I felt that it would also be easier and effective if I got out and saw new and different things to help “stir the pot.”

I got out of bed and put my boxers on. By the time I was getting my pants on, Bailey was already dressed and running a brush through her hair.

“What do you say?” she wondered. “Should I leave you the keys?”

“Yes, please.”

She tossed me her keys, and I caught them, putting them in my back pocket. I threw a shirt on from my luggage and hurried out of the bedroom before she could leave.

She looked at her reflection, put on her sunglasses, and blew me a kiss.

“Don’t get into trouble out there,” she said. “Text me!”

“I’ll let you know what I’m up to!”

She left to meet with Leah, and I was left alone with my thoughts. Rather than immerse me entirely, I decided to take Bailey’s advice and explore. I was optimistic that Memphis could win me over.

I spotted her old acoustic guitar in her bedroom closet collecting dust, and I figured she wouldn’t mind if I borrowed it. I grabbed a guitar pick from her “pick basket” that she had by the front door. I brushed my teeth, grabbed a granola bar, and hit the road.

I decided to go first to the Memphis Pyramid to see the view from above. The place was packed with many Bass Pro shoppers, most wearing something in camouflage or an American flag on it. Despite the fact that most of the men in the place were carrying a firearm and looked like they wanted an excuse to use it, I was the one that received the most stares because I was carrying a guitar on my back.

I went up the elevator that took me hundreds of feet up until it reached the lookout. There were some other people scattered about, most of them taking pictures. I didn’t feel like taking the guitar out of its case, but I did want to enjoy the view.

If you walked around the whole pyramid, you could indeed see all of Memphis and more. It was a nice observation deck, and it provided one of my highlights of the city.

Unfortunately, like the elevator I got into, things went down from there.

The people that I encountered during my day were rude, morose, or stoic, or all of the above. There appeared to be some solidarity among the people in terms of how to feel. No one smiled. Everyone over forty looked uncomfortable to be alive, and everyone under forty looked agitated and rushed. The homeless people I saw on the sidewalks seemed happier than the average citizen.

Around places that had a music scene it was better, but not wholly. There were many people playing instruments and singing songs without a care in the world, which was inspiring to see. The only downside is that most people walking past them barely paid any attention to the unique sounds that were being played all around them.

Another dose of reality was that, even though many of the musicians were talented and content to play, they still didn’t seem happy. It wasn’t that drain one can get when “losing the dream.” They seemed exhausted, ready for something new.

Customer service in most of the places I went to was lacking. I figured that southern hospitality would’ve been practiced all over Tennessee, but it wasn’t the case. To top it off, I was even unlucky with the meter readers. I was only two minutes late arriving back to where I’d parked Bailey’s car on the road, and someone was already there finishing up a parking ticket, eager to smack it on the windshield like a jackass.

No matter where I drove or walked to, I could never find a place where I felt inspired enough to take out Bailey’s old guitar and play. Every time I saw a place or spot that looked promising and like something that would stay in my memory forever, I couldn’t get invested. The sounds of the city would get in my head and frustrate my senses. The thousands of cars zipping by in an hour all making loud noises; obnoxious people yelling loud enough for Nashville to hear them; music blaring that couldn’t sound good no matter how close or far you were to it.

When Bailey was first moving to Memphis, she felt sure that it was the right move for her to make. Then, she talked about how much she loved the city and how she knew immediately that it was the right decision for her.

I knew that I would have to accept another hard truth, after coming to grips with another major one. I began to accept that maybe Garrett was right, and I wasn’t going to be comfortable in a place like Memphis. The truth was I knew right away that Memphis was not for me, and I probably wouldn’t be in a rush to come back after I returned home.

It was only mid-afternoon, and I wanted to give more of Memphis a chance, but I was much more willing to accept how I felt about Memphis than I was about anything related to Bailey directly. I decided to go back to her bed, where my happiest Tennessee memories thus far had been made.

I lay back in bed, still dressed, holding Bailey’s old guitar and wondering what to play.

I tried playing a variety of different popular songs, but I couldn’t get into any of them, no matter how much I loved them.

However, I found that as I played around with a few progressions that I made up as I went along, I was finally beginning to have some fun. I wasn’t sure what the music was going to be about, but I knew it was going to feel great to play.






Chapter 26

Bailey

 

 

I arrived at the studio after I’d stopped by Gracie’s to get Leah and me an omelet for a late breakfast. We ate fast as she caught me up on what she’d been up to since she got back.

I wanted to be fully there for her, yet my heart kept most of my attention. I kept thinking about Darren and how I didn’t even want to be away from him for a few hours let alone a few months or another few years.

Leah soon noticed she didn’t have my attention. “Hello?”

I still hadn’t snapped out of it. “Huh?”

“Bailey, are you all right dude?” she asked. “You seem out of it.”

“I am out of it,” I admitted. “I’m driving myself crazy about it.”

“The record deal?”

“No,” I said without thinking. “Him.”

“Darren?”

“I can’t think of anything else. I’m fulfilled whenever I’m with him. I don’t feel uncertain about things.”

“Whoa, what are you saying?” she asked with widening pupils.

“I’m saying that I really want him, but I know I can’t have him, so I want to curl up into a ball and burst into flames.”

“That’s quite specific,” she said.

“Why did I let him come here?” I said. “It is going to suck so hard watching him leave. Even bringing it up makes me want to fucking cry. How pathetic is that? What am I doing? Am I a horrible person? Am I trying to hurt him? Or am I trying to hurt myself? I don’t know what to think.”

“Dude, you are tripping right now.” She laughed. “Want me to get you some water?”

“I have tea, thank you,” I said. “In all seriousness, though, I’m so glad he’s here, but I would feel a lot less stressed out if he wasn’t here.”

“Ah, true love,” she said sarcastically.

“I don’t mean it in a bad way,” I said. “It actually feels kind of good to freak out over a guy again. I don’t get that emotionally invested in boys anymore.”

“Hey, that ain’t no boy, and he isn’t just ‘someone,’” said Leah.

“You’re damn right about that,” I agreed. “He’s going out and looking around the city today. I’m hoping that he’ll see it isn’t as bad as he might think it is. He’ll like it here. He’ll like spending time with me. And he’ll get back into music, and we’ll release albums together under our own label.”

“Well, shit. How do you really feel about him?” she said. “Honey, you’re losing your mind. What is in that tea you’re drinking?”

“I want you to tell me what I should do,” I told her.

“About Darren or the contract?”

I shrugged. “Both.” 

“When it comes to Darren, I’m afraid there’s nothing much for me to say,” Leah said. “You both are stubborn, and you will each live your half-lives instead of working a little to have a full life together. It’s like you both want to be miserable. Want my advice?”

“Please,” I begged.

“I say move to Nashville and bring his happy ass along with you there,” she said. “Nashville is ten times better than Memphis. Let’s be real.”

“I like it here.”

“Good for you,” she said nodding her head. “But, if I were you, I’d get a hold of my rising stardom and ride it somewhere better. Nashville isn’t far from here. The same state. The music scene is better there.”

“Subjective opinion,” I said dismissively.

“Nashville is a nicer starter place than here. A nice city to start a romance in and see if that’s the kind that could survive the type of hurdles that would come in an even bigger city than Memphis or Nashville. If things go right, you could easily be ready for L.A. or New York. Once you get to one of those cities, you might want to come to the party with a piece of man candy like him.”

“Why don’t you go out with him already?” I laughed.

“Don’t even ask. I’ll go wine and dine his ass right now,” said Leah. “But, come on. Nashville is a nice place to live. I’d think about it if I were you.”

“I have thought about it,” I told her. “I’ve imagined living with him in lots of other places around the world. I don’t even think it’s that he dislikes certain cities. I think he really likes living where he does. I can’t stand Rome, but he never had any complaints about it. With all the things I have in common with him, I can’t believe the one big thing we don’t have in common is basically the worst thing not to match on.”

“Do you have something against Nashville?” she asked.

“Not at all,” I said. “In fact, I think it’s a lovely city. It’s a little expensive for my taste, but it’s not terrible.”

“It will never be as bad as it gets in L.A. or New York,” said Leah.

“And, people are way nicer in Nashville than they are here,” I said. “Huh. Maybe moving to Nashville wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all. And, he’s probably got A/C money saved up for the house he’s got in Rome.”

“Yeah! There you go! Talk about it over drinks. Find a place. Pick out shower curtains. And have celebratory sex.”

“Leah.”

“What, like you aren’t going to have sex with him after you decide to move in together,” she said as her eyes rolled. “Don’t be a prude, bitch.”

I conceded, returning to an earlier train of thought I’d boarded.

“You know, there were a lot of times when I would date guys or hang out with them for a while, and they never listened to any of my music,” I said. “Sometimes I’d perform, and I could tell they didn’t really care what I was singing or what I sounded like. I’ve never doubted Darren’s sincerity. I really haven’t. When he tells me I could dominate the world, I believe him. I want to be with someone that makes me feel good like that. I want him so bad.”

“I know you do, honey,” she said condescendingly. “He beat you with the magic stick a few times, and now you think you’re head over heels for him. Don’t believe it.”

“There’s more to it than the wild, intense, hot sex that we have,” I said. “We’ve been compatible since we were kids.”

“I know that you two have a rich history,” said Leah. “But, you can’t just rely on the past, or be blinded by this version of the present that’s just a break from reality. Could you see an actual, healthy future with Darren?”

“Yes, I could,” I said without thinking.

“Wow,” she said. “Well, there you go. Then I think you should trust your instincts, superstar.”

“My instincts are being kind of bipolar at the moment,” I said. “On Darren and the record label. Do you have any sage advice for the instinctually challenged?”

“When it comes to Darren, listen to your heart,” she answered. “When it comes to signing that contract, listen to your mind. What do they say?”

I sat quietly, attempting to listen through the respective organs that Leah had pointed out. I meditated, deciding to speak despite having no direction or flow to what I was going to say.

“My heart is telling me a lot of things. Usually, it says to pursue things with Darren and try to compromise and get something to work. We’re both older now. Time has passed, and we have some money to play around with. Then, my mind starts chatting with the heart, reminding me of my dad and how I’ll never hear his voice again or hug him. Then, I become sad.”

I wiped away tears that were forming in my eyes. I rubbed my nose.

“My mind is telling me it’s possible that I’m only feeling this way because I’ve lost someone very dear and close to me, and I’m looking for warm, respectful affection to fill the void left by both of my parents. It’s also telling me that maybe I’m acting out from the missed opportunities we had repeatedly growing up and as young adults.”

“What does your heart tell you?” asked Leah.

“I want to be with him. I’ve wanted to be with him for a long time. Whether I’m sad over my father’s death or not doesn’t change the many years I thought about him, wondering if he was ever thinking about me. To know that he’s still holding onto feelings for me, too. Call me weak or childish, but it makes me feel like we’re—I don’t know—”

“Like you’re meant to be?”

I chose not to answer. “Do you think he’ll like Memphis?”

“I don’t know, sweetie,” she said. “Let’s focus on the contract for a bit.”

“Okay, well this is easier for me,” I said without skipping a beat. “I don’t want to sign it. I’m thinking no.”

Leah seemed taken aback by my decision.

“I’m sorry, Leah,” I told her. “I know there’s a big payday for us if we sign.”

“Forget about the money,” said Leah. “Bailey, I’m speaking to you as a friend right now, not as your manager. So trust me.”

“Okay. What words do you have for me, ‘Friend Leah’?”

“I want you to feel totally confident in who you put your faith in to help develop your explosive music career,” she said. “I hope that you’re making your choice based on your own opinion and not someone else’s.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m listening to me on this one,” I said.

“I don’t want to make you second-guess your decision, but I’m not sure if they’ll ever pester again if we say no,” said Leah. “I want to know with absolute certainty that you want to say no to this deal. What do you really want to do?”

I wanted desperately to have an answer that I’d rehearsed, but nothing felt certain to me anymore.

“We’ve received some interesting calls and letters lately,” she added. “If you say no to these guys, I’m sure another better group will take its place eventually.”

“You know what?” I said. “I made it this far in my career without a big music producer or anyone in the business helping me out. I can find something better. I will find something better. I just have to be patient.”

“Now, as your friend, I say that I’m glad you’ve seemed to have made up your mind,” said Leah with a thumbs-up. “However, as your manager, I am a little disappointed and nervous about the decision you’ve made. I’m even going to suggest that you wait until Monday to make your final decision. Our meeting with the producers is on Monday morning at ten.”

“Do you not think I can do better?” I asked her.

“I’m sure you could,” she replied. “But, our opportunity is here and now. You do know that if something better were to come along after you signed the contract, you just work through the terms you agreed to, then you part ways and sign the better deal. No rule says you have to keep one label your entire life.”

“That’s true,” I said. “And as for Darren?”

“I say invite him to go with you to Nashville tonight, then look for apartments together tomorrow,” said Leah. “That’s just me. Sad to say, but you’re sort of on your own here.”

I sat at the mixing board, editing and messing around with some of my songs and thinking. When I would make official decisions and not rely on some cosmic sign from beyond the realms of logic? All I knew right then was that the week that was to follow would be one of the most tumultuous weeks of my life.






Chapter 27

Darren

 

 

I’d stayed at Bailey’s place for the rest of the day, waiting for her to come back from her time at the studio. I ordered us some Mexican food to be delivered to the apartment, and it never got delivered. I still got charged though.

I didn’t want to drag Bailey through the muck that was my bad mood. Part of me hoped that she would be tired from her errands and want to just relax and not do much. I couldn’t think of anywhere I wanted to go. But, I also didn’t want to stay cooped up in the apartment straight through Sunday.

When Bailey finally made it home, she came in to find me lying on her bed with her classical guitar at my feet.

“You found Emilia!” said Bailey, beaming at the sight of her old guitar. Emilia was what we used to call her guitar.

“I did indeed find her,” I said. “We bonded a bit today. It’s been a while.”

“Well, hey, don’t let me interrupt your little date in here,” said Bailey. “I just wanted to see what you were up to. Don’t mind me.”

She threw off her shirt, prancing back into her closet to put on new clothes. I imagined walking back there and seeing her naked body ready to be serviced.

She was whistling to herself as she rummaged in her closet. I picked up Emilia and started randomly playing chords.

“So, what’s put you in such a good mood?” I asked Bailey.

“I told Leah that I’m not signing the contract,” she answered cheerfully. “She still wants to wait until Monday to make things official, but I’m sliding that offer off the table. I’m a free woman and can go wherever I choose.”

“Hell, yeah, female empowerment!” 

“It was a nice commitment,” she continued. “Two studio albums and the people that are in that network. It’s really tempting to take it.”

“Well, you have until Monday to change your mind.”

“No, I can’t change my mind,” she said. “I finally made a decision, and I’m sticking to it. No record deal. I’m not signing the contract.”

She stepped out from her closet wearing a new green dress that exposed much of her back. She was wearing heels, and she looked sexy as all hell.

“Shit.” I coughed.

“You like this?” she asked. “I’ve had it for like a year, and still haven’t found the right opportunity to wear it.”

I decided to seize the opportunity and to hopefully put a good spin on my day.

“Why don’t we go out for dinner tonight?” I suggested. “I’ll take you out. I may want to run my hand up your dress from time to time during the meal.”

“Get me a glass of red wine, and you can put your hand wherever you want,” I invited. “When we go out to eat, not here in my apartment.”

“I hear you.” I laughed. “Do you have any preference on where we go?”

“Preferably someplace that has some seating away from the public eye,” she said. “If you’re going to be groping me, I want you to really get in there. And, I don’t want to traumatize any children that might be seated nearby.”

“Well, you would know what places fit that bill best,” I said. “This is my first time to Memphis, so I don’t know places well yet.”

“Good point! How about I drive, you pay?”

“Sounds like a plan, missy.”

 

 

 

After learning about my Mexican food mishap, she decided on a place called Fuego Caliente that specialized in Mexican food and had two buffet lines at each corner of the restaurant. We chose to eat entrees, and we sat at a booth that was out of the way, but not that out of the way. She took her seat, and I sat across from her.

“I thought you’d be sitting next to me,” said Bailey. “It’s hard to have traveling hands if they have to hop on two planes and a train to even get started.”

“I think someone would spot our tomfoolery,” I said. “There’s a lot of people in here.”

“So?” she asked.

“Hey, you’re about to be world-famous,” I told her. “We can’t have pictures floating about out there of you fucking around with some guy.”

“You aren’t just ‘some guy,’” she said. “But I hear you. Those are all excellent points. Good for you for being responsible.”

We sat in our booth for several minutes quietly. We looked around at what the many TVs were playing on the walls. We examined the staff to try and pick out which server was going to be ours.

“They better get here soon,” said Bailey. “I’m going to start eating the table in a minute.”

“They could’ve at least put out a bowl of nachos or something,” I said.

Our waiter came after nearly twenty minutes of waiting. We ordered our drinks and an appetizer platter of nachos and quesadillas.

I was intentionally averting my gaze from Bailey. She looked too captivating for words. Her smile and her eyes showed only jubilance. I didn’t feel like I deserved to be sitting anywhere near her.

“You’re quiet,” Bailey said to me.

“Am I?” I asked.

“You’re going to tell me what’s bothering you at some point,” she said. “You might as well tell me what it is now.”

“Nothing’s bothering me,” I said. “I’m not flustered about anything.”

Our waiter returned with our drinks. We quickly ordered our entrees—I chose an enchilada plate and she decided on a taco plate—and handed him our menus.

“I’m ready for those nachos,” she muttered.

I kept my attention shifting from one mounted television to the next. I tried focusing on some of the games, but I didn’t even care to know who was playing.

“You seem distracted,” said Bailey.

“How so?” I asked.

“Uh, you aren’t looking at me at all, and you’re acting really weird all of a sudden,” she said. “What’s up?”

“Nothing, Bailey,” I said. “I swear. Trust me, okay?”

“Tell me what’s going on.”

I rolled my eyes and bit my tongue, resisting the urge to pop and expel the negativity I was feeling off of my chest.

“Darren, you know that I will prod and poke until you start filling me in on the dirt. What’s the scoop, detective?”

“Bailey, there’s really nothing going on. Don’t worry.”

“You are drastically different now than you’ve been the entire time since I’ve seen you again,” she continued observing. “What’s gotten into you? Did you see something in my apartment that upset you?”

“No,” I said with intrigue. “What would upset me in your apartment?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong with you.”

“Maybe I’ve been thinking about how I’ll have to leave soon,” I informed her. “If I have too good a time with you, it’s going to be that much harder to leave you.”

“I thought we went over this.”

“We’ve gone over it all countless times in the many years we’ve known each other,” I said. “I wish I could go through these eight days and pretend like I only have feelings of platonic, everlasting friendship for you, but I don’t.”

“I never thought you and I would be considered platonic”

“I don’t know what you’d consider us,” I said trying not to pout. “I stopped trying to figure that out a long time ago.”

I hated making her aggravated, but I didn’t have the strength to be a bigger man.

“So,” she went. “Did you go out into the city at all today?”

“I certainly did,” I said. “It was illuminating.”

“Did you have fun?”

“It was an interesting day.”

“Darren, why don’t you just tell me what happened to you today,” she said.

“I told you,” I said not able to keep the whine out of my voice. “I’ve been thinking about the future, and it’s making me sad.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about the future, and I’m pretty pumped, to be honest,” said Bailey.

“Really,” I went. “I’m going to go back to Rome, and you’re going to stay in Memphis. I don’t want to be a downer, but I can’t take my mind off it. You’re all I’ve been thinking about since our eyes met again. I won’t speak for you.”

“You know I’ve been thinking a lot about you, too,” she insisted. “I’ve been thinking about what it would be like to live somewhere else other than Memphis.”

“Like L.A.?” I asked. “You could do it. You could achieve the dream.”

“What do you think of Nashville?” she asked me. “I know you’ve never been, but what do you think of a town like that?”

“Well, like you said, I’ve never been,” I said. “I don’t think much of towns I’ve never been to. I’ve always wanted to go.”

“Would you rather live in Memphis or Nashville?” she asked.

“I’d rather not live in either city, to tell you the truth.” 

“What’s so wrong with Memphis?” 

“For starters, there are too many people,” I responded. “Too many people everywhere. And things are way too expensive here. And, a lot of the people don’t seem all that nice.”

She grimaced, not wanting to add fuel to the fire.

“I know not everyone in one place is going to be a jerk, but it sure felt like that’s what I was dealing with today,” I said.

“Is this just because your food didn’t get delivered?” she asked.

“It’s because wherever I went, I didn’t feel welcome at all. I went to the pyramid and got looks from damn near every asshat carrying a loaded handgun like I was the crazy one. And, it’s too crowded here. I think it moves a little fast.”

“What’s wrong with going fast?” she asked.

“Nothing’s wrong with it,” I said. “What’s wrong with putting our feet on the brakes every so often to cool down? All the people in big cities act like where they’re going is far more important than any place you’ve ever been to in your life.”

“Ha,” she went. “Try seeing L.A.”

“I don’t want to see L.A.,” I told her. “I’m not the one that wants to become a famous singer. We were talking hypothetically the other day.”

We both took some nachos from the bowl, not looking at each other.

“Plus, you know,” I stammered, “I don’t like seeing more buildings than trees. You know how a lot of cities in Georgia have a good number of places to go to and houses and stuff? And lots of trees, parks, and mountains around? Well it’s kind of a concrete jungle over here, wouldn’t you say?”

She kept dipping nachos in salsa.

I cleared my throat, ready to continue. “And, your meter readers here are a bunch of dicks.”

“Meter readers are dicks no matter where they are, Darren,” she said while flipping her long hair back. “Seriously—for real—what the hell is your problem?”

“You’re just going to keep prodding then, huh?” I said.

She looked highly insulted. I wanted to retract my statement but knew I was too late. I decided to try and stay strong.

“I’m sorry, Bailey,” I said. “I can’t live this kind of life. I already know that Memphis and I aren’t a good fit.”

“That’s fine,” she responded with obvious anger. “You don’t have to live here.”

“I’m sorry, I’m just—”

“What the hell is your problem?” she said glaring at me. “I never asked you to move to Memphis. In fact, I was—fuck it, forget it.”

“What?” I wondered. “What were you going to say?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “You made yourself clear. You wouldn’t even go look at Nashville, much less consider living there.”

“What? Okay, now I’m confused.”

“Obviously,” she said and clicked her tongue. “It’s clear that you don’t want to be here. Maybe it’d be best if you leave.”

“Leave the restaurant or leave Memphis?” 

“Well, you hate Memphis, so I figured why should you stay here any longer than you need to? You’re only here to be around me. You don’t care about where we are.”

“Exactly!” I said gleefully.

This was not what she wanted to hear.

“I thought you wanted to come see where I lived and do things,” she said.

“We haven’t gotten the chance to go do a lot of things.”

“Darren, I’m not going to ask you to stay somewhere you want to get away from,” she said. “I’m sorry I asked you to come along.”

“That’s not—erg.” I groaned in frustration. “I’m not sorry that I came along. I would never have known how I felt about Memphis unless I got to see it and experience it for myself. Don’t say you’re sorry.”

“It’s a good thing you didn’t come with me six years ago,” said Bailey. “I would’ve sent you into misery.”

“That’s not true.”

“I want to be with you,” she told me. “There, I said it. I don’t want you to leave, either. I can’t afford to think about it. Otherwise, I feel broken.”

“Bailey, all I want is you,” I cried, crouching up out of my seat to try and move toward hers. “I care for you so much. You know how I feel about you. I just don’t want to be here.”

“Then, maybe it would be best if you just left,” she repeated. “Go on.”

I chuckled in disbelief. “You really want me to leave?”

“Yeah, I think I do.”

I wiped my mouth and pulled out a wad of dollar bills.

“Don’t worry about paying,” said Bailey.

I smirked. “That’s not what we agreed to, missy.”

I threw the money on the table and began to make my exit.

“If you aren’t running away, you’re chasing me away,” I grumbled quietly.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I dismissed. “I agree that I should go. I’ll be out of your apartment before you get back to it tonight.”

I waited for her to challenge me or tell me not to leave for good, but she kept her lips sealed. I considered escalating our argument even higher but chose not to bring up and dwell on things of the distant past.

I gave her a wink as I walked out the door. “See ya.”






Chapter 28

Bailey

 

 

I woke up late with a pounding headache. After the unexpected turn my evening had taken with Darren, I had chosen to end the night by getting drunk alone at a bar and forget about my troubles. Somehow, I ended up back safely in my apartment in my bed, without much of a recollection at all.

My troubles were slowly coming back to me the longer I stayed awake. I looked on the other side of the bed, around my entire bedroom, and finally in the living room. I realized that Darren wasn’t there. He had either stayed wholly true to his word and hopped on a plane to Atlanta, or he’d just gone to a hotel or somewhere to cool down.

I went on Facebook, and my curiosity got the best of me. I looked on Darren’s page, and I deduced that he checked in at Atlanta about two hours ago. He was gone.

It was strange to look down at Emilia, knowing that the last person to handle her was Darren. I was tempted to play her for old times’ sake, but I didn’t even want to move her from where Darren had placed her.

I went out into the kitchen, looking for something to eat. I opened the fridge, and my heart sunk again: I was staring at our stacks of leftovers from Fuego Caliente, and the argument came screaming back at me.

I wanted to get rid of all the evidence of his having come to Memphis. I would save moving Emilia for last and begin by devouring our leftovers from the restaurant.

I hadn’t eaten anything when I arrived back at the house, and I all I had to eat before that was nachos and tequila. So, I had a massive void in my stomach that needed to be filled as quickly as possible.

I finished off our appetizer quesadillas which were good, but not as good as when it was fresh. I tried to eat the rest of my taco plate, but the meal got soppy and had morphed into a slimy mess. All that was left were his enchiladas, which I ate all but one of.

I went to the bathroom; mostly out of fear that I was going to vomit up some of the food I’d just eaten. While in there, I took the liberty of taking down Darren’s towel and putting away the ‘male soaps.’

Once I knew it was safe to cross into other thresholds, I kept up my inspection of the apartment. I found a phone charger that wasn’t mine, as well as one of his shirts. I wanted to get rid of them, but for whatever reason, I wrapped the phone charger in the shirt and put it in the closet.

Then, I returned to my bed, where I lounged and put on the TV just to have noise on to distract me from the hangover and my emotional peril.

I looked down at Emilia once again and still couldn’t bring myself to move her back in the closet or lean her against a nearby wall. I’d let her collect so much dust over the last few years. But, in just one day, the dust was cleared, and she seemed brand new again. I didn’t want to ruin it.

Leah was calling me. I considered not answering, but I knew she’d likely call again until I finally picked up.

“Yo,” I said upon answering her call.

“What up, vagina?” asked Leah.

“Uh, please don’t call me that.” I laughed.

“Roger that, vagina,” she said. “Hey, why don’t we meet up for lunch? I’m buying. We’ll only talk about the record deal for a little bit. I’d honestly rather hear more about what happened between you and Darren? I’m not sure I understood your texts.”

“He’s not here anymore.”

“I don’t get it.”

“We got into an argument during dinner last night,” I explained. “I told him he should leave Tennessee. And I guess he did exactly that. He’s not here, and it looks like he checked in at Atlanta this morning.”

“Whoa.” She gasped. “Holy fuck.”

“Yeah, not the way you thought this was going to go, was it?”

“I don’t know what I thought was going to happen with you two lovebirds,” said Leah. “All I know is he wasn’t supposed to leave that early.”

“No, and I’m too hung-over to know whether this is my fault or not.” I groaned.

“Let’s meet for lunch,” she said. “We’ll get a Bloody Mary in you and some food, and you’ll feel better.”

“I’m stuffed, dude,” I told her. “I ate a bunch of Mexican food just now.”

“You ate that after drinking a bunch of booze?” She gasped again. “You’re braver than I thought!”

“Right, so I’m not sure if I’m going to survive,” I said. “But, if I wake up from this food coma I feel coming on. I’ll text you, and we’ll meet up for food or drinks or some shit. What do you say?”

“I say get some rest, sleeping beauty,” said Leah. “Text me when you wake up.”

 

 

 

I didn’t text Leah right after I woke up, but once I was conscious enough, I shot her a text about food. We had a quick few exchanges, which lead us to decide on meeting at Vic’s Waffles. Vic’s had a massive selection of gourmet and signature waffles that I loved scarfing down whenever the need arose, usually after hangovers or on dates.

We sat down quickly and ordered our large platters of breakfast foods the moment our waitress came over. We knew what we wanted before we sat down.

“Haven’t been here in forever,” Leah said.

“I’m ready to get my waffle on and my egg on,” I said while playing with my fork and knife.

“So, are you going to tell me what’s going on, or do I need to ask you ‘What’s wrong?’ Talk to Dr. Leah.”

I was too hung-over to care what I said.

“Darren told me what I already knew,” I began. “He doesn’t like Memphis. He for real is much more comfortable in a place like Rome. I never thought he’d still be in that city. When we first knew each other, I thought he was going to be the one to leave. Isn’t that weird? The path I’m on right now—I expected that to be the journey that Darren went on.”

“Funny how things turn out, huh?” said Leah.

“You’ve got that right,” I agreed. “I couldn’t even ask him to come to Nashville with me. He chewed my head off before I had a chance to get a word in.”

“What set him off?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “The only time that I wasn’t with him recently was when I went and saw you yesterday for a few hours. I feel like something happened in those few hours to poison him against me, and I’m not sure what.”

“Projection, maybe?” Leah pondered. “That’s what I think it is.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re both idiots,” she stated abruptly.

“Thanks?”

“I’ve been telling you this from the beginning: You’re both too damn stubborn,” said a passionate Leah. “He wants you, more than anything else, to want to go back to Rome and have a quaint, fun life in the country near some big cities. You want him, more than anything else, to want to move here to Memphis or over to Nashville with nothing but you waiting for him.”

“Wow, that’s kind of fucked up,” I said.

“It’s nothing personal against you,” she said. “It’s that he has a life out there in Georgia just like you have a life out here. You’re both unwilling to do what either of you wants, and you won’t compromise! Or even let yourselves be heard for a compromise.”

“Leah, it really was like he snapped or something,” I said. “I don’t know what caused it. Earlier yesterday, we were laughing, smiling and saying corny things to each other. A few hours go by where I leave, and he goes driving around Memphis. I wondered if maybe something bad happened to him while he was wandering around.”

“Why wouldn’t he tell you about something like that?”

“I don’t know,” I said holding my head. “When I asked him what was wrong, the only thing he really said clearly to me was that he was thinking about how he was going to have to leave soon. I’d had a similar conversation with him like that before. This time, he just seemed angry.”

“It’s like the five stages of grief,” said Leah matter-of-factly. “When you guys were on the honeymoon part of your reunion, that was the precursor to denial. Once you guys got off that plane, y’all stepped immediately right into denial. You were both going about your businesses, doing whatever. Living it up. Totally ignoring how it isn’t going to work out with you two.”

I nodded, filling in the blanks only seconds before Leah filled them.

“Anger comes next,” said Leah. “That’s where he’s at right now; and, I expect either you are, were, or will be angry quite soon.”

“I’ve been really frustrated and annoyed lately,” I said. “Does that count as anger?”

“Maybe, I’m not sure.” 

“So, what comes next—bargaining?” I asked her.

“That’s right. Or, it would have come next if he stayed the whole eight days. It would’ve come in the form of you both bargaining with God so that time would slow down, and the days together could be longer. You’d be wishing that he could stay just another day or another couple of days.”

“Maybe that’s when I could have brought up Nashville,” I said. “Nashville might’ve been a gamble, but I would’ve put all my chips on it. It fits enough of both of our needs plenty, and it is prettier than Memphis. Yeah, Nashville should’ve been brought up in a few days if he was still here.”

“So, since we have to skip bargaining, we hit directly into depression,” said Leah. “It’s not going to be fun, and it’ll emotionally wreck you. But that’s a phase, just like all the other phases. After depression fades away, you end it all with—”

“Acceptance,” I finished. “In theory, once you clear the first four it’s easy to jump the last ledge. I think acceptance might be the hardest one of those to go through for some people.”

“But Darren’s really gone, huh?”

“Yeah, he is. And that’ll likely be the last time I ever see him.”

Leah snorted. I looked at her perplexed. She grinned widely, pursing her lips.

“I’m not a psychic, but I think you’ll probably return to Rome at some point,” she said. “Call it a hunch.”

“You’re wrong, I’m not ever going back,” I said firmly.

“You’re telling me there’s absolutely no reason you would ever want—”

“To set foot in Rome, Georgia again,” I finished. “Yes.”

She raised her eyebrows at me. “Maybe we’re not at depression yet. Sounds like you might still be a little angry.”

“I am angry.” 

“Then, let it out! What are you mad about?”

“I’m mad about a lot.”

I looked around, trying to draw inspiration. I didn’t often express my anger, so it was difficult to get into the groove.

“Okay, here’s something that makes me mad when I think about it,” I said. “Did I ever tell you all about when Darren didn’t go with me to Tennessee the first time? I don’t think I did.”

“You said that he likes Rome and doesn’t like big cities,” said Leah. “Got it.”

“No, I’m talking about when Darren and I both were given a golden opportunity in Memphis, and he threw it away.”

“Maybe you didn’t tell me about that.”

“First of all, Darren knew that someday I was going to leave Rome and aspire to better things,” I said. “I told him from eighth grade on about how I was going to move somewhere like Colorado, or northern California, or Orlando. He knew I had dreams, and he knew I was serious about them.

“I had been actively trying to get spotted for years in north Georgia and Atlanta. It didn’t matter what I was singing. It mattered if I was considered hot or not. So, I chose Nashville. But, I looked into it, saw it was too pricey, and I chose Memphis.

“It just so happened that as I was planning the move in my head, and preparing to tell Darren about it, I was contacted by a well-known agency that wanted to represent us. They have a lot of fucking pull. I would jump at the chance now, and it was waved in front of me over six years ago.”

“Holy fuck flips!” said Leah. “Who was it? CAA? United Talent?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said. “But, the deal came with certain stipulations. The agent that was interested in me was also interested in Darren. He didn’t think we could make it as solo artists, but he envisioned shows similar to ones that Darren and I made together for fun growing up.”

“He wanted you guys together as a dual act?” Leah asked dumbfounded.

“Yeah, he’d seen videos of Darren and I singing and performing together online, and he wanted to sign us both based on the way we’d done an act together.”

“You and he had a deal on the table from a respected agency,” she surmised.

“Right, and he said no,” I told her. “So, I told the agency that we were thrilled and wanted to sign with them right away.”

“Oh,” said Leah, still dumbfounded.

“Yeah, I told them we were both interested, even after Darren had explicitly told me no, and he didn’t want to do it.”

“How would that have worked out?”

“I was hoping that if he’d had a little more time, maybe he’d warm up to the idea and sign the forms with me,” I told her. “But he was livid that I made such a decision like that for him against his wishes without him being present.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of fucked up,” said Leah.

“I couldn’t believe he was saying no to being signed to an agency,” I said, remembering how surreal it felt.

“I’m livid with him for ruining that opportunity for you!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe that! Why?”

“My dad thought maybe Darren was afraid of success.” I chuckled. “I don’t know if that’s true, but it’s an interesting theory.”

“So, what happened after you told the agency he was down and then he didn’t show up? It didn’t reflect poorly on you in any way, did it?”

“That’s exactly what it did,” I replied. “We were both considered unprofessional, and the agent most interested in us was embarrassed for having come to the bat for us a lot during negotiations. Yeah, that definitely was a setback in my career.”

“Wow, I cannot believe that,” she said still in disbelief.

“He knew how badly I wanted a career in music,” I said through tears. “He played songs with me for years. He posted videos of us online People saw us and wanted to give us an opportunity that almost never comes along.”

Leah scooted closer to me, rubbing my back empathetically.

“Something amazing is going to come along,” she said. “I promise. Don’t be sad over that shit with the agency. That was over six years ago! Don’t be upset over things you can’t change. Focus on what’s ahead of you.”

Suddenly, my mind began to turn inside out, and I started imagining things from a different perspective.

“You were right, you know,” said Leah. “It was a good idea not to sign the contract. I’ve thought about it more, and I’m totally onboard. Let me be your manager!”

A sly grin formed on my face. “On second thought, let’s not write them off yet.”

Just when I thought Leah couldn’t be any more flabbergasted, she proved me wrong.

“Uh?”

“I want Monday’s meeting to happen,” I proclaimed. “I changed my mind. I want to talk to the producers, and I want to sign their contract.”






Chapter 29

Darren

 

 

I’d considered keeping the week off from work and chilling. Monday morning came and went, and my boredom could barely be contained. Bo was sleeping the day away, and there was nothing good on TV.

I refused to be left alone with my thoughts, so I chose to surprise everyone at Mel’s A/C and show up ready for work.

Garrett was the most surprised to see me. We gave each other a bro-hug, followed by us standing there quietly, happy to see each other.

“So, what the hell are you doing back so soon?” Garrett asked me. “She have to go out on tour?”

“No, I think we’re done.”

“Beg your pardon?” he asked.

“You were right all along,” I said. “It was stupid of me to go to Memphis—for a huge number of reasons.”

“Oh, no,” he said. “Trouble in paradise?”

“There’s no paradise, Garrett,” I told him. “We both knew what it was. Old friends with heavy sexual tension reconnected after years of forced separation.”

“What happened?” 

“Honestly, dude, I don’t know if I could tell you,” I said sincerely. “I was telling her that I wasn’t insanely crazy about Memphis in the day or so I’d been there. She freaked out and told me she wanted me to leave. So, I left.”

“Hmm,” he hummed. “Help me load and install this A/C unit. Clock in. We’ll talk in the car.”

We each moved and lifted an enormous air-conditioning unit into one of the company vans. We strapped it in, ensured that we had all the loose parts kept nearby, and got on the road.

We didn’t get to talk like we wanted to while driving and working, but it was still a fun day for me. I loved lifting heavy things and moving them places, and I loved the feeling of completion whenever I finished a tricky installation.

Garrett and I worked an hour past close. My boss was happy I was there with all the work that had come in that day. By the time we were done, we were ready to go drinking. Garrett suggested going over to Chelsea’s for beers, but it was still rather unreal to me. The last time we went to Chelsea’s was the last time we saw Wayne Wright alive.

“We can’t let Wayne’s memory affect where we go to drink,” said Garrett. “Plus, there are tons of babes there tonight. Let’s get something going!”

“I’m down to go to Chelsea’s, and I’m down to talk more,” I said. “I’m not down to chase pussy tonight. Sorry, man.”

“Chasing pussy might be a sport you should play to get your mind off Baileyball! Baileyball: The game where nobody wins, and both the players look like nincompoops.”

“Thank you, Garrett,” I said rolling my eyes. “I’m down to drink. I’m down to play pool. But I’m laying off the girls tonight. I’ll help you get laid if you want, though.”

“Spare me your pity, mongrel,” he said, kicking me lightly in the shins.

We got to Chelsea’s, and to our surprise, there was barely anyone in the place, drinking or otherwise. The only attractive women there were some of the waitresses, and we both knew several of them by name. Garrett had been rejected by all but one of them.

We sat at a booth near the pool table and a TV showing a hockey game.

“I’ll get us a pitcher of beer,” Garrett said, immediately standing back up. “Anything particular you want?”

“I’m good with whatever, man.”

Garrett went over to the bar, and he came back with a pitcher of golden beer and two shots of Jäger.

After we downed our shots, we nursed on our beers. We were watching the hockey game, even though neither of us knew how to follow hockey.

“So, how were things going before your fight?” he asked me.

“Good, I think. We didn’t do much of the city together. When we got there, we were both exhausted. We went and looked at some places together, had some nice food and had some fantastic sex.”

“Nice.” He grinned.

“Then, I went out into the city for a bit while she was taking care of business,” I said. “I wasn’t too crazy about it. I’ll be totally honest with you. Like I said, you were right. Memphis ain’t for me.”

“Memphis isn’t for a lot of people if we’re being real,” said Garrett. “You’re just not one for the city, bud. Maybe you and Bailey could move to Berkeley, California. Music is what runs the town. You’re sort of in a big city, but not really. You’re by beaches and buildings, but you’re by a lot of nature.”

“Wow. You’ve put more thought into my future than I have.”

“No one’s stopping you,” he said grinning. “Imagine the future. What do you want it to be like?”

“I want to be happy. I want to have another dog, and maybe even a cat. They all have to get along with Bo. We’re in the country, but we have a movie theater and two Starbucks.’”

Garrett chuckled knowingly. “Kind of like how it is here.”

“I’m sure there are lots of cities like Rome somewhere else in the country,” I said. “If I go searching for it, maybe I’ll find it. I might be able to travel the country if Bailey decides to go on tour. We could go to Ireland”

“See, look at you, ya’ dreamer!” said Garrett. “So, you understand that you have to go.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you shouldn’t stay in Rome for much longer, right? You know there’s something better out there. You’ve been putting this off long enough.”

“What the hell are you smoking, mate?” I asked him.

“You have more talent, more skill, and more ability than anyone else in this little ol’ town in the corner of Georgia,” he said to me. “You shouldn’t stay here. You have no reason to stay here.”

“Are you fucking kidding me right now?” I asked, hurt and insulted.

“Look, we’re brothers, you and me. We might not be bonded by blood, but we’re brothers.”

“Hell yeah, we are,” I agreed wholeheartedly.

“But, we can still talk if you don’t live here in town with me,” he said. “We have cell phones, computers, and video games. Our friendship isn’t going anywhere.”

“Why does everyone in my life want me to leave my house and my job that I’m really happy with?”

“I wouldn’t exactly say you’re ‘really happy’ with those things,” he challenged. “I’d say you’re content with those things. I might say you enjoy those things. I’m not saying you think badly of or want out of those things. But, maybe it isn’t about feeling bad. Could you honestly say that you’re fulfilled by those things?”

I wanted to answer his question honestly, but I couldn’t do it. Instead, I chugged the rest of my beer and stood up to take my leave.

“What are you doing?” he wondered.

“I’m going home,” I answered. “I’m going back to the house that I live in. The house I could easily die in someday. And, I will be satisfied with the roof over my head.”

I headed out the door. Garrett ran up from our seats and chased me out the exit.

“Darren!” he beckoned.

“I have no reason to be here, so let’s just leave ourselves alone,” I said.

I unlocked my car doors and leaned against the car, testing myself to deduce how tipsy I was and if I should drive.

“Come on, don’t blow me off, man,” said Garrett. “You’re my brother. I’m just looking out for you.”

“I understand that, and I appreciate it, but I don’t need it,” I said. “And if I pursued a career in music, I wouldn’t actually make it. You know it. I know it. Bailey probably definitely knows it. There’s no reason to feed my fantasies. I know where I belong, just as many others in this town know they belong.”

“You’re better than here, man,” he emphasized. “Your ego and self-esteem are injured, but you’re being way too modest. You were an incredible performer back in high school and right after. It really bummed me out that you didn’t chase the dream. I was a little bummed out that you didn’t go with Bailey back in the day. I was so sure you were going to do that.”

I was unable to process his touching words. Instead of thinking about it, I did what I frequently do, and chose to ignore it.

“It’s not too late, Darren. Go back to Memphis and plan out your future with that girl. We both know you two are going to end up together.”

I felt incredibly confident as I found the energy to segue from the outside of my car to the inside of my car.

“That’s the thing, Garrett,” I told him. “She and I aren’t going to end up together. I know it for a fact. If I were a bettin’ man, I’d be willing to bet my house on it!”






Chapter 30

Bailey

 

 

Leah and I got dressed at her place in preparation for the meeting we were having with the music producers.

Leah was being difficult with me. I ended up having to dress and put makeup on by myself since my supposed best friend was busy doubting me the entire time. I was wearing tight jeans, a loose blouse, my hair was up, and I was ready to go.

“Is there really no way that I can talk you out of this decision?” she asked me.

“I don’t think so! I think we’re getting signed to a record label, baby!”

“How about you at least put the decision on hold before you make a decision that could totally and irrevocably change your life in ways that could haunt you forever.”

“What?”

“I don’t know, Bailey! Record labels can really fuck people over. You know this.”

“You can try to sway me from my path, but it isn’t gonna work,” I said with sass.

“You’re making a very big and important decision while being very upset,” she said. “I’d rather risk them never calling us again. I’ll tell them to wait another few days. We can make something up. Or shit, I can just say you’re bummed thinking about your dad! What do you think?”

“I don’t want to use my dad to get out of a business meeting.” 

“That’s commendable,” said Leah. “I’m not sure I’d have the same restraint if it were my dad that died.”

“I’m not waiting for things to happen anymore,” I told her. “I’m making them happen. A major recording label is willing to sign me. I have no idea when something else like that will come along again. Do I have to wait another six years?”

Leah put her arms on my shoulders, giving me a look of empathy like I’d never seen before.

“I swear on my mother’s life—and I love my mom—you are not going to have to wait another six years for an opportunity like this to come again. I promise you won’t even have to wait a single, whole year. There are a lot of interested eyes peering in your direction, wondering what steps you’re going to take next.”

A single tear dropped down my face. Leah wiped it up lovingly with her thumb.

“Don’t make a decision like this just to prove a point. Don’t try to somehow get back at him, or something. Really, don’t sign a musical contract for any other reason other than it’s going to help your music.”

I took Leah’s hands and held them in mine. I was sniffing, trying to hold back the building tears.

“I am upset, and I am freaking out about all of this still,” I admitted. “But, I think this is the right thing to do. I have to do what’s best for me, right? I think this is what’s best for me. I think. I hope. I might not ever get another song on the radio again.”

“Don’t make your decision based on what you’re afraid of,” said Leah. “Listen to your instincts. Don’t walk through those doors until you know for sure what you’re going to do.”

“I’m not going to know what I’m doing until after.”

“No, no you’re not,” she interrupted. “If they sense any sort of vulnerability, they’ll pounce on it and use it against you. Being confident is imortant. And, if you can’t be confident, appear confident.”

“Thanks for the pep talk, coach,” I told her.

 

 

 

Leah drove us to an office space being rented out by various music groups. The producers we were going to meet were on the second floor, and I knew that I was only going to get two of their names right.

Not only did I not know names, but I also didn’t know the reason. I couldn’t make up my mind on what to do. I thought I would’ve known by the time we got to the meeting, but I was still torn on the decision. I had hoped that some more of Leah’s patented pep talks would steer me in the right direction, and she gave me plenty on the ride over.

We had arrived in time, but the secretary told us we would have to wait until the producers finished with another meeting. As we found seats for ourselves in the lobby, we could hear loud bursts of random laughter and speech.

“How long do you think that meeting is going to take?” whispered Leah.

“Hopefully long enough for me to figure out what I’m going to do,” I replied.

“I bet this is some sort of intimidation tactic,” said Leah. “We made them wait, so now they’re making us wait. And, they’re going to laugh and holler and yell until it makes us go crazy.”

“I’m the only one that’s supposed to go crazy,” I said. “You have to be sane for both of us.”

A young girl, somewhere around sixteen or seventeen, came rushing down the stairs toward Leah and me. It looked as though she was going to call for us. But instead, she came to a halt, stared at me, and nervously went over to whisper to the receptionist.

The young girl headed for the front door, still looking over at me, keeping my attention.

“I love your new song,” said the young girl.

Instantly, my demeanor changed. I leaped up from my chair and approached her.

“Thank you so much!” I said to the girl. “I’m so glad you like the song.”

“I have your EP from last year,” she said nervously.

“Do you really?” 

“Yeah, it was a really good album,” she added.

“Thank you so much,” I said, sounding like a broken record. “I can’t believe you know me.”

“I’m waiting for you to put out a full release,” she said with a smile. Her little top teeth had braces on them, making her even more adorable than I originally thought.

“I’ll be putting out a major album soon, don’t you worry about that,” I promised. “Spring of next year. Look for it.”

“I will!” the girl voice scaled to a high pitch. “It’s—it was so awesome getting to meet you!”

“You too!” I said. “You want a picture? Not to sound conceited or—”

The little girl beamed, whipping out her cell phone in a hurry. “Yes, please!”

I handed the girl’s cell phone over to Leah, who took several pictures of the two of us posing together.

“What other kind of music do you like?” I asked the young girl.

“All kinds!” she answered. “That’s a big reason why I love your EP. No two songs sound alike.”

“I’m so glad to hear you say that!” I said with pride. “I tried to make every song have its own ‘flavor,’ you know? I want people that like all sorts of genres to find something they enjoy.”

“I like it all,” the girl said.

“That’s what I really want to happen!” I laughed. “What’s your name?”

“Beth,” she answered.

“Beth, are you going into music or music management?” I asked.

“I’m not sure what I’m doing,” said Beth. “I can play some instruments, but I don’t like my voice at all.”

“I don’t really like my voice that much,” I told her.

Her eyes widened in shock. “Your voice is incredible!”

“Thank you, and I’m so glad to hear you say that, but I respectfully disagree,” I said. “I think my voice is kind of nasally sometimes. I don’t always hit the right notes when I perform live. I’ll bet you’re a better singer than I am.”

“I know for a fact that I’m not,” said Beth.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I told her. “Be kind to yourself. And, don’t stop trying to achieve your goals.”

“I have an anxiety disorder,” Beth muttered quietly to me. “Uh, do you have any advice on how to beat that?”

We all heard doors opening above our heads, signaling the end of the meeting prior to ours.

I looked back at Beth. “Don’t be afraid. Really. Once you’ve been through enough, you see that things aren’t as hard as they seem. Don’t be scared, and don’t stress about little things that don’t matter.”

I felt like the world’s worst camp instructor, and there was no way for me to salvage it. I held out my fist, let Beth bump it, and we went our separate ways.

While we were finding our seats and being greeted by the producers, executives, and other related personnel; my mind was once again in a place far away from where my body was.

I thought about what I’d just told Beth: Don’t be afraid. It was certainly easier said than done.

I looked around the room, smiling and acknowledging people as the meeting dictated. Leah spoke for me, sitting right beside me as we faced down the bosses.

While a producer named Elliott Langley talked and told us all things we knew already, my mind drifted from my encounter with Beth to my encounter with Darren.

I wanted to rewind and change everything that had happened starting that Saturday morning, beginning with when I decided to leave him that day. I would have talked with him more and demanded that we resolve our conflict.

Instead, I had an unresolved dilemma involving matters of the heart, and it was hijacking my attention away from the very important meeting taking place around me.

Before I knew it, Elliott Langley slid a small stack of crisp white papers over to me, while a different executive slid his pen to me to go with the papers.

It was there. I had the contract in front of me. It was offering me the kind of future I’d only dreamed of. All it required was my signature and my initials in a few places. It was simple, yet binding. It was real and tangible, yet it felt like I was still in the middle of a dream I hadn’t woken up from.

I couldn’t make up my mind. I clicked the pen nervously against the table, reading over certain parts of the contract. I looked over at the producers and executives, seeing all their smiling faces with overly white teeth.

I put the pen on the dotted line, waiting to feel destiny pulling on my hand.

Leah leaned into me. “You can decide not to do it,” she whispered.

I didn’t know what to do. I was lost.






Chapter 31

Darren

 

 

I woke up Tuesday morning with Bo sleeping against me. I was particularly glad my canine companion was right next to me when I left the realm of dreams. I’d been dreaming about Bailey. We were dancing in a field. We danced in a field once when we were younger, and I’d always wanted to go back. I regretted that I hadn’t expressed that desire to her before.

I was glad Bo was with me because I was able to wrap him in my arms and squeeze him. He always let me pet him and play with him, no matter what. He also was good at reading my own emotions, and he would often stay close to me if he sensed I was sad. I hugged Bo for at least ten whole minutes, and he let me love on him.

Once he’d had enough, he licked my hand. I let him go, and we hopped out of bed together. As we performed our morning routines, thoughts of Bailey continued to swim in my head. I had the last week of my life replaying in my mind constantly.

I realized that I had spoken and behaved harshly to her, as she’d likely admit she had spoken unkindly to me. What I hated was that after six years of silence, and after a horrifying event that managed to bring us closer, all it took was one heated argument to let it all fall apart.

It didn’t take long on that fateful Tuesday until I accepted what I wanted to do: I didn’t want to let us fall apart. I wasn’t willing to return to life the way it was before she came back. And, I was going to make things right. I wasn’t sure at that point how I was going to do it, but I knew that I’d figure it out.

I sat around the apartment, picking at my guitar, playing directionless and without proper motivation. I was wrestling with my mind when I remembered what it took to properly inspire good music: heart and soul.

Once I stopped thinking about what to do about Bailey and me and only thought about Bailey, it all came to the surface. I played using my feelings not as a weight on my shoulders, but as the wind to guide my sails.

I liked the music that was coming from my instrument and me. It was the first time in a long time that I truly enjoyed playing. I wasn’t singing words to accompany my instrumental, but I was occasionally humming. It was easy to perform when the audience was Bo. Bo was loving, and criticized constructively.

I played for Bo and myself for two hours, never saying aloud what I knew I wanted to do. I longed for Bailey more than I ever longed for anything or anyone.

I called up Greta, the manager scheduled to work at Mel’s with me later that day. I asked her if it was possible for anyone to work my shift that day and the next. By a stroke of luck and, perhaps fate, my co-worker Ashley was able to take my shifts, as long as I worked for her on Sunday. I agreed to her terms, hung up, and went to take a shower. I wasn’t sure when the next opportunity would be to get a good shower.

Once I was clean and dressed, I stuffed some clothes and a few other things in a duffel bag, grabbed Bo’s leash and dog food, and stood over by the door.

I looked over at my excited dog. “Want to go on a trip, bud?”

 

 

 

I left Rome with Bo—who loved being in the car with his head out the window—early that Tuesday afternoon in the Focus and drove straight for Memphis, Tennessee.

The only statement I knew for sure that I wanted to make was that I refused to let a possible future together fade away simply because of a matter of distance. Even though I still couldn’t make up my mind on the best course of action, I knew that I wasn’t going to leave Bailey again until I knew we were going to work it out.

I thought about how she had a record deal to consider, and it occurred to me that not only might I need to leave Rome, but home might not be Nashville or Memphis. I was particular about what kind of area I lived in, and I didn’t want any ill feelings I might have about someplace to seep into a potential relationship. I had a lot to consider, and only a five-hour car ride to sort it all out.

Oddly enough, as we crossed the state border into Tennessee, across the radio airwaves I heard a familiar voice sing out of the speakers. It was Bailey’s song on the radio, and even Bo recognized her voice as it continued to serenade us.

“Hear who it is, Bo?” I said. “We’re going to see her. That’s why we’ve been in the car for so long.”

Bo folded his ears, expressing a look of concern.

“I know it might not go the way I want it to,” I said. “I’m prepared for her to tell me to just go again. I’ll go—eventually. She said she wants to be with me. I’m not letting her go that easy again.”

Bo returned to sticking his head out of the window. This time, he kept his mouth shut, instead of letting his tongue and slobber fling in the air.

“I’m not ignoring the obvious, bud,” I said to him. “I’m not going to get hurt. I might get sad, but I won’t get hurt. You won’t have to do any damage control.”

Bo kept his head out the window for the duration of our trek, and I kept my sights set on Bailey’s studio.

Once I crossed into the Memphis city limits, I started to feel uneasy. I wasn’t worried about embarrassment, or even rejection. I just hated the thought of showing up and making her feel uncomfortable. I was worried, due to the looming possibility that I could persist and ruin any chance of salvaging any kind of close relationship with her.

We hadn’t been to the bathroom since leaving Rome, so I found a rest stop a few miles away from Bailey’s studio. We relieved ourselves, and I bought myself more time before my journey concluded. I grabbed one of Bo’s toys from the car and played outside with him for a while. A few couples and children came up to see Bo, and he ate up the attention like it was a treat.

Once I decided to stop procrastinating, we hopped back in the car, and I drove us to the studio. I only saw one car outside, and it wasn’t Bailey’s.

I took a deep breath and then sighed. I was hoping she was inside.

I took a chance and brought Bo with me to the entrance. I rang the bell and knocked, standing up straight and petrified, ready to meet my doom.

The door opened, and it wasn’t Bailey—it was Leah. She grinned with satisfaction, putting a hand on her hip as she shook her head.

“I should’ve known you’d come,” said Leah.

“Is Bailey here?” I asked her.

“No, I’m afraid not,” she answered. “Can I take a message?”

I laughed. “Uh, I guess—maybe I’ll—can I set an appointment?”

She laughed. “I’m afraid my client is kinda booked solid.”

“Do you know where I could find her?” 

“I sure do,” said Bailey. “I’ll tell you where she is if you say why you’re here.”

“I’m here because I want to be with her more than anything,” I told her. “I want to talk to her about everything. She’s everything.”

Her sarcastic grin softened.

“Just so you know,” I added. “I’m more than willing to sit in my car and wait until she shows up here.”

“It’ll be a while until that happens,” said Leah. “She’s out of the state at the moment.”

My heart went past skipping a beat and nearly leaped out of my chest.

“She should be back soon though, but I’m not really sure,” continued Leah. “Would you like me to leave a message?”

“I’d like to know where Bailey went.”

“She’s in Rome, Darren.”

I looked down at my feet, completely taken aback.

“Really,” I uttered.

“She sure is,” she confirmed. “She’s at her father’s house, last I heard.”

“Why is she back there?” I wondered. “Did she forget something?”

“You could say that,” Leah said cryptically. “Why don’t you come in, and we’ll talk about it.”

Bo and I walked through the entrance. I took a seat in the lobby while Leah sat gushing over Bo. She and he played around together on the floor, getting along well.

“Okay, so I’m totally stealing your dog,” said Leah. “He is the cutest thing in the world. What’s his name, again?”

“Bo,” I said.

“Bo is the sweetest dog ever!” she said while rubbing Bo’s face and ears. “I can’t get over it. I’m going to steal you! Yes, I am! Yes, I am!”

I let them play around while I processed what I’d just heard. I didn’t want to get cocky and assume she was in Rome because of me. At least, not entirely. I figured she would have called or texted if she was returning to Georgia.

“Why is she at her dad’s place?” I asked Leah.

“We had a meeting with the record label that wants to sign Bailey,” she answered. “They gave her the contract, and she kinda lost it.”

“What do you mean?”

“She had a breakdown in the meeting trying to decide whether she was going to sign or not,” Leah explained. “She didn’t sign the contract.”

A significant part of me was relieved and happy to hear that news. I knew she was better than that record label.

“We have a lot to work on now,” continued Leah. “I’m hoping they’ll come back with an offer that she likes better. We’ll see.”

She finally stopped petting Bo and stood up to come sit beside me.

“So, why is she back in Rome?” I asked again.

“Well, I’m not really sure, Darren, to tell you the truth.” 

“She got on a plane to Georgia without giving you any explanation?”

“I’m afraid so.”

We sat in silence for a few moments, awkwardly looking at our phones. Bo came over to us, sitting between us, letting Leah keep loving on him.

“I don’t think she was ready to say goodbye to Rome yet,” said Leah. “She said she had to go back. She didn’t say much other than that.”

“You’re her best friend,” I said. “What do you think?”

She looked up at me, smiling.

“Yes?” I said. “I’m a guy. I’m slow. Just tell me.”

“I think she’s trying to figure out what she wants to do,” said Leah. “Maybe she thought being back around where she grew up would help her in some way.”

“So, nothing to do with me then,” I surmised.

“No, she definitely wanted to see you,” corrected Leah. “She went by your place first.”

I leaped up out of my seat, lovesick and craving her. Without another word, I headed for the door with Bo behind me.

“Where are you going?” Leah asked.

“I’m going back to Rome!” I said. “I need to talk to her! I need to see her.”

Bo walked back over to Leah, licking her hand and walking in circles around her.

“Can I ask you something?” Leah inquired.

“Anything,” I obliged.

“Do you think Bailey could make it on her own without signing a major record deal?” 

Without missing a beat, I replied. “Of course, she could. I think that’s what she should be doing. Look how far she’s come just it being you and her!”

“Well, it’s not just her and me,” said Leah, blushing slightly.

“I think all she has to do is release good, new music at a good pace,” I continued. “She’s great with fans. I’ve seen it. She just has to tour a few major cities, keep up a good social media base, and I think she could do amazingly.”

“Thank you!” declared Leah. “Finally. Could you please tell her to go on tour? I’ve been saying it for years, and she keeps blowing me off saying she’s not big enough yet to tour.”

“She could’ve been touring like last year,” I said.

“Exactly.” She laughed. “I’m so glad we agree. We need to be united front on her ass, rent a tour bus, and go play some fucking shows.”

“Let’s do it.” I chuckled.

“You should wait for her,” Leah suggested. “She’ll be back either tomorrow or Friday, probably. You could surprise her! You and Bo could crash at my place until she gets back.”

As I considered what course of action I wanted to take, I found myself examining the studio more thoroughly. I was admiring the rooms, wondering what some of the acoustics were in certain areas of the building. I looked toward the recording booth and thought about what it was like when Bailey recorded her latest songs.

Then, I got an idea, and I knew it was the right thing to do.

“Leah, I need you to do me a huge favor. I think it’ll help make Bailey happy, and it’s something I should’ve done a long time ago.”

“I like knowing what I’m signing up for before I agree to a contract like that,” said Leah.

“I promise it’s a good idea. Please say you’ll help me,” I begged.

“Fine,” she reluctantly agreed. “I’ll help you make Bailey happy. What can I do to help you?”






Chapter 32

Bailey

 

 

The first thing I did after my Uber took me from Atlanta to Rome on Tuesday afternoon was to scour the town looking for Darren.

I headed on a path toward Mel’s A/C, assuming that Darren was at work. On my way to Mel’s, I looked around a few places that I knew he liked to go to, on the chance that I might spot him elsewhere.

By the time I arrived at Mel’s, I still hadn’t spotted him, his Focus, or his golden retriever. His Focus also wasn’t in the parking lot at Mel’s when I arrived. I wondered if Garrett had driven them into work that morning.

I walked through the front door, and there was Garrett by the register, scrolling on his phone. He looked up when the door closed behind me.

“Whoa!” he responded, almost dropping his phone. “Uh, hi!”

“Hi, Garrett,” I said smiling. “Is Darren working right now?”

“Well, as a matter of fact, he’s not,” he answered. “He took the day off.”

“Oh. Is he okay?”

“Not really,” he said. “He’s been kind of going mad lately.”

“Oh, no,” I said with an amused tone. “So he’s at his house?”

“No, he set off of on a road trip a little while ago,” said Garrett. “He and Bo both left together.”

“Where were they going?” I wondered facetiously. “Atlanta? Cartersville?”

“He’s doing the exact thing you’re doing,” he said grinning. “He’s in Memphis.”

“Shut up,” I said in shock.

“He didn’t really say what was on his agenda,” said Garrett. “He just said he had to talk with you.”

“You’re kidding,” I said in similar disbelief.

“No, he’s probably in Tennessee right now if I had to guess,” he said.

I couldn’t believe it. We’d both had the same ideas and enacted them at the same time. It felt like another one of those things that happen that make you believe in destiny.

“If I can ask,” said Garrett. “What were you hoping to talk to Darren about?”

“I—wanted to tell him how I was feeling,” I said. “We’ve had a pretty intense last couple of weeks.”

“This seems important,” said Garrett. “You didn’t even call or text him, did you? You both just left your homes and showed up to where the other was supposed to be. That’s kind of nuts.”

“Garrett, remember when we were all hanging out and drinking together before that one night?” I asked him. “Remember how you said Darren still had feelings for me like he did in high school?”

“I said a lot of things that night. I was super drunk and messed up.”

“Right, but you meant what you said, didn’t you?”

“Sure,” he admitted.

“I want to know how Darren feels about us, and I want to know if we can be together,” I admitted.

Garrett looked at his watch, then behind him. He was pondering.

“I can come back later when you’re not working,” I told him.

“Why don’t we meet up over at Chelsea’s for a drink?” he proposed. “I’ll buy. We’ll talk. And I’ll let you know what’s going down.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “So Darren’s really in Memphis?”

“He says he started missing you from the moment he left,” said Garrett. “I can’t believe he’s over there, and you’re over here. That’s unbelievable.”

It certainly was unbelievable. I was tempted to call Darren and tell him that I’d come to his job and was looking for him. Then, I wondered if he went to where he expected to find me working, and maybe my best friend was talking to him the way his best friend was talking to me.

To kill some time between then and when we were meeting at Chelsea’s, I sat in the house I grew up in, languishing over the fact that I’d returned to Rome already, after only a short few days of being away from it and declaring I’d never return. I felt like a weak hypocrite, but in my state of weakness, I didn’t care. All I cared about was figuring out things with Darren.

 

 

 

Garrett left work and made it to Chelsea’s before I did. He ordered a tall pitcher of beer for us to share, and I gladly took a glass and filled it up.

“Cheers,” we said, toasting ourselves.

We drank and ate pretzels for a short while; mindlessly watching whatever was on the TVs. I was waiting until we both felt comfortable, but it seemed like that was never going to happen.

“So, talk to me,” I said to Garrett.

“What would you like to talk about?” he asked.

“Do you know when Darren is getting back? Have you talked to him?”

“I haven’t heard from him since he texted saying he was in Memphis,” he told me. “I’m not really sure what he’s up to.”

“Surely by now, he knows I’m not there, right?” 

“I’d imagine so,” said Garrett. “I figured he’d have called or texted me by now. Want me to call him?”
I was tempted, but I held my tongue. I shook my head, declining.

“So, you two are finally getting together, after all these years?” Garrett asked.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do,” I answered. “I’m hoping we’ll figure that out once we start talking.”

“Y’all will be fine,” he said.

“So, about that whole ‘Darren never got over me’ statement,” I said. “Care to go more into that?”

“No, not particularly. No,” said Garrett.

“Garrett, please just answer this honestly, and I promise I won’t tell him you told me. Has he had feelings for me like—all this time?”

“He’s never gotten over you,” he confessed. “No other girls have compared.”

“Really? In six years?”

“In six years, your name has come up more times than I could possibly keep track,” Garrett said. “All he’s wanted was for you to come back here, or for him to wake up one day and want the city life. I can’t exactly blame him for wanting to stay away from a big city. Big cities and the people in them are obnoxious.”

“Every city has some obnoxious people in it, Garrett,” I replied. “But, he never loved someone else? He said he’d seen a few girls.”

“Yeah, some girls would hang out with him from time to time,” he said. “There weren’t many, and they were never around for long.”

“He had them around for company and sex?” 

“Well, I don’t know if I’d label it quite like that.”

“Hey, after I got to Memphis, all I had in my life were temporary guys that provided a cure for my loneliness and my horniness,” I interjected. “I’m not judging that at all.”

“Great, so you two are basically love twins,” said Garrett. “You’re both doing the exact same things trying to prevent what you both know is true.”

“What’s the truth?”

“The truth is—he’s afraid to ever leave Rome,” he said. “This is where he’s safe. He has a good job, good friends, and he found a good house in town when he never thought he could. Putting that on the line for anything—or really, anyone—would be really risky. Not even talking finances here. I mean, he could gamble away his heart and lose it to someone that hurts him.”

“I would never hurt him,” I said.

“You don’t know that for sure, but that’s beside the point,” he replied. “No one knows whether they’re going to hurt a person or not. Anyway, he has a good setup, and not only could a relationship break apart and he’s lost from that, but, he could give up his life here, have to come back, and his life won’t be able to just take him back. You know what I’m saying?”

“Oddly enough, I think I do.”

“I think he was afraid of you guys trying to make a life out in Tennessee, and then it wouldn’t work out,” said Garrett. “For one reason or another. Then, he’d be devastated. He’d have lost all that other stuff, but really, also, he’d lose one of his closest friends. Even though it’s been a while, I could tell you two didn’t miss a beat. You two were meant to be close.”

“Does he really love me?” I asked, feeling like a child.

“Bailey, that man is so in love with you—it’s kind of gross,” said Garrett. “He gets so sappy whenever he talks about you. I really didn’t think he was ever going to get over you.”

“There’s never been a day when I haven’t thought about him,” I said.

“You’ll probably want to make sure and tell him that,” he suggested. “That’s all he wants to hear, I’ll bet.”

I didn’t want to be rude to Garrett, but at that moment, all I wanted to do was leave, get back on a plane, and get to Darren before he had a chance to drive away.

“If you want to try asking him to move to Memphis again, now would be the time,” said Garrett. “If I were you, I’d consider a change, too.”
“Like Nashville?”

“Like Nashville,” he said. “Or New York. Or California. Shit, even moving to Atlanta would be a good move for you both.”

I beamed, thinking about the different places and ways Darren and I could live together. I was excited by the thoughts alone.

“Do you love him?” Garrett asked me while I was in my daze.

“I’ve loved Darren for years.”

Garrett chuckled, pouring more of the pitcher into my glass.

“Well, not like you were looking for it or anything, but you have my blessing,” said Garrett. “I’ve wanted to see you lovebirds become a couple for over a decade. Stop being such teases and give the people what they want!”






Chapter 33

Darren

 

 

Leah and I left the studio together. I had Bo’s leash in one hand, and a memory card in the other. She locked the doors behind us, and I held the memory card out for her to take from me.

“You promise you’ll give it to her?” I asked as she accepted the memory card.

“I’ll give it to her as soon as I see her.” 

Within the digital sandbox that resided in that memory card sat a gift, from me to Bailey. It was made directly from my heart, and it felt just as right as it had been getting in the car and driving to Memphis.

“Thank you so much,” I told Leah.

“You’re welcome, Darren,” she said. “And, don’t worry—she’s going to love it.”

As I watched Leah drive off from the studio, Bo and I got back in the Focus, and I considered our next move.

“I could just call Bailey,” I thought out loud. “Crash with Leah or get a hotel— wait till Bailey gets back. Or, we could just drive on back to Rome at the speed of sound and hope we catch her before she comes back to Memphis. She’s probably staying the night at her father’s place, anyway.”

I quickly texted Garrett.

So, you aren’t going to believe this. Apparently, Bailey flew back to Rome when I was driving here to Memphis. It’s insane. I’m heading back to Rome now. I’m hoping I can catch her before she comes back to Memphis.

I didn’t receive a response from Garrett until a few hours later, just as we were driving through Birmingham. 

Cool. Hey come by Chelsea’s before you go home.

I’ve got Bo in the car with me. 

Oh, shit yeah. Drop Bo off then come to Chelsea’s.

Once I got back into Rome, I did exactly that. I dropped Bo off at the house, let him do his business, put him inside, and I went right to Chelsea’s. I felt tired; the hours were catching up, making my eyes heavy and my cares diminished.

I parked beside Garrett’s car and found him near our usual seats inside. He was polishing off a pitcher of beer, ushering the bartender over as he saw me approach.

“Two fire torpedoes,” Garrett ordered.

“You trying to get me all liquored up so you can have your way with me?” I asked, hitting him lightly on the shoulder.

“I want to buy you drinks, so you don’t get mad or weirded out by what all I have to talk to you about,” said Garrett.

“By ‘all you have to talk to me about’?” I asked with concern.

“It’s about this whole fairy tale thing you’ve been writing with this chick,” he said with slurs interlaced in his speech. “I became a secondary character in it earlier today.”

To say I was puzzled would’ve been an understatement. “Okay. How so?”

“Bailey was here earlier,” Garrett said.

“Yeah, no shit,” I said in annoyance. “I told you that earlier.”

“What I was going to say next was that I saw her earlier today,” he said.

I shut my mouth, immediately brainstorming at a rapid pace on what she and he said to each other.

“Did she go by Mel’s today looking for me?” I asked.

“That’s exactly what she was doing,” he confirmed. “She came back to Rome, looking for you, and of course you weren’t here. She had a lot of questions about you and her and your love for each other.”

“Oh, Lord,” I said, laughing uncontrollably.

“I’m glad you think it’s funny, because I totally sold you out, man,” said Garrett. “I told her how much you loved her. I admitted so much shit to her—totally stole your thunder. I don’t know what I was thinking. She was bumming so hard, and wanted to know if you really loved her.”

“Garrett, bro, I’m not mad!” I reassured him.

“You’re not?”

“Dude, I’m just happy to hear that she came back to Rome for me,” I said like a fool in love. “I wish I could’ve seen her, but I’m sure we’ll find a way back to each other soon enough.”

“Bailey totally panicked when I told her you’d texted and said you were coming back home,” said Garrett. “Should I not have told her you were coming back? I didn’t know what the right thing to do was.”

“Dude, don’t worry about it,” I said, slapping him lovingly on the shoulder.

“Man, you may have been right all these years,” he conceded. “You two might be made for each other after all.”

“I’m glad you finally see it that way,” I said.

“I said you might be right,” he underlined. “Bro, stop this game of tag y’all are playing and put a ring on that girl’s finger, or something!”

“I can’t get a read on you, Garrett!” I shouted. “One minute you think I need to let things be and get back to business. Sometimes you think I should just move right the hell out of Georgia. One day you’re saying I should just hookup with her, the next you’re saying she’s my soul mate. What do you really think?”

“I think you guys should do what makes you happy,” he replied. “I think there’s no harm in trying something real with each other and seeing where it takes you. Yeah, y’all might break up. So, what? Does that mean you’re never going to try being in a relationship ever again?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t really want to do the casual thing anymore, but you’re afraid to try a committed relationship,” he surmised. “You’re telling me you’d be happier being alone?”

“I don’t mind being alone,” I said honestly.

“I know you can do it, but are you truly happy?” he asked. “I know you’ve got a routine that you enjoy, and you’ve got Bo, but is that enough to make you happy?”

“What did you and her talk about?” I asked, ensuring that he stayed on topic.

“We talked about a lot,” he said. “A lot of it was just a sappy session on love. We tried figuring out how you two could compatibly date.”

“Wonderful,” I remarked.

“She really wants you guys to be together,” said Garrett. “That’s why y’all have to stop playing these games with each other. The time for games has passed. Things are different now. You can probably live anywhere in the world you want, and you could probably start a career in music like you used to want. And, you’d do it all with the girl you’ve been obsessed with since I’ve known you. Does that not sound fucking great, man? What’re you wasting your time here in Rome for? Come back to visit sometimes. You’ll always have a place to stay with me. You’re supposed to do great things, Darren. And, that girl is really into you, and she’s successful, hot, and you both get along better than any guy and girl I’ve ever known.”

“I can’t live in Memphis,” I said.

“Don’t live in Memphis!” he yelled. “You’re not listening to me! You two could live anywhere! Mel will write you a great recommendation if you want a job like what you’ve got now. If not, you could finally put all that musical talent of yours to good use.”

“You know, I have to admit. I’m not sure how much fun I’d have at a different A/C place,” I said. “You’re really the one that’s kept me at this job the longest.”

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, I’ve stayed at Mel’s because I love being able to work with my best friend,” I said. “I’d probably be happy working anywhere as long as we both did it, you know? We’ve worked at like three of the same places together, and they didn’t seem like boring pits. Mostly because we made it fun, you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, man, I feel the same way,” said Garrett.

Then, I had an epiphany. I didn’t enjoy my job because it was fulfilling and what I wanted to do. I enjoyed it because I got to work with someone I loved and respected.

I thought about writing music with Bailey, and working every day together at her studio or any studio, and how I’d be working with someone I deeply loved and greatly respected.

“You know what?” I said. “Moving wouldn’t be so bad after all. It would be risky, scary—”

“Hell, yeah man,” he agreed. “There ain’t no shame in admitting that. It’d be weird if you weren’t scared.”

“You’d have to come and visit me,” I said. “At least twice a year, no matter where I might end up.”

“We’ll figure it out,” said Garrett. “Even if some time passed, we’ve got phones and computers. We’ll be fine, man.”

We shook hands, doing a drunken version of an old handshake we used to do sometimes in school. It was that handshake that sealed my fate.

 

I sat in bed with Bo, aimlessly plucking the strings on my guitar.

I thought about how strange it would be to sell my house and leave Rome behind. I would miss it, but I knew that I would miss Bailey so much more if I chose to not have her in my life. I was without her for six years, and even at the height of my happiness, I was leading a half-life.

I imagined Bailey and I picking out a house together, with a big tree out in the front and back, and grass as green as it could be. I would look out back and see one of my children climbing the tree, similarly to how Bailey and I used to do as kids.

I thought about standing on a spectacular stage with Bailey, playing songs together and singing in perfect harmony. I imagined what different holidays would be like together, and how amazing it would be to get to do everything together with my closest friend.

I considered getting back in the car and going to Memphis again, but I held off. It was torture to practice patience with how anxious I was, but I took a deep breath and relaxed.

I leaned over and pet Bo. “We’ll see Bailey again soon, Bo. One day soon.”






Chapter 34

Bailey

 

 

I arrived back in Memphis late on Tuesday night. I went straight home and crashed in bed, spent from the day I had.

I woke up early the next day and headed over to the studio right after sunrise. I was hoping to have the studio all to myself.

Yet, as I parked in my usual spot outside, I saw Leah’s car already there. I was slightly discouraged in terms of the flow I was hoping to have, but I was determined not to let a lack of solitude prohibit me from working.

Leah was sitting in the recording booth, scrolling through her phone. I made myself some coffee and then joined her in the booth.

“Good morning,” I told her.

“Morning.” 

“What brings you here so early?” I asked.

“The hot water is out at my place,” she said. “I wanted to shower, so I showered here. I was almost falling back asleep.”

“You could go back home. You don’t live far.” 

“No, I was hoping you were going to show up,” said Leah. “I wanted to talk with you for a while.”

“Look, I still don’t think signing with that label—”

“I don’t think signing with them is a good idea, either,” she stressed. “I don’t want to talk to you about record labels, or tours, or anything specific about the future.”

“Okay. What do you want to talk about?” I asked.

Leah pondered to herself, humming quietly and searching for the right words.

“Hello?” I said.

She bit her lip. “I have something I need to show you. But, we’ll get to that later. For now, I think we should go out.”

“Go out?”

Leah stood up and grabbed her purse.

“Leah?”

“Let me take you out to get your nails done,” she said. “Come on, we haven’t had our nails done together in forever. Let’s get pampered. We deserve it.”

“I think we have another hour or two to wait before the salons open,” I said looking at the time.

“Then, practice, play—whatever you came here to do,” she said. “After, we’ll go get pampered.”

“Actually, do you think we could talk about Darren?” I asked. “When I was in Rome, I saw Garrett. He said that Darren was here.”

“Right, I saw him yesterday,” said Leah.

We both stared at each other. I must’ve looked like a deer caught in the headlights.

“Oh, had I not brought that up to you yet?” she asked.

“I’ll play later,” I said, grabbing my own bag. “I’ll get us breakfast. You get us the manicure. Tell me everything.”

 

I drove Leah and me to Gracie’s to get some good breakfast. We spent most of the time talking rather than eating.

She told me about how Darren had come to the studio looking for me. She dished on nearly everything that they said to each other, and I was floored.

“He said that he’s in love with you,” Leah told me.

I knew that I was also in love with him, and after that day, I vowed to myself to not abandon my feelings and wants so irrationally.

We finished our food once she was finished filling me in on all the details. I couldn’t completely empty my plate because my energy wasn’t spent eating. I wanted nothing more, at that moment, than to get on the next flight back to Atlanta.

I drove us to Sunnywood Mall, a pretty sketchy mall with questionable stores; however, we both loved the nail salon the mall had beside the food court.

We didn’t even have to hang out in the waiting area of the salon once we arrived. We sat down next to each other, relaxed, closed our eyes, and got our nails done.

“This was a good idea,” I admitted.

“How’re you holding up after the bombshells?” asked Leah.

“I don’t really know what to say. I can’t believe he came back for me.”

“He looked really cute when he realized you went back for him,” she said. “If he had wings, he’d have flown over a rainbow.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet.”

“Listen, if you don’t go for it with him, then I will.” She laughed. “He’s very sweet and totally hot.”

“Hey!” I snapped. “Don’t get any funny ideas. Don’t steal him.”

“I don’t think I could steal him if I tried,” said Leah. “He’s only got eyes for you, superstar. What do you think?”

“I’m thinking all sorts of things,” I said. “I’m imagining us going out on tour together. Him and I taking over the south and the east coast, making our first album together, picking out tiles for the kitchen—”

“Damn girl, slow down,” said Leah.

“I can’t help it. I want him,” I whined. “Give me advice. Let me ask it this way.”

“Shoot.”

“If I weren’t planning on being with Darren,” I began. “Do you think I should consider moving? Now that things are going well, should I?”

“Do you want to know what I think as your friend or your manager?”

“Both,” I requested.

“I think staying in Tennessee isn’t a bad idea,” said Leah. “I’d lean more toward Nashville. The music scene there is here to the third power. Things are a bit more expensive out there, but it won’t be that bad. I’ll work for free for a week or two if needed. I’ve needed to look for a second job, anyway.”

“Leah,” I said, feeling as though I could cry at any minute.

“If you want what I would do, on the other hand,” Leah continued. “If I were you, I might move to one of the big places: New York, Atlanta, Orlando, Los Angeles. Shit, even Portland is getting a music scene and growing artists. Personally, I think even though we’re not in a bad place for music, we’ve gotten most of what we can from Memphis.”

“That makes us sound like parasites,” I said and laughed. “I don’t just live here because I want to network or meet people to help my career. I do like it here.”

“I know,” she said. “But, you know what happens with a career like the one you want. You move around a lot. Maybe moving somewhere else would be best for you right now. Where that place is? I think only you know that answer.”

The lady filing my pinky looked like she wanted to interject, but she withheld.

“I think New York would be too expensive right now,” I said. “I could live in Jersey, which is cheaper and close enough to the city.”

“You’re not living in Jersey, fuck that,” dismissed Leah. “What about Atlanta? I know you say it’s not ideal.”

“I have to give it a veto,” I said. “Nothing in Georgia.”

“What about Florida? Orlando?”

“No way,” I dismissed. “Cutthroat business tactics in Florida would probably be to actually cut someone’s throat. I’m not sure about much else in the south.”

“L.A. is expensive, but depending on where you live, it could get cheaper,” she said. “I’ve got a friend in Koreatown, downtown L.A., that pays only about fifty bucks more a month to live in a place exactly the same size as mine. The west coast might be fun, you never know.”

“Can you believe Darren came here to see me?” I said. “I wish I’d been here. I would’ve died if I’d seen him walking into the studio to say he loves me.”

“Just wait until you see the gift he left for you,” said Leah.

“A gift? What gift?”

“The thing I was going to show you before we went out,” she reminded me. “Darren has a gift he wants me to give you.”

“Where is it?” I asked frantically. “He left me something, and you didn’t show me! Why didn’t you give it to me before?”

“Because I don’t think you’re ready for it.” She laughed. “Be prepared to lose it.”

 

 

 

We headed back to the studio after our nail session. She kept being cryptic about what Darren had left for me. What drove me crazy was that I had no fathomable idea of what it was. I just wanted to see the gift, and go. I was ready to return to the arms of the man I’d dreamed of for so long.

We went into the recording booth. She pulled out a memory card and showed it to me before she put it into the computer by the console.

“His gift is on this memory card,” explained Leah. “He made it here in the studio. I’ll stay if you want, but I think you might want privacy.”

I looked on the computer screen and at the contents of the memory card. There was only one folder on it, which I clicked on.

It was an audio file titled “Tennessee Sweet.” I didn’t have to open it to know what was inside. I looked over at Leah, who shot a knowing grin at me.

“I’ll go outside and make a couple of phone calls,” said Leah. She made her exit, quickly and with purpose.

I sat down in the computer chair with all my weight. I didn’t know what exactly to expect, but I knew that it would likely be a journey for my senses, and I needed to be sitting to brace for it.

I don’t know why I expected to hear him say some kind of introduction, but I was surprised to be hearing music from the second I clicked on the audio file. From the sound alone, I knew that it was coming from Darren’s guitar; and, from the style of playing, I knew the performer was Darren. There were no words or lyrics at first, only an acoustic guitar telling the story of a boy and a girl.

I got so caught up in the instrumental that I hadn’t realized how long it had gone for. Three minutes had passed, and then the style and tempo of the piece morphed into something faster, almost like a pop song.

Once I heard Darren’s voice, I could barely take in the lyrics. Hearing him genuinely, passionately sing a song of his own creation was a joy I’d long been deprived of. Knowing that his song was for me made me feel something out of this world.

Despite the song lasting for an unorthodox seven and a half minutes, I was still disappointed when it came to an end. I was beyond overwhelmed.

I immediately clicked on it again, letting it replay for me to hear. I wanted to catch more than I was able to the first time. I wanted to learn the lyrics.

For the first time in a while, I knew exactly what I wanted to do and was going to have a fun time seeing it through.






Chapter 35

Darren

 

 

Each day felt like a week. I was counting minutes in the hour, and I was constantly checking my phone, hoping I would receive something from Bailey.

I went to work Thursday, and of course, there were hardly any appointments all day. Once I arrived home, I kept playing music; sometimes I played from inspiration, sometimes it was just to get better. I wanted to get back to the level I used to be on.

I got to work on Friday, and of course, melodies and choruses were coming to my head faster than they had all week. When I wasn’t thinking about how much I wanted to be with my guitar and keyboard, I was thinking about Bailey.

Repeatedly, I wondered how she had reacted to the song I made for her. I worried that Leah might not have given the memory card to her, but somehow, I knew she was going to follow through on her promise to me. I had made the song as a declaration of my feelings about her, so I was more concerned with how she took the message. But, there was a part of me that hoped she liked the song on a creative level, too.

Garrett and I worked on autopilot on Friday, ready for the weekend to come and save us from the drawn-out days. Garrett occasionally suggested that we both go out drinking together, but I was against it. My mind was only able to fasten onto one fixed point: Bailey Wright.

As our shifts were nearing their ends, Garrett and I found ourselves chilling in the lobby watching sports on the TV.

“So, did I tell you about the date I’m going on Saturday?” he asked me.

“Hell no, you didn’t!” I answered. “Who you going out with?”

“Her name’s Wendy,” he said. “She’s cute, really short, really funny, though. You know how most girls ain’t really actually funny? This girl is pretty goddamn funny, bro. You should meet her.”

“Dang, you trying to set me up with her or what?” I laughed.

“Hell no, what are you talking about?” he said. “Besides, what happened to spending eternity with your singer-songwriter high school sweetheart.”

“She’s more than a high school one,” I said. “She’s been around since before high school. It’s always been her.”

“You miss her, don’t you?” 

“Of course, I do,” I said. “I want her so damn bad, but the longer I go not hearing from her, the more I think it’s over.”

“Why don’t you call her, dumbass?”

“Because that’d be too easy. She and I have never done things easy. It’s always complicated, and we never just say how we really feel or what we really want.”

We clocked out and walked to his car together.

“We really should go have some drinks,” Garrett repeated.

“You’re pretty damn adamant, aren’t you?” I said as I cleared things off the passenger seat in his car.

“So, that’s a yes?”

“No,” I repeated. “Garrett, man, I’m not really in the mood. I’m declining.”

“It’s Friday night,” he said again as if I didn’t know. “What’re you going to do?”

“Not go out and drink,” I said, closing the door and buckling my seatbelt.

“We haven’t gone drinking in a while,” he said.

“Yeah, in like two days!” I laughed. “Go out drinking with that girl Wendy.”

“Nah, I tried to see if she could hang, but she said she was only free this weekend,” he said. “Believe me, I tried. She’s super cool.”

“If you want to drink, let’s just grab some beers and kick back at my house?” I suggested. “We’ll play darts.”

“I’m not losing more money to you again, asshole,” he retorted as he started the car and took us onto the road.

“Just take me home, driver,” I quipped.

“Or, let’s go to the bar, and I’ll buy us enough shots to make you beyond wasted,” he urged. “Or, one beer if you’d rather take it easy tonight.”

“Why are you determined to get me liquored up, Newton?” I wondered. “What’s your plot here?”

“I know if you go with me tonight, you’ll have one of the best nights of your life,” said Garrett with a serious face. “I swear on my sister’s life that you will thank me for taking you out before we’re even drunk. What do you say?”

I still didn’t want to go out, but I succumbed and agreed to go out with him. His persistence had paid off, and I was ready to be proven wrong or right and either was fine by me.

 

 

 

I should have known that something peculiar was going on from Garrett’s constant badgering, but I was sure something was up once I knew where we were going.

We weren’t going to any of the two or three usual places we went to. He took us over to a bar called The Shoreman Stage & Bar, a place that often drew a more country crowd. People would drink, eat seafood, and sing songs with performers on the stage—if there were any performers. The place was just outside of Rome, and I’d passed by it many times, but never went in.

Garrett got us there in good time, but it took us a while to park. The place was active, but not packed yet. The food smelled good, and the alcohol looked delicious. I headed for the bar, but Garrett shooed me away.

“Go get a seat near the front of the stage!” he called to me. “I’ll get us beer and shots! And water!”

I obeyed his request, finding the closest seat to the center of the stage. There were only a few people seated near me, and it was difficult to see their entire figures in the dimness of the light near the stage. There was music playing over the sound system of the bar, but it was low. The stage was set up, with a microphone and amps on and a keyboard and guitar stand by a chair. Beside the chair was a music stand, and a half-filled bottle of water resting on it. I briefly imagined what it would be like if I were sitting up there. I hadn’t played for a small crowd in years.

Several minutes passed, and neither Garrett nor my drinks were at the table. I eventually became suspicious, leaning up from my table to look to the back.

When I spotted him, I realized the reason for his delay. He was talking to a short, cute brunette that looked about Bailey’s age. They were smiling and laughing. I deduced that the woman had to be Wendy, the person he was going on a date with the next day. She was able to make it after all.

I was happy to see Garrett happy, and even happier to see him and her walking my way with the booze, but I couldn’t hide my envy. He was already having fun with a girl he liked, and he got to see her and touch her. All I wanted was to hear Bailey’s voice, even if just over the phone.

The owner of the place walked out onto the stage, picking up the microphone and turning it on. As the room filled with the static buzz emitting from the speakers, Garrett and his new friend found their seats.

“Darren, this is Wendy!” Garrett introduced. “Wendy, this is my best friend, Darren!”

“So, you’re the famous Wendy,” I said shaking her hand.

“Oh, he talks about me, does he?” Wendy said with a raised eyebrow. “Should I be worried?”

“All good things so far,” I remarked.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the owner softly into the microphone. “Thank y’all for coming out here tonight. We appreciate your patronage.”

The bar erupted in random bursts of applause and hollering.

“Tonight, we have a very special guest performing here on stage,” the owner said with excitement. “She’s from here, and she’s putting us all on the map. She has a song out on the charts right now, and she’s going to go far!”

Slowly, I turned my attention to the stage.

“Folks, put your hands together for Rome’s own Bailey Wright!”

I was the only one in the place not applauding. I couldn’t move. I was stricken.

Sure enough, Bailey came walking out onto the stage, guitar in hand. She didn’t look in my direction at first, but I knew that Garrett picking this place was no accident.

“Good evening,” Bailey said into the microphone. “Hope y’all are doing well tonight.”

There was still some light chatter, but the place had quieted down for Bailey. I was staring at her, unblinking; I didn’t want to lose sight of her for a single moment.

“I wanted to sing up here tonight for a few reasons,” she continued, blinking her gorgeous blue eyes rapidly while my eyes remained locked open.

I shot a look over at Garrett, whose smile was wide enough to crack his face.

“I’ve only been here to the Shoreman once before,” said Bailey to the people. “I came with my parents when I was really little. My parents weren’t exactly musicians, but they did play a little piano and guitar; and they could sing, even though they didn’t think they could. The only time that they ever sang together in public, that I’m aware of, was here on this stage. I honestly don’t remember what they were singing, but it was special to see them performing together and looking so happy.

“I’m happy when I perform. If not happy, I’m content; music has been a constant companion to me. I always had a secret desire to play for my parents up on this stage one day. Sadly, both of my parents have passed away; but, on some level, I’d like to believe that somehow, someway maybe they’ll hear me tonight.

“The song I’m going to sing isn’t one of my own,” she continued. “The song is new, though. It was written for me, and I haven’t been able to get it out of my head since I heard it. So, I’m going to serenade y’all with it tonight. It’s called ‘Tennessee Sweet.’”

Even as I heard her speaking, it never registered to me as reality. I still couldn’t believe that she was standing before me, in the flesh, in Rome, Georgia.

She looked directly at me, grinning. She melted me into my seat, and I was enraptured.

She played the song in its entirety, including the lengthy instrumental introduction. By the time she was about to finally open her gorgeous lips and sing, I was sitting there like a stunned, dumb fool.

“Honey blowing in the wind, that’s my Tennessee sweet,” she sang. “Longing for the taste, waiting for the heat.”

She continued to sing my lyrics, performing them far more beautifully than I’d performed them in her Memphis studio. Garrett and Wendy kept looking from Bailey to me. I’m not sure how I looked, but if it was reflected in how I felt, I likely looked like a madman deeply in love.

When she finished, I was frozen in my seat. The applause rang in the place, but I was still astounded to see her standing there, let alone singing the song that I made for her. It was a moment that I knew would stay treasured in my memory forever.

Bailey hopped off of the stage, walked over to where I was sitting, and sat down beside me. My mouth was agape, and my eyes were wet even though they’d remained locked open for several minutes.

“Hi,” Bailey said to me.

I wanted to respond, but I was still speechless.

“I’m sorry for putting so much pressure on you,” she said quietly. “I know you love it here, and I do understand why. I’ll always want to be with you, but I’m not going to hold a grudge because you don’t want to move from Rome. This is your home. I want to find a way for us to work out. I don’t care if we have to do it long distance. I’d rather be in an online relationship with you, then no relationship with you at all. I love you, Darren. I always have.”

I grabbed her hand, holding it close to my chest.

“I’m sorry for being so short and mean to you,” I said. “I hate how unfair it’s been for us. I wish it could be easy.”

“I know,” she agreed. “But, sometimes you have to work a little harder when you want something really special. If it’s worth it, why lose it?”

I kissed Bailey’s hand, stroking it with my own. I stared at her beautiful face, hoping that I could burn it into my brain and never forget how she looked in that moment.

“I don’t care what part of the world I call home,” I told her. “As long as you’re in my world, I will find my way home.”

She pulled me in for a kiss, wrapping her arms around my head, running her fingers through my hair. We kissed passionately in our seats, not caring that we had most of the eyes in the place on us, or that much yelling and obnoxious behavior was being aimed at us. All that mattered was us.

“I love you, Bailey Wright,” I said. “Please be my lady.”






Chapter 36

Bailey

 

 

“What other new songs do you have that I haven’t heard yet?” I whispered in Darren’s ear just before I began to kiss it.

“To tell you the truth, that was the first song I’ve written in years,” he said, moaning whenever my lips touched his ear the way he liked.

“Your song was so touching and sweet,” I said. “I loved it.”

He began rubbing his hand up and down my leg, getting centimeters away from my eager opening.

My lips quivered on his ear. “I love you, Darren.”

“I love you, Bailey,” he said, moving his lips over to my ear, lightly nibbling and kissing my earlobe. “I’ll never leave you again.”

We were sitting in his car. We were parked in the driveway to his house, unable to restrain ourselves from touching each other on the ride from the bar to his place.

“Let’s go inside, my love,” I moaned as the tip of his tongue ran inside my ear.

“I can’t stop myself from touching you.” 

“If you don’t stop, we’re never going to get inside.”

“Then, we’ll just climb in the back, won’t we?”

I looked to the backseat, seeing that there was room. It would’ve been a tight fit, and I didn’t want to be confined at all.

“I want to ride you without hitting my head on the ceiling,” I whispered as I kissed his other ear, shoving my tongue far down into his canal.

His grip on my leg tightened as I licked his ear. I sucked it, breathed into it. Then, I licked and sucked on his neck, causing him to fasten an ironclad grip on me, enjoying every second of what I was doing. I ran my hands gently over his chest, feeling his impressive muscles as he moaned and growled at me.

“I love you, Bailey.”

“I love you, Darren.”

As soon as I finished saying his name, his hand shot up between my legs, surprising me, drawing out gasps.

“Baby,” I uttered quietly.

“Are you already wet for me?” he asked as he ran his hand up and down the crotch of my pants, focusing intently on what hid inside them.

“Yes.” I giggled. “You get me wet so easily.”

He ran his hand up from between my legs, up past my chest, massaging my breasts on the way up, and rested his fingers briefly on my face. 

“Oh, Bailey,” he said in ecstasy. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“How did we survive for these past six years?” 

“I survived hoping and believing that one way, one day, we would meet again,” said Darren. “I didn’t know how it would happen, but I had a feeling. We’re too good together to keep apart forever, milady.”

We wrapped each other in an embrace, kissing and holding each other closer than before. I could feel his heartbeat, and it was racing hard. I could have stayed that way with him all night.

“I never want to lose you again,” I told him.

“You won’t,” he promised. “I go where you go, darling one.”

“But, this is your driveway,” I said while he kissed my neck, sending chills all across my body. “You have a house already and a job.”

“But, I don’t have you,” he stated. “Nothing else matters.”

“I know what you mean. None of these past few years have felt ‘real,’ you know?” I babbled like a stooge. “Everything’s better when you’re with me.”

We kept kissing and feeling up each other, relentlessly pawing and kneading at one another, hungry for each other’s flesh, needing each other in every conceivable way.

I was the one that took the initiative. Once I could bear to move one of my hands, I used it to open my car door. I was ready to make love to him.

I leaned against his Focus as I waited for him to exit and get us past his front door. Instead of heading for the front door, he walked over to me, instantly resuming our kissing and massaging. He pressed me up against his car harder, grinding smoothly against my clit through my pants.

“Just take me inside,” I begged.

“You want me inside you, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Say what you want, baby girl,” said Darren.

I looked up at him, innocently and suggestively. “I want you to put your yummy, thick cock into my pussy, sir.”

He continued to grind into me. We both breathed intensely against one another, biting our lips and swaying our hips.

“I’d like a taste first,” he whispered in my ear.

I reached both of my hands down and began to massage and grope his bulge. He slowly succumbed to my touch, slowing down his pelvic dance and allowing us entry into his house. I kept a firm hand on his bulge, ready to insert it into any part of me he so desired.

We burst into the house, and he locked the door behind us. We were both scanning the area, thinking about any of the many places we could have sex. I wanted to engage in so many positions with him.

He came up behind me, wrapped his arms around me, and hugged me. I hugged him back, closing my eyes, and thinking about what I wanted him to do to me.

Then, his lips found my neck once again. I ran one of my hands through his hair, anxious to pull it in a burst of passion. His hands traveled lower down my body, wrapping around my backside, pulling me aggressively into him.

He wanted to try as many positions as possible, too. We toasted our good fortune by, first, feasting on each other’s delicate fruit at the same time.

I could taste him from the moment his fat tip went past my lips, gently rubbing against my tongue. He was already secreting his sweet nectar for me before he’d even taken off his pants. Luckily for him, my walls were already wet from his foreplay, so he got an appetizer to help wet his whistle before his main course.

I moaned and salivated down his long shaft, usually whenever his tongue had given my body a particularly abrupt burst of pleasure. I was generally good at suppressing my gag reflex, but in this instance, I was unable to stop myself from choking on his massive member and going wild. He was so good at eating my pussy that I could barely contain myself as I feasted on his cock.

Once I stopped choking as much, I began playing with his full balls. I was surprised that they hadn’t emptied out for me yet. I was also quite perplexed as to how my body hadn’t immediately surrendered to his touch. I’d missed him so.

Suddenly, as if from nowhere, I went from riding the wave to being swept up by its power. With my mouth full of his meaty cock, I cried out, relinquishing my orgasm.

I took him all the way down to the back of my throat as I creamed on his face as he licked up my frosting, I felt a hot burst of magma hit my throat and slide down. I consumed every drop of his magnificent dessert gladly, squeezing out every last drop with my hands.

“Mmm,” he hummed, licking up all of my cum. “Tennessee sweet.”

We hadn’t even made it to the bedroom yet or the kitchen or the shower.

 

 

 

I expected us to make love in the shower. Instead, we remained in sensual territory, allowing for our bodies to get a proper, full build-up.

We bathed each other, rubbing soap and water across each other’s skin, ensuring each inch of our bodies was covered. We, of course, paid attention to certain areas more than others. He enjoyed lathering up my perky nipples. I loved stroking his wet rod under the stream in the shower, feeling him growing harder by the minute.

We washed each other’s hair. It was sweet and romantic at first, but my hair was too tangled to handle any attention he tried to pay to it. After five consecutive times of pulling on long, tangled strands of hair, he gave up on trying to adequately wash my hair, but I was enjoying watching him try.

As I ran my fingers deeper into his scalp, feeling his gorgeous, thick, wet hair in my grasp, he gently, but forcibly, was pushing me against the wall of his shower. His elongated erection was wavering near my vulnerable opening.

I wanted to keep teasing him. I grabbed onto his cock, rubbed it nicely against my clit, then, I winked at him, letting go of him, and stepping away from the wall.

He growled, like an aggravated animal. “What are you doing to me?”

“I want another big, thick load from you, honey,” I told him. “You up for giving me a massive deposit, sexy man?”

“You know I am,” he said, beginning to masturbate slowly.

“Aw,” I whined. “You can’t wait for me?”

“What? You didn’t think I wanted you ten seconds ago?” he asked while stroking for me.

“Don’t spill any of my drink, sir,” I said. “I want to be filled up.”

We exited the shower, forgoing any helpful drying. We dried from our shower with only the heat we were generating together.

His bed was wonderful. I loved how it felt, looked and moved whenever Darren and I were in it at the same time. It’s as if it was made for us.

I also loved looking up at the ceiling when I would ride his cock. When we got into his room, he sat on the edge of the bed, and I sat on his lap, riding his stick hard with my legs wrapped around him. He kept one hand firmly clasped onto my backside at all times. Meanwhile, his free hand would travel from my bouncing chest to the back of my neck.

Although I was the one on top, we were both in control, each contributing to the outcome of this beautiful ride. He would thrust into me as I pushed down against him, causing a steady, sexy balance: We each gave and received bountifully.

As our speed began to slowly diminish, we moved from the edge of the bed to the center, where our union was about to be completed.

He was on top of me, thrusting nice and deep up into my trembling pussy. His strong arms were tent poles keeping him fastened down onto the bed. I grabbed onto his strong arms, using them as leverage to keep my body steady enough.

“That’s it,” I moaned in desperation. “Oh God, right fucking there, Darren. Right there, keep smashing your gorgeous cock.”

Before I could finish my command, he silenced me with his love. He knocked the breath out of me with his amazing penis. Truly, I couldn’t fathom how it had taken us this long to reunite and reignite our flame.

 

 

 

It was well after midnight, and there was no light in the room. The only light getting in was a small bit of moonlight in the windows. I couldn’t even see Darren.

We’d made love for hours, and we’d had so many orgasms that I had lost track after the fifth one.

I moved my hand slowly over toward his side, trying to touch him without waking him. He started to stir.

“Are you awake?” I whispered.

“Mhmm,” he signaled. “You okay?”

“I’m perfect.”

He repositioned himself, and then I felt his hand grabbing hold of mine. We huddled close.

“I could write a symphony about what we just did,” said Darren.

I giggled. “We’ll call it the ‘Tennessee Suite,’ s-u-i-t-e.”

“Oh, wow,” he chuckled. “Nice. I see what you did there.”

“The song you made for me could be a hit you release on your solo album,” I said. “Or, maybe when we do our duo album, we could both play, and you’d sing. Like ‘Yesterday’ for the Beatles.”

“We’ll figure it out,” he murmured.

“What are you thinking about?” 

“I’m replaying everything we just did over and over,” he answered. “You?”

“I’m thinking about places over in Nashville.” 

He stirred again. “What?”

“I was thinking of living in Nashville,” I stated. “And, if you were still down, I was hoping you might go with me.”

“We can live anywhere in the world, Bailey.”

“Have you been to Nashville?” I asked him.

“Baby,” he went. “We can live in Memphis, it’s fine. I said we could live anywhere in the world.”

“I don’t want to live in Memphis anymore,” I said. “I want to live in Nashville. Memphis was a good starting place, and there’s a good scene. But Nashville does breed more music stars and talent. Plus, it’s a lot prettier there.”

“Yeah, it is,” he agreed.

“And, it’s a brand new place for us to explore together,” I said. “I couldn’t enjoy myself nearly as much when I first got to Memphis because you weren’t there. I want to go somewhere new with you. We can plant our flag somewhere.”

“I’m really okay with moving to Memphis, darling one,” he said. “I promise, I won’t resent you, or have any—I don’t know—”

“No, I’m moving to Nashville,” I said. “You can come with me or not. It’s up to you, Georgia boy.”

“You’re not getting rid of me that easy, Tennessee Sweet,” he replied. “I’m going where you go. I’ll put in my two weeks with Mel when I go to work on Monday.”

“Really?”

“I’m not ever leaving you again, Bailey Wright.”

He kissed my hand, massaging it with his thumb.

“You’re quitting Mel’s,” I said. “What would happen after that?”

“You’ll figure out what you want to do about record labels and how you want to release your music,” he said. “We’ll both write songs during the two weeks I’m finishing my work at Mel’s, and then we’ll play our songs together and collaborate them and mix them into our duet album.”

“Wow, it sounds like you have a plan.” 

“Of course, I do,” he said. “I’m ready, baby girl.”

“Okay, we’ll write for two weeks,” I agreed. “We’ll write about how we feel about each other.”

“I could write many albums that solely focus on my love for you,” he said with intensity. “What genre should I shoot for?”

“Write whatever feels right to you.” 

“We’ll play for each other, mix some of our songs together, harmonize on a few, remix a few—you name it,” he said. “Then, we can record the songs after you release your next album. We don’t want to take away any of the thunder from that release.”

“Or, maybe we’ll write for two weeks, then record for two weeks,” I proposed. “I never made any preliminary deals with the record label for a duo album. We could release our album in a month independently and see how we fare.”

“If we don’t do well, we’ll hit that label up,” said Darren. “If we blow up, we blow up. You have yourself a deal, Bailey Wright.”

He kissed my hand again. For the first time in a long while, I was able to drift off to sleep faster than usual.

I finally felt complete.






Chapter 37

Darren

 

 

It was 12:33 in the middle of the night. Bailey and I were panting; out of breath from the consistent, continuous bouts of singing and playing we’d done for thirteen hours straight. We beamed, both coated in sweat, both excited. We were both aware that we had just finished recording our debut duet album.

“We did it,” Bailey said joyfully.

“And, we finished in a month,” I said. “Right on schedule.”

We put our instruments down and began vigorously making out. We’d been turning each other on throughout the entire recording process, but we swore to never lose control and forget about the music in the heat of a moment. Since our final track was recorded, and all we had to do was edit it, we each felt accomplished.

We weren’t able to kiss and touch each other for long. We had a chaperone.

“Hey now!” said Leah over the studio’s intercom. “Knock it off, kids! Get a room! Don’t make me get the hose.”

We separated, chuckling at Leah’s interference. We both sat down on the floor, exhausted and spent from the nonstop, daily work we’d been putting into quickly and efficiently recording our first musical series together. I felt like if I’d laid down, I could have fallen asleep.

Leah came dancing her way into the recording booth.

“You guys sounded out of this fucking world!” Leah cheered. “You both are so good together. It isn’t even chemistry—it’s perfection!”

“Wow.” I laughed.

“Yeah, no need to kiss our butts,” Bailey quipped. “You’re our manager, not our fan club.”

“Whatever, you both sounded incredible,” she reiterated. “Darren, the girls are going to hate that you’re with Bailey.”

“I’ll live with it,” I said, smiling at my blushing Bailey, my muse.

“So, we’re celebrating tonight, right?” Leah asked. “Champagne, drinks and dancing downtown?”

“I would love to party with you ladies tonight,” I interjected. “But, I have some stuff I need to take care of back in Rome, so I gotta bounce.”

“What things do you need to do?” Bailey asked perplexed.

I decided to keep fibbing a little longer. “Not much, just some usual kind of things. I’ve been here in Memphis for two weeks.”

“What, you need to cut the grass or something?” Leah asked.

“Baby, if you’re homesick, you can tell me,” Bailey said to me. “I’ll understand if you want to go back for a while. We’ll see each other again soon.”

“That’s not it at all,” I assured. “I won’t even be gone for long, cross my heart.”

“You’re not driving back this late, am I right?” said Leah. “Come on, places are still open for another, like, two hours! Let’s get some drinks! I’ve got champagne sitting on ice. Let’s sip some bubbly in an Uber downtown, and then let’s get fucked up and stoked about you guys finishing your first album!”

The girls kept whooping and hollering, to my amusement. I checked my phone, seeing no missed calls or text messages.

“I heard back from Bellringer earlier,” Leah told Bailey. “He’s agreed to sub-let the studio for the remainder of your contract here for the rate you’re paying monthly.”

“Hell, yeah,” cheered Bailey.

Bailey was on the lease for her Memphis studio space for another several months, but she and I were planning on moving to Nashville as soon as possible. So, the girls had been seeking out interested people and parties that could potentially rent the space for them, and the sublessees would pay for the rest of Bailey’s contract and spare her some money.

Bailey’s only loose end keeping her tied to Memphis was her apartment, and she was in the process of getting out of that lease, as well. She was fast, and I was encouraging her not to stress out or hurry. Although we had missed six years’ worth of time to build and grow together, I didn’t think we needed to be hasty now that we were finally one.

While the girls chatted about studio details, I stepped out into the front lobby of the building, where Bo was spread out on the couch, watching the TV mounted on the wall. He was just as drained and worn out as I was. I pet him, and he rested his head in my lap.

Bailey eventually joined us, smiling at the sight of seeing Bo’s head on my lap.

“He hasn’t moved that much today,” said Bailey, petting Bo’s ears.

“Yeah, he’s been pretty lethargic these days,” I remarked.

“I keep hoping one night he’ll come in the room and sleep in bed with us,” she said. “Are you sure he’s feeling well?”

“Honestly, you know what I think it is,” I told her. “I think he misses the house. If you think about it, he’s lived most of his life at that house and knows that whole area better than any other place on Earth. I think he’s homesick. I’m not making that up as an excuse for me. I mean, I do miss it, but—”

“I can tell Bo misses Rome,” said Bailey.

“I just need some time back at the house,” I said vaguely. “You’re more than welcome to come with us if you’d like.”

“We need to have the album finished and mastered!” she said urgently.

“Yes, we do,” I agreed. “But, we can do that from our laptops. We can edit from anywhere. Trust me, missy, I’m not going to be gone for long.”

“I want to go with you,” said Bailey. “I’d like to see my father’s house one more time before someone else lives in it.”

I looked around for Bo’s leash, but it was fine with both of us that it was missing. We were quite comfortable snuggling.

“So, have you come up with a name yet?” she asked me.

I shrugged guiltily. “No. You?”

“I have some ideas,” she replied.

We were trying to come up with a title for our debut album, and nothing felt right. We wanted it to stand out, and not be named after any of the tracks we’d composed. We always went with our guts, but nothing was leaping out at us instinctively. With the wide array of songs we’d made, across a spectrum of genres, it was difficult to put any sort of label on it.

“I know we’ll think of something,” I said. “So, would you be okay with going to Rome with me tomorrow? Could we leave first thing in the morning?”

“If you’re okay with me sleeping some on the way there,” said Bailey. “I’m beat.”

“Of course,” I said.

She scooted closer to me, taking my hand that was resting on Bo’s back.

“I hope you’re not stressing yourself out,” she said to me. “I don’t want you to rush to sell your house. It’s your house, and you don’t want to sell it to just anyone. I understand that, and I get that you miss it. Even when we move into our place in Nashville, you don’t have to have everything resolved back in Georgia. Or, maybe you want to keep it for a while, in case you change your mind about Tennessee or me.”

“I want to be with you forever, Bailey,” I said, not caring if I sounded like a sap. “I’m not going to change my mind. And, you’re not stressing me out at all. I’m the opposite of stressed because I’m about to start my life with you.”

“It’s just things are moving fast, and I don’t want you to get freaked out,” said Bailey. “I’m beyond grateful that you’ve done all that you have for me. You’re willing to leave your home, be with me, work for hours in a cramped little studio with me. You’re an amazing boyfriend.”

“I’m doing this for us,” I corrected her. “Bailey, this past month has been the most fulfilling, unbelievable, fun time I’ve had in a long time.”

“I know,” she agreed. “Part of me wanted to just keep recording, even though we’ve put down more than enough for a release.”

“Two-disc, if we put out everything we recorded,” I said. “It’s crazy how all we’ve been doing for the last few weeks is music, eating and sleeping.”

“And, passionate lovemaking,” she added with hungry eyes.

“It’s been too long since we’ve had each other,” I said, growing excited at the thought.

“Then, let’s get to bed, my love,” she said, kissing my cheek and Bo’s head.

She walked back to the booth, and I continued my scan of the room, searching for Bo’s leash.

As I searched, I received a text message from Garrett. We’d been texting back and forth.

Yeah, a trailer would be cheaper. A van would probably be easier to drive.

I texted back. 

Yes, but I think a trailer is the way to go. Do you think you have enough spare boxes for me to steal from you, or should I go get some tubs?

Garrett texted back.

I’ve got like twenty boxes on my porch. I think I still have some tubs you used when you moved the first time.

That was great news! I texted him.

Perfect, bring them all if you don’t mind me, please!

Bailey didn’t know it, but I was closer to going to Nashville and moving in with her than she knew.






Chapter 38

Bailey

 

 

Darren and I got on the road later than we’d planned, but we were both wiped out from the many days of constant rehearsals and recordings for the album. I was still quite laid back. It was a relaxing ride back down to Georgia. We listened to music, jamming the whole way.

Early on during our drive, Darren said that he had a surprise for me when we got back to town. He gave no hints, no clues, and no indication as to what I had waiting for me, but I was highly curious and eager to find out what it was. Even as we sang songs in the car, I was trying to picture what the surprise might be.

I was fully expecting to go for an extended period of time soon where I wouldn’t be with Darren and Bo. I could breathe easily, because I knew that we would all meet again soon after the absence, but it didn’t make imagining farewells any easier. I nearly cried every time I thought of getting on a plane alone, unsure of exactly when our lips would meet again in a soft, passionate kiss.

Whenever I was near tears during the drive, Bo would always pick up on it. He would crawl up to the front of the car, nuzzle me with his big, furry head, and I would instantly feel better. The six hours on the road went quickly.

I stood straight up in my seat to become more alert as we entered Rome. I wanted to get a good look at everything again. The sun was setting, and there weren’t as many cars on the road as usual.

We passed by the many shops and restaurants that Darren and I had gone to as kids, teens, and adults. I loved looking back on old times, but I didn’t miss many of these places that contained fond memories. I couldn’t miss them; I couldn’t afford to.

We passed by churches I’d been to many times, and places I’d gone to make out with boys. And, we passed the movie theater and bowling alley, two places I went often with my parents when I was much younger.

Then, as my thoughts lingered on my parents, we drove up toward the cemetery.

“Darren, can we go to the cemetery?” I asked. “Just for a few minutes?”

“Bailey, of course we can.”

He turned on his left turn signal, and without hesitation, he turned the Focus off the road and into the graveyard.

I hadn’t spent much time with either of my parents since my father’s funeral. I don’t think I would have gone to the cemetery on my own, but I felt braver knowing that I had Darren there with me.

He pulled up to the spot closest to my parents’ grave, parking and getting out to open my door for me.

“Thank you, kind sir,” I said, taking his hand. Darren truly was the only gentleman I had in my life; and, I thanked the heavens every day that he was my man.

We walked up to the grave together. I could see it from afar: “WRIGHT”

“Oh, I don’t know now,” I said, clutching onto Darren’s wrist.

“We don’t have to do this,” he told me. “They’re safe. They’re here. They’re at rest. You’ll visit again in the future.”

“The flowers are all gone,” I lamented.

“Well, it’s been over a month since the funeral,” said Darren. “The flowers likely wilted weeks ago, their petals floating away in the wind.”

“Come on now, don’t patronize.” 

“I’m not patronizing at all,” he assured me. “I’ve seen it before. Remember when Shane committed suicide back in senior year? I wrote something on his memoriam, and there were a whole bunch of flowers that had been left over that last week. Their petals were all floating in the wind. You know how bad the winds can get here.”

“Yeah, like in the winter,” I said. “We’re in spring.”

“Springs in Rome have wind,” he said.

“Still, it’s weird. It’s just there. Dad’s ashes spread over Mom’s coffin. Suddenly, I feel very old.”

Oddly enough, we both felt a sudden surge of chilly wind sweep across the landscape. I nuzzled into Darren, staring down at my parents’ gravestone.

“I thought I’d have something meaningful to say to them, but I’ve got nothing,” I said. “I just miss them both so much. I’d do anything to have them back.”

“They were both very proud of you,” said Darren. “They both knew you were going to go far, and they loved you until their final breaths. And, they knew you loved them, too. Don’t worry about that, Bailey Wright.”

I didn’t want to ruin what Darren had said by bumbling my thoughts. I was on the verge of tears, and I didn’t want to lose it in front of Darren, or my parents.

“You want to leave flowers for your folks?” Darren asked.

I weakly nodded, wiping away the debris around my eyes. He let go of me, and he ran off toward the fence that separated the graveyard from the properties next door. At first, I didn’t know what was driving him that way, but then my eyes saw clearer: Flowers were growing on vines that wrapped around the fence. He grabbed a handful of colorful flowers from the vines and delivered them over to my parents’ grave. I couldn’t help but smile as he scattered them randomly on their gravesite.

“This is to tide us over until we get to a flower shop,” he said. “I’m just not sure which ones are open after five.”

“No, Darren, this is perfect,” I said while hugging him. “Thank you.”

He wrapped me in his arms. We swayed from side to side, not letting go of each other. I was melting in the embrace of my new family, the man who I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

“I miss them, too,” Darren said. “Your dad still owes me a barbecue. I’ve got an I.O.U. he’ll have to honor up in Heaven.”

“I told my dad I was going to put him up in his own mansion in Virginia,” I said. “I owe him a mansion up in Heaven.”

“If I know your dad, he’ll probably have one built for you by the time you get up there,” said Darren.

We walked back to the Focus and headed further north on the highway.

“Weren’t you saying something about meeting up with Garrett when we made it to town?” I asked.

“Indeed, I did,” he said. “That’s what we’re doing.”

“Isn’t his place the other way?”

“It is, but we’re not going to his place.”

I was becoming more flustered the longer he kept up his cryptic demeanor. I slugged him in the knee.

“What?” He chuckled.

“So, where are we headed, amigo?” I asked.

“We’re going to my place, what’s the problem?” he replied. “Garrett’s already at the house.”

“At your house?”

“Yeah,” he affirmed. “He’s had a key for years. He’s there now.”

“He’s at your house when you’re not?”

“Yeah, he’s been helping me out with something,” said Darren.

“Does it have to do with the surprise?” I asked facetiously.

“Actually, it does,” he confirmed. “You’ll see, little lady.”

And, see I did.

In Darren’s driveway was a small moving trailer. The back doors were open, and there were some furniture and some boxes already inside. We parked behind Garrett’s car on the street.

“What?” I gasped. “Darren, what’s going on up there?”

Darren opened his front door, and Bo scurried from the backseats up to the front to leap out with him. I was stuck in my seat, flabbergasted by what I saw.

Then, my eyes drifted from the moving trailer over to the sign that was posted in Darren’s yard. It was a realty sign with a man’s face on it and the word “SOLD” emblazoned across the sign.

“Oh, my God,” I said to myself.

Darren opened my door for me. I saw Garrett walking outside of the house, holding a beer in one hand and a box in the other. He put his box down when Bo came running up from the street up to see him.

“What’s going on?” I asked Darren, thinking I knew the answer already.

“Garrett’s helping me pack, and he’s going to drive up with us to Nashville and help us get settled in,” said Darren. “I was able to call in a favor and get the trailer for a lot less than what’s listed.”

“Darren,” I said in astonishment, shaking my head. “You didn’t.”

“I did,” he said with no vagueness. “I sold my house, and I’m moving to Nashville now. You wanted to get there as soon as possible, right? Well, I’m right there with you. I was able to sell the house for way more than I paid for it, so I’m thrilled about that. I transferred some money over to Garrett so he could get the trailer and get started for me so that we could get going soon.”

I started to cry. “No, you really did it?”

“Of course, I did,” he said, kneeling down to face me in the passenger seat. “Wasn’t I going to eventually?”

“Yes, but you didn’t have to sell it so fast like that,” I said through tears. “You love this house. You sold it because of me.”

“I sold it for us,” he said, taking both of my hands in his. “It makes sense financially too. I mean, rent is only going up more everywhere, every day; and, houses are becoming more expensive around here. There’s no point in waiting. Let’s sign the papers for our place in Nashville. Let’s really get our future started, baby. I know I want this. I’ve never been more sure of anything before.”

I was literally speechless, almost wanting to accuse him of pulling an elaborate prank on me. After believing that Darren might not ever leave Rome, years ago, I stopped picturing a scenario where he would pack up his things from his nice little house and move far from Georgia. To see it really happening was surreal.

“I want this,” he repeated, kissing my hands repeatedly. He now seemed worried, anxious about my reaction. “But, if you’re not really sure, then I’ll figure something out. The new owners don’t move in until nine days from now. No pressure, but—”

It took no effort to come to my conclusion. I took his face in my hands, grabbed him and kissed him. No doubt remained behind, and I was ready for what he was: Really getting our future started.

 

 

 

We ordered pizza and packed up Darren’s things around the house. Garrett had already moved a sizeable amount of stuff into the trailer, but with the three of us working together, I knew we could get on the road to Nashville by that weekend.

We spent the evening with Garrett, chilling and catching up on the past month. He loved hearing about the intricacies of how we were mixing our album, and I loved hearing about the antics they’d gotten into while I was in Memphis.

Mel and the others at Darren’s job threw him a farewell party on Darren’s last day at work. Apparently, there was some troublemaking, which included Garrett hooking up with a girl they used to work with, even though he brought Wendy, the girl I was introduced to at the Shoreman. There was also, evidently, a small fire that almost broke out when a mishap with their grill occurred. I was disappointed that I wasn’t able to be there although Garrett did invite me.

For a while, the boys began trading stories among themselves, leading me to process what all was happening. My dreams all seemed to be coming true, and I didn’t know how to handle it.

“I’m going to miss coming over here,” Garrett said as he finished his fourth beer.

“I loved living here,” said Darren. “This was a good home. I like the buyers, though. I think they’ll keep it a good home. Bo’s really going to miss being here. This is pretty much the only home he’s had. He’s lived here since I got him.”

“That apartment in Nashville will be a good fit for him,” said Garrett. “There’s a lot of room for a dog—a lot of space. He’ll be great.”

“Bailey was mentioning maybe getting another dog,” said Darren. “We were thinking of adopting a puppy. Right, B?”

I looked up at them, still out of it. I smiled, guiltily shuffling my feet.

“I’m sorry, I’m a little distracted at the moment,” I told them.

“What’s wrong?” Darren asked.

“Nothing,” I replied. “Absolutely nothing. I’m just waiting until I wake up and realize that I’m making all this up.”

“This is all real, girl,” said Darren. “What can I say to prove that to you?”

“I don’t know.” 

“I’ll step outside for a few moments,” said Garrett, dismissing himself from the group. Bo ran outside and joined him.

“I want to start my life with you, Bailey,” said Darren. “I want us to make music together. I want to pick out bathroom tiles together. I want to have kids with you.”

“Do you?” I said, taken aback.

“I want to do everything with you,” he replied. “I’m in love with you. I’ve felt this way for a long time, and when you were gone—”

We held each other’s heads in our hands.

“I was asleep for six years,” he said. “I’m awake now. I can’t go back to sleep. I need to be with you for as long as I’m awake.”

Then, for the first time since we were in high school, Darren shed a tear down his face. I wiped it away with my thumb, and I began to feel more streaming down my face.

“I’m so in love with you, Darren Holt,” I declared. “I want to do everything with you, too. Let’s start right now.”






Chapter 39

Darren

 

 

I woke up with Bailey sleeping under my arm. We were both naked, under the covers, sore from a day of hard work and a night of intense passion. I thought back on the last several days.

We finished packing up everything at my house. Then, on our way to Tennessee, Bailey called the management staff at the place we liked in Nashville and requested lease paperwork for the unit we liked the best. By the time we all arrived in Nashville, the apartment we liked was cleaned and had power and water started for us.

Our place in Nashville had a lot of space. It was two stories, with a spacious living area and kitchen, and several modest bedrooms and bathrooms spread across both floors. There weren’t any furnishings in the place, and we were planning on painting the walls, but we could immediately see our home when we walked through the door.

We unpacked me, stayed in Nashville for another day, and then we scooted over to Memphis to help Bailey pack up and prepare to move. Luckily for us, she hadn’t unpacked any of the things she had taken from her parents’ house, and Bailey wasn’t heavy with possessions. It wasn’t going to take long to pack up the trailer and get moving. Neither of us were in a hurry, but we were both anxious to start arranging our things in the new place in Nashville.

We were resting in her bed, sleeping on about the only piece of furniture left in her apartment except the couch Garrett was on. Bo was sleeping at the foot of the bed, and it seemed as though everyone was sleeping except for me. I tried to return to slumber, keeping my eyes sealed as tightly shut as I could make them go.

I was trying to think of names for the album we were going to release. We weren’t throwing out many names at that point, but we were both thinking about it. I went through each song in my head, trying to nail down a theme or dissect what inspired most of the music. The easy two answers were “love” and “each other,” but we wanted the title to reflect something unique and personable.

I got out from under the covers, slowly and carefully crawling from the bed down to the floor, where my laptop was which contained our untitled album.

I sat there with my earbuds in and played around with the order of the tracks, listening to how certain arrangements flowed better than others. We felt that if we could think of a good title, that would help determine the track list or vice versa.

We had recorded twenty-one songs, but we were planning on only putting fourteen or fifteen on the album release. We hadn’t been planning on using certain songs, but once I removed that factor from play, I started having more fun figuring out a good running order. 

We had discussed the possibility of a two-disc release, but we hadn’t firmly decided on that, although we were leaning toward it being only one disc. But, I found a few good track combinations, which featured all twenty-one songs. The first set of ten songs were more driven by their beats and instrumentals and featured lyrics more about life, growing and learning; whereas the second set of eleven songs were primarily rock, R&B or country-inspired.

I listened to the track list a few times in a row, letting it sit with me and simmer. I kept the volume low so as not to disturb my girlfriend or my dog. However, at some point in the night, Bailey stirred and was drawn by the light coming from the laptop.

“What you doing, baby?” she mumbled.

“I’m finishing our album,” I told her.

She wrapped herself in the blanket and comforter like a massive human burrito. She scooted close to the edge to look over my shoulder and watch.

“I see what you did there,” she said with intrigue as she looked over the proposed track set. “You know, that order could work.”

“Right?” I said with excitement, causing Bo to stir in his sleep.

“Let’s work on that in the morning,” she said sleepily. “Come back to bed.”

“I just need to come up with a name for the release,” I said frantically. “I can feel it there. I know we’re going to figure this out.”

“We’ll figure it out tomorrow,” she said. “You need to sleep.”

“I’ve been asleep.” 

I focused on the lightest track on the first disc with the catchiest rhythm, which was a song inspired by, with words taken directly from, Bailey’s father. Wayne sometimes played short little tunes he would make up, even if you were just hanging out with him. They weren’t anything complex or convoluted, but they were always catchy.

The song we made that was inspired by him was “Friends.” We originally were going to integrate a piece of Wright home video, where Wayne was talking to a younger Bailey, into the song; but we were unable to make it sound how we wanted. Instead, the finished song consisted of words and rhythm that felt like something Wayne might create on his own, rather than something taken directly from his words.

While we had sworn not to name the album after any of our tracks, I began to ponder.

Then, I had my epiphany. The idea that I would be unable to shake and yet, somehow I knew it was what we were supposed to do.

Disc one would be titled “Friends” and the second disc would be called “Lovers.” That way, the listeners could go on the journey Bailey and I had taken: from friends to lovers.

I closed the laptop and got back into bed with her. I fell asleep with thoughts of crazy dreams coming true. Friends/Lovers becoming a hit and being a vehicle for Bailey and me to tour the world and sing our songs. Writing songs together on a cool, sunny Tennessee day at the park or on our balcony. Earning a living finally doing what I’ve always wanted to do since I was a child trying to figure out life, love and the world.

I wrapped my arms around my lady, seeping into sleep with thoughts of her.






Epilogue

Bailey

One Month Later

 

 

Darren and I stepped out of our Nashville apartment, dressed nicer than either of us had dressed in years, truly feeling like we were quickly ascending to the top of the world.

We released our duo album, Friends/Lovers, a week after Darren had the right idea on what to name it and what order the tracks should be. It quickly rose to the top of several online charts.

“We’re still number 1,” Darren often said through cell phone scrolling during breakfast.

“We got a 3.5 out of 4 rating,” I might reply as I’m seeing what users and fans are thinking and saying about the music on a variety of sources.

We were all ecstatically surprised to watch the album perform so well so quickly upon release, considering I was still a fairly new name, and Darren had never released a song in any capacity beforehand. In the month since we released the album, we had been invited onto several morning and talk shows, and our overall promotion tour was more massive than either of us had ever imagined.

Despite things happening remarkably quickly, and how we’d barely gotten any sleep, this miracle that was becoming our lives was so fun to experience with Darren. None of it felt real to me. I was becoming a popular singer. Darren was finally living and breathing music like I’d always wanted. And through it all, I was falling more in love with him every day.

I still missed my parents, but I took solace knowing that they would surely be proud of me if they were still alive and with me. I was grateful to have Darren with me, and I was thankful that we took care of each other.

As we stepped out into the world, looking like rich people, we called for an Uber to take us to a place called Fine Steakhouse. Although it had an ironic name, it was one of the finest restaurants in our part of Nashville, and we were going there to celebrate and toast our success. Darren had been very adamant about going to Fine Steakhouse, and I was happy to oblige. I’d always wanted to try it, and I just wanted to be with him.

We were holding each other quietly, smiling the whole ride from our place to Fine Steakhouse. We chatted casually with our driver, and before we knew it, we were outside of the restaurant.

At first, I was puzzled as to why the place looked vacant, but then it hit me.

“Darren, why does it look like the place is empty?” I asked knowing the answer.

“Because it is,” he answered.

“Are they open?”

“They’re definitely open,” he said. “I know for a fact they’re open.”

I shook my head, wondering what drastic measures my boyfriend had taken to be romantic. He always went above and beyond my expectations, so I was learning to stop asking myself so many questions and just let it happen.

We got inside the restaurant, and my suspicions were confirmed. I covered my eyes in embarrassment, shocked at what I was seeing.

The place was lit up, decorated with lights and a stream of flowers leading to a specific table dressed up waiting for us. There was good music playing over the sound system, and the staff was there for only us.

“What is this?” I asked.

“I bought the place out,” said Darren. “What do you think?”

I didn’t think people could actually buy out a restaurant, and yet, exactly that appeared to be unfolding in front of me. I was rapidly going through scenarios in my head, wondering what all Darren had paid. You don’t just rent out a fancy restaurant for a light celebration.

“It’s breathtaking,” I replied. “Why did you do all this?”

“I thought it would be a good idea,” he said in his usual cryptic way. “I had a table in mind, but we do have a pretty wide selection of tables and booths to choose from.”

“Let’s follow the trail of flowers,” I said. “I can’t believe you did all this.”

My mind kept lingering on the idea that he was going to propose to me. Darren liked to take things slow, so I felt confident that it would’ve been out of character for him to ask such a question. But, I was still in disbelief that Darren had moved from Rome to be with me, and that had been months ago.

No other idea was coming to mind. I was busy trying to calculate how much money he must’ve spent to rent the restaurant out, and it had to have taken out so much of what he’d earned on our album.

“Darren, I don’t—”

“Let me treat you like royalty sometimes, darling,” he whispered to me.

We sat at our table, staring at each other for several seconds, beaming.

“What is all this?” I asked again.

“I thought we could have the place to ourselves,” said Darren. “You’ve never had a guy rent out a restaurant for you before?”

“No, sir,” I told him.

“You know how lately when we go out to places, someone recognizes us and ends up monopolizing a lot of our dinner?” he asked.

“You wanted it to be just me and you.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Nothing else. Well, except for the kitchen staff and our server.”

“Right.” I laughed.

Our server, Randy, came over and tried to take our order. I was still fixated on him renting out the restaurant for us. We started off with water and bread.

“Did we go gold or something?” I asked him, wondering about our record.

“Not yet,” he said. “This isn’t about work or our creations. This is about us.”

“Okay,” I said, grabbing his hands.

“Is this okay?” he asked me about the situation.

“It is, but Darren, this must’ve cost so much.”

“I’ve been spending a lot of big money lately, don’t you worry about that,” he said. “You’re worth the world to me, Bailey.”

“I don’t know what to say,” I said. “I feel like you’re going to propose to me or something.”

“Well, that was the plan,” said Darren.

I let go of his hands, unable to keep mine from freaking out. “What?”

“I wanted to propose to you tonight,” he said again without hesitation.

“Oh, my God, is this really happening?”

“I don’t know.” He laughed. “Is it?”

“I’m going to think about it all night. I think you better,” I said nervously.

“In that case, I guess I’ll go ahead and start talking now,” he said nervously.

“Oh, my God,” I repeated.

“Bailey.”

“Oh, my God.”

We both laughed. We knew this day was going to come, and soon, but it was still alarming to see it unfolding before me.

“Bailey, I love you more than anything else in this world,” said Darren. “I want to be with you for the rest of my life. I’ve wanted nothing more for so long. All I’ve ever wanted was you. I want to live life with you, grow old, release ten albums, have a house full of children, dogs, and cats. I’m tired of not going after what I really want. I’ve been getting better about it over the last few months, and I’m not about to slow down.”

He got out of his seat, walked over to mine, and got down on one knee.

“Bailey, as long as we have each other, we’ll be invincible,” said Darren. “I want you to be my wife, and I want to be forever and always your husband.”

He took out a small jewelry box from his back pocket, opening it up to reveal a large, stunning engagement ring. I could see my reflection in the diamond.

“Darren!”

“I love you, Bailey. I always will. Will you marry me?”

I didn’t have to think about it. “Yes! Darren, of course, I will!”

He slid the ring on my finger, one that I’d imagined receiving. I’d wanted to be Darren’s wife for years.

He leaned up, and I stood up. We wrapped each other in a warm embrace, kissing each other, as fiancés.

“Let’s get married right now,” I said half-jokingly.

“I don’t think anyone in the restaurant could officiate a wedding,” said Darren. “I could ask.”

“Nah, Leah would kill me if we eloped and she didn’t help me plan some big, extravagant wedding,” I said. “Garrett would probably be pissed too.”

“Yeah, he’d hate missing out on free or cheap booze,” he said.

“Darren, you could have proposed to me anywhere, in any way,” I told him. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble just to propose.”

Our waiter returned, carrying a bottle of celebratory wine over to the table for us. While Darren ordered our food, I stared down at my beautiful engagement ring, imagining the day when we would be declared husband and wife.

After our waiter left, and as Darren was pouring us a nice glass of wine, I leaned on my elbows, watching him admirably.

“I’m the luckiest girl in Nashville,” I said.

“I’m the luckiest man on the whole damn planet,” said Darren, pulling me in for another kiss.

 

A few days later, Darren and I held a small engagement party at our apartment. We invited many, but we expected a small turnout since many of our friends and family were outside of Tennessee. Fortunately, our two closest friends were able to make it, and that’s who we wanted most of all.

Darren and Garrett were grilling food out on the balcony while Leah and I chatted in the living room. Leah constantly took my hand to praise my ring.

“I’m going to steal this whenever you take it off,” said Leah.

“Then, I’m never going to take it off!” I laughed. “Isn’t it gorgeous?”

“Too gorgeous,” she replied. “Darren probably had to get a loan to afford that.”

“He said that he got a lot more money than expected when he sold his house in Rome,” I relayed. “If I found out this ring has caused him to go broke, I’m making him take it back.”

“No!” said Leah in distress. “It’s too pretty!”

“What would you do?” I asked. “I don’t just want a fancy wedding and a glamorous ring. I want a healthy, good marriage. That won’t happen if we don’t have any money.”

“You’re still worried about money, superstar?” she went. “You guys are going to be set for life soon!”

“Let’s not jinx it or get carried away,” I said. “Just because things are going well right now doesn’t mean they’ll stay that way. I can’t be frivolous.”

“Listen to your man,” said Leah. “Enjoy yourself. Don’t fret about money. Let him show you how much he cares. It’s good that you have a man that wants to take care of you. Don’t take it for granted.”

I looked over at Darren, who was laughing and grilling vegetables with Garrett. Still, I was in disbelief at how perfect everything felt.

“Have you decided what you guys are going to do about your upcoming solo albums?” Leah wondered. “Have y’all sorted through the list of interested labels and picked one that suits you?”

“I think we’ve been doing excellently just releasing our material online by ourselves,” I said. “I can’t speak for Darren, but I don’t think I’m interested in signing with a label. I think our albums will sell great without them. Together, he and I are invincible.”

When the food was cooked, we broke out the liquor and started pouring shots for all of us. In less than an hour, we were all full of food and booze, and we had all gotten a little silly.

Toward the end of the night, we all started singing various songs together, having fun, occasionally making funny quips about our upcoming wedding and enjoying each other’s company. During a pause when we were trying to determine what song to sing next, Darren poured us all shots and raises his glass.

“To Bailey,” Darren proclaimed. “You are my muse. You inspire me in life. You make me want to be a better person, work harder, and love always. I’m thrilled that we moved to Nashville, and I’m excited for wherever our journey takes us next.”

“It’s going to be an amazing journey, baby,” I told him.

“You’ve asked me many times since we moved if I was truly okay with being here,” he continued. “I say here, now: I’m more comfortable now than I ever was in Rome, Georgia. It’s not just because I’m no longer alone; it’s because I’m with my partner. I’m here with the woman of my dreams. How could I not be overjoyed with where I get to be? I get to live in a beautiful city with the most beautiful girl doing what I’ve always wanted to do. Now, I have everything to look forward to. I can’t wait to marry you, Bailey. I love you.”

I walked up to him, hugged him and kissed his lips. We stayed connected for several seconds, uncaring of our company’s reaction.

“Get it,” laughed Garrett.

We separated, and we clumsily poured back our shots. After we finished, I started pouring more. I handed them all out and held mine up high.

“Darren, as usual your words will go unrivaled,” I said. “I can’t express my feelings remotely as good as you can.”

“It’s not a competition, baby,” said Darren.

“I have to say these last few months have been really strange,” I said, unsure of where I was going with it. “I mean, losing my dad, we both moved from our homes, and we’re doing big things together with our music. It just—I’m still waiting to wake up and realize that this is all some elaborate, crazy dream.”

“It’s all real, milady,” said Darren.

“I want to toast to the future,” I said. “To the limitless possibilities, to the goals we’ll meet, and to unions.”

“Here, here!” said Garrett.

We knocked back our shots. I snuggled up to my fiancé, squeezing his body. I looked down, spotting Bo and his adorable face.

Garrett and Leah were able to maneuver through small talk with each other. In fact, as the night evolved, they were talking more with each other than the whole group.

I wanted to imagine what it would be like if our best friends got together and were happy, but I was too busy living in my own daydream.

***

Later that night, after Garrett and Leah had passed out in the living room, I was busy plucking away on the guitar, playing sweet sounds for Darren as he drifted to sleep.

“It’s like you’re playing me a lullaby,” he said.

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.” 

“How haven’t you passed out yet?” he asked.

“I’m too excited,” I replied.

“What about?”

“I get to marry my dream guy,” I explained. “How could I not be excited?”

“We’re not getting married tomorrow.” He chuckled. “Come to bed.”

I played a while longer but relented fast. I wanted to kiss and touch him; I wanted much more, but I could refrain until our company left.

“So, are we getting married by the beach, in a church, or in another country?” he asked.

“I don’t know yet,” I answered. “Where do you want to get married?”

“At the top of a mountain,” he answered jokingly. “The higher, the better.”

“What’s your second choice?” I asked.

“I do love the beach,” he commented. “I don’t know.”

“Will we play music for our guests, or will we be hiring someone?” I asked.

“Why not both?” he replied. “There are so many songs I could sing to you on our wedding day.”

“What about our wedding night?” I teased, poking his sides.

“I could still write symphonies about our nights together,” said Darren. “I’ll be dreaming about some of those nights while I sleep tonight, I’m sure.”

As I fell asleep, I found myself thinking about the same things as he was. I held onto my lover, my best friend, my man, and I knew I was right where I needed to be.

***

END OF THE SECOND STORY

 

 


Forbidden Baby

[image: ]

Everything about her is forbidden. That’s why I want her so badly.

Construction work is just the start. I’ve got big dreams.

All I’ve gotta do is keep my head down and stay out of trouble.

Just hammer away…

Until Cassie shows up on site and all I wanna do is hammer her – hard.

She’s interning for the summer.

The boss’s little girl.

Off limits and taboo.

So I’d better keep my tool in my pants.

Because there’s one thing that would screw everything up more than screwing her…

… A forbidden baby.

*

 

 






Chapter 1

Scott

Another day, another dollar in my pocket, swinging a hammer, carrying some wood, doing whatever needed to be done. I rose before the sun and went to bed long after it set, but that was my life as a construction worker. Sure, I could go home at five when the bell rang, but what was the point? I didn’t have anyone there, no wife or girlfriend, no roommate or parent. It was just me. So, I ended up at the bar either alone or with my best friend, destressing from the long physical day and looking toward the endless drone of the ones ahead. It was what people like me did, what our fathers did, and what our children would do. 

That particular day we were busier than usual with building a new residential neighborhood. No one complained about being busy when hours weren’t always at their peak. We took the good with the bad, hoping to get through another month of bills. The guys I worked with were all kinds of different people, some old, some young, others in between with families to feed. I was single, no kids, and instead of mouths to feed, I had dreams to fund—the kind that would get me out of this life and make a better future for me and for whatever family I had one day. I welcomed the hours as much as I could, and I never felt bad about putting in some overtime. It was all money in the bank.

This project was huge, probably the biggest we had seen all year. We had already been working on it for a month, but there were at least eleven more months to go. It was a year’s worth of stability in a job that rarely had two weeks’ worth of good hours. Everyone knew they were lucky, which meant everyone should have been on their best behavior. But some of the guys I worked with were more than thick-skulled. They had been born and raised in this environment, were roughnecks with old-school mentalities, and though I was in the same boat as them, I thought differently. I kept to myself and hated the fact that the construction yard had as many rumors flying around it as a high school campus. It was insane how much these guys gabbed and gossiped. 

The big buzz going around the site today was the rumor that the boss’s daughter was coming to town to intern for the summer. I didn’t know much about the boss, or that he even had a daughter, but I really didn’t give a shit. All I knew was that if it were true, she had her work cut out for her dealing with these assholes and their inability to keep their mouths shut. They sometimes forgot that not everyone appreciated their heathen, low-brow banter and that some girls weren’t their wives or girlfriends and weren’t used to the bullshit that flowed out of them.

“Yeah, man,” one of the guys said, talking to the others. “I heard old chief’s daughter is coming in from college, fresh off the boat, here for a summer internship.”

“What the fuck is some rich daddy’s girl gonna do up here with us?” 

“I don’t know,” he said. “She’s studying engineering or some shit. I do know she is finer than hell. I’ve seen her, at the company Christmas party last year. Long brown hair, luscious curves, a big fuckin’ mouth.”

Several of the guys whistled and laughed, elbowing each other. It was like watching a bunch of fucking apes during mating season. I finished hammering in my board and sat down, wiping my forehead and pulling out my thermos of coffee.

“I think she’ll become the site’s new plaything,” one guy said.

“Yeah, right. With a daddy like that? She’s probably got ten frat boys lined up at college waiting for that ass,” another guy said and laughed.

“Nah. Women like her, they like the attention. That’s the reason she’s rolling into our world,” asshole Carl said. “I’ll have her on her back in no time. Just you watch.”

I shook my head listening to them. They were all a bunch of idiots, but I wasn’t about to tell them that. I wanted to try to get through the day without a fight or an argument. The owner, Mr. West, was a hard man, expecting us to pay attention to what we were doing, act like adults, and get the job done. When you didn’t do the job, he wasted no time kicking your ass to the curb, but when you did, he left you alone. I’d never touch his daughter, not for all the fucking tea in China. That was a one-way ticket right out the door and into the street, and I needed my job. I had been working it since I was sixteen to help support myself and my ma after my pops died. No woman was worth risking my job and income over. That was for damn sure.

My dreams were bigger than me, or at least it felt that way sometimes. I grew up poor, watching my dad work the nine to five, drink, then do it all over again until the day he died. My mother did odd jobs trying to fill the gaps and took care of us. I didn’t want to live hand to mouth that way, and that was why I planned on opening my own business. I had dreamed of that since I was sixteen and dropped out of high school to work and support my mother. I was making some good headway with my savings, too, and there was no way I was going to mess that up by chasing some girl with a rich, powerful daddy. 

“I think you’re in over your head, Carl,” one of the guys said. “A pretty little thing doesn’t want no roughneck asshole like you.”

“Nah. You got it all wrong,” Carl said. “She wants these big rough hands and this giant cock. She don’t care where I come from. Girls like that want what they aren’t supposed to have. They want to make their daddies mad. It’s a typical spoiled rich-girl thing.”

“How many rich girls do you know?” They were laughing at him.

“I’ve fucked enough in my day to know what they are looking for,” he said, grabbing his junk. “They can’t stay away from this big cock.”

“Yeah, right,” one of the guys said, waving him off. “Carl will be the asshole that gets turned down and then fired for sexual harassment.”

“Sexual harassment,” Carl said, shaking his head. “No such fucking thing in construction. She’s asking for it.”

“How about you, Silent Scott? What do you think?” one of the guys yelled at me.

I stood up to grab another board, glancing around at all the men’s faces, waiting for my answer. “I think you guys are spending too much time talking and not enough time working,” I said. “And as far as the boss’s daughter, you guys are dumb to think that you could get anywhere near her. She doesn’t want some nasty ass construction worker, and even if she did, her daddy would take care of that really fast.”

“Well, what we can take away from this, gentlemen,” Carl said, “is the fact that Scott has zero experience with women and is too chickenshit to even think about approaching a woman like her.” 

“No wonder we don’t ask Scott anything,” one of the other guys said and laughed. “He always has some dumb shit to say—shit that no one else thinks. Seriously, boy, you need to do a little research into who your daddy was, because he would have kicked your ass for saying some stupid shit like that. Man up. Go pay for a whore and get your dick wet. Then come back to us and try to say somethin’ worth listening to.”

They were trying to pick a fight with me, bringing my father into it, but I wasn’t taking the bait. I had been in too many fights over my father when I first started out with the crew, and I wasn’t about to risk my job because of it. These guys needed drama, and I was not the guy who was going to supply them with it. I had too much pride in myself and too much invested in my future to bet it all because they wanted to call me stupid. They were right. My father probably would have kicked my ass. He’d been a roughneck like them, but it didn’t make any difference because he wasn’t here. I turned around and put a board in place before grabbing my hammer and sticking two nails between my lips.

“What do you expect?” Carl laughed. “He was raised by his mommy, and it’s made him weak.”

I ignored him, knowing he was pushing my buttons on purpose. I cleared my throat and situated the board. I pulled my hammer back and zeroed in on the nail, trying to drown them out.

“Too bad his mommy is fuckin’ every worker in town,” Carl said, laughing hysterically.

I gripped the hammer tightly and dropped the board to the ground. Everyone laughed, whooping and hollering. I spat the nails out on the ground and clenched my fists tightly.

“What’s wrong, Scotty? You hurt over your mommy’s loose legs?” Carl taunted.

Without warning, I dropped the hammer, turned around, and rushed toward Carl. I grabbed him by the collar and pushed him back against the scaffolding. He chuckled, not even struggling to get away. I put my face in close to his, watching his smirk fade away. He was trying to save face with the other guys.

“You ever talk about my mother again and I’ll drive one of those nails through your mother-fucking skull,” I said low and deep. “You fucking get what I’m saying?”

“Sure, man,” he said with a smile. “I got you. Calm the fuck down. It was just a joke.”

I stood there staring at him for a minute, everyone else watching with baited breath. I shook my head and let go of his collar, pushing him back before turning around and walking to my station. The rest of the guys laughed and continued talking while Carl adjusted himself. I looked over my shoulder at him but ignored the death glare he was giving me. Fuck him and fuck the other guys too. I didn’t need friends. I needed to get my work done. You could say a lot of things to me, but fuck with my mother and I got angry in about two seconds. They had no respect for her or my dead father, and working with them made me sick.

“So, who do you guys think she will sleep with first?” one of the guys said. 

“I put five on Carl,” someone yelled out. 

“Thank you,” Carl said. “I think he has something going there with that.”

They started a pool, talking about who would sleep with this poor girl first. Of course, I was nowhere in there, nor did I want to be. I shook my head and picked up my things, going back to work. I didn’t have time for those idiots, or for the anger Carl made me feel. It was a waste of emotion. I tried to cut most of them some slack, knowing they were in their early twenties, young and inexperienced. All they knew were the slums they grew up in, the dream about the day they could take their dad’s place on the crew and do exactly what he did. It was like a fucking badge of honor for them, but they didn’t know any different. They never once thought about something better. They were happy to live in the slums, poor as dirt, married with four kids that would follow right along behind them. Not me though. I wanted something more, and that was what I was going to get.






Chapter 2

Cassie

Normally when the summer hit and I came home to Colorado from college, my days would be filled with shopping trips, girls’ nights out, and anything else my heart desired. It was my time to let loose since I worked damn hard at school due to my father expecting me to keep good grades. I was going to college to get my degree in engineering. I figured I would work for my father’s company and one day own it. I was an only child, and though my father was hesitant to have his little girl around all those construction roughnecks, he knew that without a son, I was the only hope of keeping his company alive and going. He was successful, always had been, and it was because he was one of the hardest-working people I knew. 

It was my first day on the job, so I woke up early and dressed, putting on something professional but suitable for the worksite. I would be hands-on, interning with the foreman of the job, making sure shit went as it was supposed to. I was confident in my ability to do the job. I had the education and I had grown up watching my father run the company, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t nervous. I was going to be the only woman on the job, the only other one having retired two months before. She had been one of the crew and was rough and tough like the boys. I, on the other hand, was tough in personality but not the kind of girl that rubbed shoulders with the guys. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure how they would take me being there as technically an extension of the boss and the boss’s daughter. 

I headed out to the site, driving myself instead of taking the chauffeured route, figuring that would only add to the animosity toward me. When I got to the office, my father was already talking with the foreman, who was telling him how the project was going. Every construction project ended up behind at some point. It was part of the game, and that was where they were now. My dad looked up and smiled as I walked in. 

“Cassie,” he said, walking over and hugging me. “First day on the job. Bill, this is my daughter, Cassie. She will be interning with you for the summer like we discussed.”

“Good to see you, Cassie,” he said, shaking my hand. “I remember you when you were a teenager visiting the site. Of course, I was a lowly crew member at the time.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand.

“Bill here has worked for me for about fifteen years,” my father said, patting him on the back. “He is running the residential neighborhood job that you will be interning for. He is the best in the business and can really give you a good feel for the field and what it has to offer.”

“Excellent,” I said. “How is the project going?”

“It’s good,” Bill said. “We’re about a day behind but that’s nothing to worry about. We’ll get things going. Just need to light a fire under these guys and they’ll catch right back up. We usually run into this every so often throughout a long gig. The guys get tired and start to slack off. You have to treat them like kids sometimes, pushing them to get their work done.”

“Bill handles it, because if I did, we would constantly be hiring,” my father said, walking behind his desk.

“Speaking of the crew,” I said. “It’s no secret I am going to be the only woman out there on the site. I know these roughneck boys. I remember them growing up. Can you give me some pointers on how to handle them? How to talk to them and get them to understand that I am not just a skirt in a sea of work boots?”

“That’s a good question.” Bill chuckled and glanced at my father. “These boys don’t have filters, and not just in the workplace. They talk like that, act like that, and think like that everywhere in their life. They grew up in the slums. Their fathers worked here, and their grandfathers worked construction too. They spent their whole lives waiting to be out on those sites, swinging hammers and talkin’ shit—excuse my language. They have no filters, and they won’t want to treat you any different than anyone else who walks onto their turf.”

“They know me,” my father said. “They know if they mess with my daughter, they will find themselves off the schedule.”

“I appreciate the protective detail, Dad, but if I am going to be working for this company in the future, and possibly owning it one day, I need to learn to deal with these boys on my own,” I said.

“She’s right,” Bill said, nodding his head. “She has to learn how the place works without the protection of her father. My advice, Cassie, is to build a wall between you and them. Do as much talking as you need to but don’t get too friendly. You have a mark on you, and not just because you are a woman but because you are the boss’s daughter. You have to show them who is in charge and that you won’t take shit from any of them. It’s a dominance thing, and I hate that it’s like that, but those are the cards you are being dealt.”

“The three of us are going to head over to the site,” my father said. “I want you to get a feel for the place, see how it’s run, see who oversees what, and so on. You need a base to start from so you know which way the work is headed and who you go to when there is an issue.”

“You are going to the site?”

“Yes,” my father said. “It’s been a couple weeks since I’ve been by, and I find it helps kick their asses into gear when I am there looking over their shoulders for a day or so. They may give Bill here a tough time but that’s because he doesn’t sign their paychecks. They will see I am serious about not getting any further behind.”

We headed over to the site in my father’s truck, and I grabbed my hard hat and clipboard before jumping out. We started with a tour of the place and an overview of the project. As we walked through, I noticed some of the guys ogling me and whispering to each other as I walked past. I ignored it, figuring in time that would end and they would start to look at me like I was my father. I was a woman in a predominantly male world, and though that didn’t give them the right to harass me, I knew I was walking into the snake pit with my tight jeans, boots, and women’s collared work shirt. I purposely hadn’t put any makeup on this morning and had pulled my hair into a low ponytail. It wasn’t the kind of place I would get all dolled up for.

I knew the kind of shit those boys talked about when they didn’t think anyone was listening. They probably had some pool running to see who I would sleep with first. I had no intention of sleeping with any of them, both because it was my father’s company and because they were of no interest to me. I found it comical that any of them thought I would be interested in them. They weren’t typically my kind of guy. I had a job to do, and just because I was a woman didn’t make me loose or a pushover. I received my fair share of attention from the boys at college, and there was too much going on in my life to be worrying about dating anyone, much less sleeping with the guys at my father’s company. I was here for a purpose, and I was going to let them know that. 

“Cassie, this is Rodger,” Bill said, introducing us. “Rodger is the forklift supervisor. He is in charge of every piece of machinery on this site. Rodger, this is Cassie. She is interning on site with us for the summer. You can think of her as an extension of me, so if you need something and can’t get me, you can go to her.”

“Nice to meet you,” he said. “If any of these guys give you a rough time, you let me know. I’ll take care of ’em.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “I think I can handle this, though.”

They introduced me to a couple other supervisors who all gave me the same spiel. I tried not to take offense that they all wanted to offer their protection because I had tits and a vagina. They would soon find out I didn’t need their protection. I had thick skin for a rich girl. 

We didn’t get to meet everyone; the project was huge, and there were hundreds of people on site at any given time. If I had been introduced to every crew member and supervisor, it would have taken me all summer. I received the need-to-know kind of tour and would have to figure the rest of it out on my own. I had no problem with that. I was assertive enough to introduce myself to the rest if it was ever necessary while I was here. 

“We’re going to head over to one of the building sites in progress and you can see a routine work schedule for the crew,” Bill said, walking ahead. “It’s primarily what we will be focusing on this summer, trying to push these knuckleheads to get the work done on time.”

“Got it,” I said, nodding my head and stepping over a pile of debris and trash. 

“So, this is unit forty-three,” Bill said, looking up at the half-built house. “It is scheduled to be done in a few weeks if I can keep them focused. Teams are assigned to work on different areas. This area is for the structure. These guys are either my most experienced in the company or they got their experience from outside.

“Scott,” Bill said, shaking a guy’s hand. “Looks good, brother. Looks really good.”

“Thanks,” he said, glancing over at me.

“Scott, this is Cassie. She’s my intern this summer,” Bill said. “Cassie, Scott has been with the crew since he was sixteen. He is the best structural guy I got.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. I shook his hand and couldn’t help but notice how his large, strong grip enveloped my tiny palm. I suddenly felt so delicate in the presence of this big, burly man.

The handshake lasted for a little longer than usual but long enough to realize he didn’t want to let go. I glanced up into his striking blue eyes and caught myself staring into them for a fleeting moment until he looked away. So my eyes wandered, me not knowing what to do to them, and my gaze landed on his arm muscles, glorious underneath his short sleeves.  All the men out here were strong, but there was something about him that made me a little weak in the knees. He must have guessed what I was thinking because he shifted his stance and nodded his head, looking back and forth between Bill and me. I got the sensation he didn’t really know where to look either.

“Good to meet you too,” he said finally, scratching his head and glancing out to some faraway place. Was he definitely avoiding my eyes?

“Hey,” I said, turning to Bill. “Give me two seconds. I have to use the restroom.”

“Sure,” he said. “Porta-potty is right over there.”

I smiled and nodded my head at Scott before walking away to the back of the building. The smell from the potty was overwhelming, but I was used to using them from when I was a kid. When I was done, I walked out and almost straight into a big rugged man standing there waiting.

“Well hello,” he said. “You must be the new intern. I’m Carl, and I am here for anything—and I mean anything—you might need.”

I furrowed my brow, knowing what he was getting at.

“Thanks, Carl,” I said. “But I can assure you there is nothing you have that I will ever need. If you’ll excuse me, I have work to get done.”






Chapter 3

Scott

It was Wednesday night and my ass was planted where it usually was: at McHarden’s Pub, at the bar, next to my best friend, Landon. We had known each other since we were five years old and had a lot in common. We had gone to the same daycare, our fathers had worked together on the same crew, we both grew up poor as dirt, and when we were around the same age, both of our fathers died, his from cancer, mine from an accident on the site. We had been through the thick of it together and always stayed friends. 

“The bar is busier than usual,” Landon said, looking around.

“It’s all the extra hours on this project’s payroll,” I replied. “The guys are living the good life with so many extra hours.”

“Oh, yeah,” Landon said. “That’s right. You’re on the crew for that new neighborhood going up, right?”

“Yep,” I said, sipping my beer. “Building houses we will never be able to afford to live in.”

“That’s the way, man,” he said and chuckled. “The rich enjoying the luxuries the poor can provide.”

“I hear ya,” I said, shaking my head. “So, what’s up with you?”

“Not much,” he said. “I have these three chicks I have been seeing simultaneously. None of them know about the others yet, and I know it’s bad karma, but I can’t get any of them off my mind. The redhead, she’s a fiery one, always bustin’ my balls, both in good ways and bad ones. The blonde is just hotter than hell, and the brunette—man, she has me hooked.”

I tried to pay attention to him, but Cassie kept rolling around in my mind. The guys had been right. She was hotter than hell with her petite little body covered in perfect curves, those green eyes, and that beautiful brown hair. She smelled good too. She had messed up my brain when she’d walked past me earlier that week. She was spicy, not the demure little lady I had expected to be the boss’s daughter. It was obvious she knew who she was working with, and she didn’t take shit from anyone, not even the supervisors who all were trying to act like her protector.

I was not the kind of guy that wasted my time thinking about women. I barely paid them any mind, so having one stuck in my brain was something I was not familiar with. This girl, though, there was something about her, something that stuck out to me that I couldn’t shake. I had never had a girl on my mind like this before, but she was there, and she was torturing me every time I turned around. Don’t get me wrong. I had my romps in the hay, but the girls I was used to were roughneck girls looking for a husband who spat the same kind of crap the guys did, only in a sweeter way and with a smile. None of them had any ambition except to be the next in line as a construction wife, bearing the kids and taking care of the family.

I could tell Cassie was different from the first moment I met her, but not different like I had thought she would be. Instead of being a fragile, scared rich girl, she had a confidence about her that was sexy. She reminded me of my mother in some ways: secure in who she was, realistic in her expectations of everything around her. She knew she was walking into the fire being the boss’s daughter, but she wasn’t taking any shit. I had seen her be approached by Carl at the porta-potty on Monday. She hadn’t taken any shit from him, and in fact, she gave it back to him right away, letting him know exactly where he stood. I thought it was hilarious since Carl deserved that and way worse.

“Hey,” Landon said, snapping his fingers in front of me. “You still in there?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Redhead, super vicious, three girls, don’t know what to do. I don’t understand why you do that to yourself.”

“You okay, man?” Landon said. “Your mind is off in la-la land, and you seem more bitter about women than you usually are. I have always had more than one chick at a time. I don’t know why this surprises you.”

“And you always get bit in the ass over it.” I chuckled, drinking my beer. “Every single time you end up with a black eye and a new member of the Landon-hater club.”

“It’s fun, man,” he said. “And I get more sex than I can handle at once.”

I laughed. “You are hopeless.”

He went on about the girls, telling me every intimate detail he could think of. I tried to pay attention to him. I knew he was just talking, but I found his conversation to be mind-numbing almost. I felt like we had the same conversation every time we hung out, only about different girls and fresh drama. I wanted to have discussions about the future, about the news, about anything other than the girls Landon was banging. But that had never been his specialty. He wasn’t Carl, but he was still rough around the edges like his father had been. He only knew one thing to talk about, so he went with it, and there I was just trying to get through it.

I had never been the guy that focused on going from girl to girl. Hell, I rarely had one girl at one time, much less had them stacked up like Landon did. I had bigger things on my mind, like continuing to bust my ass and make as much money as I could. I wanted something different for myself and for my future kids. I didn’t want to produce the next generation of construction workers. That had been my family, like the rest in town, just repeating the cycle over and over. I wanted to do something my family had never done before, break out and own something, have something I could call my own instead of slaving away for the man, making the rich richer. 

“So, how’s work?” Landon said, finally changing the subject.

“Oh, same old, same old,” I said. “Due dates coming and going, Carl and the gang being complete assholes all the time, and the temperature rising steadily, making me dread the heat of the summer when we will be putting the roofs on the houses. I grind through it though. Nothing really exciting.”

“A buddy of mine told me he started at your company,” he said. “Said he’s on the same job you are. His name is Carter. He is apparently doing the pick-up jobs on site right now, being used wherever is needed.”

“We need a lot of those guys, but I don’t see them often since I work in structural. We tend not to take on the newbies,” I said. “There is too much importance placed on our part of the job for something to get screwed up. You put a board in the wrong place and the whole thing can tumble down on you and whoever is underneath it.”

“Yeah,” Landon said, looking down at his beer. “That’s how your old man died, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said, taking a sip. “Some new kid right out of training put a support beam in the wrong place. My pops climbed up to add the next layer and down the whole thing went, burying him under all the lumber. Didn’t kill him right away, and we thought he was going to make it, but he had internal bleeding or some shit like that.”

“Whew,” Landon said, shaking his head. “That’s the kind of shit that will make you want to work at the grocery store.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Except the grocery store doesn’t pay like construction does. When the hours are good, the paychecks are really good.”

“But when the hours are bad, you find a line out the door at the food stamp building,” Landon replied, still shaking his head. “It’s like this crazy cycle and you hope you are the generation that misses the weak hours.”

“It’s a cycle I don’t want my kids to go through. I know that for damn sure,” I said, finishing my beer and ordering another.

“Yeah.” Landon scoffed. “So, you still driving for Uber in your spare time? I haven’t seen you out there much, and obviously you are here with me tonight.”

“It’s a touch-and-go business,” I said. “I learned that not every night will put you in the green between the gas and the fees you pay the company. Right now I am sticking to Thursdays and Saturdays because I can stay close to the area and get a bunch of fares on those nights. They’re really the only nights right now that are worth it. Friday is too wishy-washy for me, and I don’t want to drive out to the city. It takes too much gas, and the prices are off the charts out there.”

“But there has to be a bunch of work,” Landon said. 

“If you’re in the right spot at the right time,” I said. “And driving out of the city to gas up and then going back is a pain and a money waster.”

“So I’m assuming you are still chasing down that dream of owning your own place,” Landon said. “A hardware shop out here, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The only one that’s ever been out here is that chain one, and everyone complains about the customer service. I figure if I can start my own, people will come to me. We support each other out here, you know? Give the little guy a chance.”

“You think you can compete with the prices?”

“Maybe, maybe not. But one thing I learned growing up with these roughnecks is they will pay a little extra to feel comfortable where they shop,” I said. “They also take a lot of pride in homegrown and would gladly put their money with a boy from the town than some corporate schmuck that has never even been to the town before.”

“Yeah, that’s definitely true,” he said. “I don’t know though. It seems like such a risk to take. I’m happy putting my money in the bank, buying some brews, taking out some girls, and one day buying one of those houses on Emery that all got renovated. Take my kid to baseball down the street, you know?”

“I know.” I smiled. “But this is my dream, and I am hell-bent on making it happen. What’s the worst that could come out of it? I fail and go back to construction? Wouldn’t be the first time that happened in this town and wouldn’t be the last either. I just want more for my kids than the life I had.”

“I feel you, brother,” he said, lifting his beer. “And I’m behind you. I’ll definitely get my tools and such from your shop.”

“Thanks, man.”

Landon always talked like he was in full support of my dreams, but deep down, I knew he thought I was full of it. We heard lots of guys talking about breaking the cycle, but they always ended up retired from the union, collecting a pension, and wasting away on their run-down porches, watching their kids follow in their footsteps. There was nothing wrong with labor jobs. Hell, we needed them to make the world go around. But I wasn’t the guy who could imagine spending the rest of my life working one.






Chapter 4

Cassie

“You need to make sure this is done by the end of the day,” I said to that asshole, Carl. “You guys are getting further behind by the hour, and all I find you doing is sitting around bullshitting.”

“You know what, little thing,” he said with a smirk, “I know you are trying to be all tough with this women’s lib bullshit, but you and your kind shouldn’t even be out here, or in this field at all. You’re too pretty for that. You need to be at home, pregnant with my kids, cooking me some fucking dinner and cleaning my laundry.”

I sighed, having dealt with this bullshit for a couple days by now. This guy had such a macho complex that it made me want to punch him right in the nuts. This wasn’t even the worst of it. He had said some vulgar things over the last couple days, things I was sure his momma would slap the shit out of him for. I didn’t know what his problem with me was, but it was really starting to get annoying and was causing an issue on the site. The rest of the guys scattered whenever I came around, but not Carl. He was all pumped and ready for it. 

Bill had noticed and made a couple comments about it to me, but I laughed it off, telling him it didn’t bother me. In reality, it did bother me. It pissed me off that he thought he was so much better at his job because he had a dick and maybe a couple balls. He acted like the field was made for men only; his mentality was stuck in the nineteen forties. I knew I could have gone to my father about it, but I didn’t, and I wasn’t planning on doing so anytime soon. One of the most important things about my internship was gaining the respect of the guys in the field. I would never achieve that if I went running back to daddy every time they said something off-kilter. I didn’t want them to see me as that kind of girl. God knew they already had that notion about me before even meeting me. 

I knew when I came home for the summer that I was going to have a tough job on my hands, and not because of the workload. The most challenging part was going to be getting the guys behind me. But I was strong and independent, and I wasn’t about to let a guy like Carl cripple me from moving forward. I wanted the guys to see me as a strong woman, not some weak little daddy’s girl. 

“Anyway,” Carl said, stopping his rant, “I will get the job done, your grace. You can report that back to your daddy.”

He walked past me, brushing his shoulder against mine and knocking me off balance. I grabbed on to the scaffolding and shook my head, taking a deep breath before letting it go. I had a lot of work to get done that day and sitting around fucking with Carl was going to do nothing but put me behind. I did my rounds, checking up on the structures when I needed to but mostly focusing on the steps coming up. Toward the end of the day, I took a break and used the bathroom. When I came out, I sighed and shook my head upon seeing Carl standing there with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Don’t you have a bar to be drowning your masculinity in?” I said, walking forward.

“You have quite the smart little mouth on you,” he said, grabbing my arm. “And I can think of a couple things you could be using those pretty little lips for instead.”

I whipped around and glared at him. “Let go of me.”

He smirked. “You know you like my big hands on you.”

“You better knock this shit off,” I warned him.

“Or what?” He chuckled. “You’ll go tell daddy on me?”

I clenched my teeth and stared into his eyes as his hand tightened around my arm. Everything about the man made me sick to my stomach, from the way he looked to the way he smelled and the foul shit that spewed from his mouth every time he opened it. He was a real bully, picking on me because I was a woman, not understanding I could have his job in about two seconds. 

I heard footsteps coming around the toilets. Carl looked up and grimaced, and I turned my head to see Scott standing there. He slowly walked toward us, staring Carl in the eyes. I could tell it wasn’t the first time the two of them had had an altercation. Scott walked up to us and looked at him and then at me, trying to figure out what was going on.

“Why don’t you take your hand off her?” he said, the muscles in his neck bulging. “I know you think you’re God’s gift, but the lady doesn’t look like she’s enjoying herself. Not that I blame her.”

“Why don’t you run home to your mommy, Scott,” he said. “This is adult business, and we don’t need your input.”

“Fuck off,” Scott said.

“What did you say to me, boy?” Carl dropped my arm and got in Scott’s face.

“I said, fuck off,” Scott replied, not standing down. 

“It looks like it’s time I put you in your place,” Carl said, grabbing Scott by the back of the neck.

I stepped back as the two men went at it, pushing each other around. I knew I should step in, but I really wanted to see Carl get what he deserved. I didn’t know what had gone on between them in the past, but Scott looked furious. Carl leaned back and took a swing at Scott, but Scott was faster. He ducked and ran forward, pushing his shoulder into Carl’s gut and slamming him back against the porta-potty. Scott stood up and grabbed Carl by the neck, pulling him forward and then slamming him back against the metal wall. 

“I told you, Carl,” he said. “I told you it would be dumb for you to try anything with her. You think you’re so badass, that you can do whatever you want. Well if you look at yourself right now, you’ll see that you have to answer for your actions.”

I had to admit, what Scott was saying surprised me. Not only was he sticking up for me, saving me from Carl’s grasp, but he hadn’t been one of the guys shit-talking before I got here. From what he was saying, it sounded like he was one of the few who knew it would be a bad idea to fuck with me. He was handsome, sure, but I had pegged him as just another roughneck, working in the company since he was a kid, probably inheriting the same sexist and disgusting attitude that Carl had. It was more than surprising that I was wrong.

Scott let go of him, pushing him to the ground and standing back. Carl slowly got to his feet and walked past him, giving me a nasty look. Scott brushed off his hands and turned toward me.

“Sorry. He’s an asshole to everyone,” Scott said before walking past me.

“Wait,” I said, turning around. “Tell me your name again? I’m sorry. There have been so many people, and I have a hard time keeping track of names.”

I knew what his name was, but I didn’t want him to know that. He had made an impression on me with those big blue eyes when I first met him, and a girl didn’t forget when a stranger made her weak in the knees. He took off his gloves and walked a few paces back to me, wiping his brow with his arm.

“No problem,” he said. “It can be a bit overwhelming walking onto a site with hundreds of men on it. I barely remember my crew members’ names most times. Except for Carl. Everyone remembers Carl’s name.” He paused and licked his lips. “I’m Scott, Scott Davis.”

“Scott Davis,” I said out loud. “That’s right. You’ve worked here since you were sixteen, right?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Fourteen long years with many more to go. It’s what we do out here.”

“Right,” I said. “Well, Scott Davis, thank you for helping me. That guy is a tool.”

“It’s no problem,” he said, nodding his head and looking at me for a moment. 

There was a pause, and he drew in a deep breath as if getting ready to say something important. I raised my eyebrows, showing him I was listening. But he hesitated and nothing came out of his mouth. The sound of clanking metal behind us stirred him, and he patted his leather gloves against his side and turned to walk away. He left me hanging, curious to know what he wanted to tell me – or ask me. For some reason, I didn’t want him to go yet. He was confusing and intriguing at the same time.

“Scott Davis,” I called out. “Is that it?”

He turned back to me. “What else are you looking for?”

“You aren’t going to ask me out?”

He chuckled and looked down at his hands. He picked his head up and looked around to make sure no one else was listening. He slowly walked toward me, stopping at a normal distance. Just that closeness made my hands start to sweat, and I clasped them together, waiting for his response.

He smiled. “Do you want me to ask you out?”

“I, uh, I—” I was stuttering over my words, which was a first. “Maybe. But I know I shouldn’t go out with any of the crew. My father wouldn’t be happy about that, and we wouldn’t really have anything in common.”

“Right.” He chuckled with a charming smirk as he stepped closer to me, stopping just inches away. He smiled and licked his lips, charm oozing from him. I could tell he liked to be in charge, that he was the alpha, and I wasn’t planning on fighting him at all.

My breathing increased, and I felt a little out of my league. I could smell a mixture of soap and sweat coming off his body as he stood there looking at me, planning his next words carefully. He put his gloves down by his side and shook his head with a cocky laugh.

“What?” I asked, unable to hide a smile.

He moved in even closer, and the heat between my legs grew. He was so big, so strong, and the way he looked at me made me think he wanted to fuck me right there on the dusty ground. I wasn’t sure I could have resisted him if he tried. He licked his dry lips again and looked into my eyes. 

“Let’s see,” he said quietly in a deep voice. “What would I do with you if I took you out on a date, seeing as we have nothing in common?”

“I didn’t mean you. I—” I could feel my face getting hot.

He shook his head and smiled, stopping me from continuing. “Well, if there was nothing to talk about, then we would have to come up with something else to do, wouldn’t we?” He smirked. “Maybe go down to the lake, peel those tight jeans off your sexy body, and go for a little swim, let the water cool that hot, moist skin between your legs. You’d wrap your legs around me under the moonlight in that water, feeling how hard and ready I’d be for you.  And then we’d see where it’d go from there.”

His mouth was so close to mine, I could feel his breath, and I couldn’t say a word.

“But,” he said, pulling back and smiling, “I wouldn’t ask you out. You’re too stuck up for me.”

With that he turned and walked away, chuckling to himself. I stood there unable to move, panting in lust and captivated by his words. This guy did a number on me, and I knew I was in some serious trouble.






Chapter 5

Scott

It was finally Friday. Half of the structural crew had been pulled to go over plans on the next building, but they left me there to work, knowing I didn’t need a refresher. I had been doing it long enough to know what to do next. Cassie hadn’t been here for the first half of the day, and I figured that she had been called into a meeting or something like that. The whole day, though, I kept one eye on my work and the other trained on every truck that came up the drive. I was looking for Cassie even though I was fighting myself on it. She had snuck into my brain again, only this time it was much worse. I couldn’t believe how badly I wanted her. I had gone home the night before and thought about her until I passed out in bed. She was running circles through my mind, and this time she was completely naked every time I pictured her.

The day before, when I had walked up to her and told her exactly what she wanted to hear, it had turned me on like nothing before. I could have hammered the nails into the wood with my own dick it was so hard after that. The whole point of me doing it was to tease her, to show her not every man was out there sweating her like Carl was. Apparently, though, that interaction had backfired on me, and instead of finding it humorous, I found it incredibly erotic. I kept thinking about all the things I would do to her if I had the chance to be alone with her. 

This girl was a total enigma. I couldn’t wrap my head around how she could be working at a constructions site, getting dirty, commanding the troops, and still be as stuck up as she was. She still had that rich-girl air to her like she was better than everyone else, like she could never imagine going out with a man like me. She thought she was so different, so beyond the other guys and me, that there wouldn’t be anything we could find in common with each other. It was infuriating, but in a way, that made me want to bend her over the scaffolding and show her something we could have in common.

I shook my head, trying to get the thoughts out of mind before I got so distracted by her and the hard-on in my pants that I nailed my finger to the beam. Just then, though, Bill’s truck pulled up outside the office trailer and Cassie hopped out of the passenger side. She was carrying her clipboard and hard hat in her hands, and her long brown hair cascaded over her shoulders. I swallowed hard, watching her from afar, noticing how incredibly beautiful she was. The way she smiled, the way her green eyes shimmered in the hot sun, and the way her hair glistened as it swung around her shoulders—it was all so mesmerizing. Then Bill walked up and stood in my way, blocking my view of Cassie. 

I sighed and turned back to my work, remembering who exactly she was. She was the boss’s daughter, here for a summer, and one hundred percent off-limits. She was bad news, the kind of woman that could lure me right off the deep end, and when she went back to school, I would find myself out of a job and alone again. I needed to get my head back in the game and forget about her.

After work I went home and cleaned up, deciding I wasn’t going to waste a Friday night. Besides, I needed to do something to get Cassie off my mind. I changed my clothes and headed out to Arthur’s, my favorite little dive bar across town. Landon had gone out with one his girls, so I was alone, and I was okay with that. The last thing I needed to hear was more stories about Landon’s many trysts and how he didn’t know what to do. Like I had any good advice for him. I hadn’t been out with a girl in a long time.

I sat down at the bar, ordered a beer, and shook the bartender’s hand. We had gone to school together, and our parents had been good friends. Arthur’s was the kind of place where you knew everyone but no one seemed to pay you any mind. I could sit at the bar all night and no one would bother me. I looked up at the television as the bell on the front door dinged. When I heard the chattering and laughing of a couple girls, I glanced over out of habit. My mouth fell open for a second at Cassie and her friend walking through the front door. She glanced over, laughing at whatever her friend had said, and her eyes stopped on mine. I stared back for a minute but then turned myself around and looked down at my beer. 

I was trying to get her out of my head, not get her into the same bar as me. I told myself that when I was finished with that beer, I would head out and either go somewhere else or call it a night. I had gotten to the point where one girl was ruining my entire Friday night out. Cassie and her friend sat down at a table within eye range of me and started talking. After about ten minutes, a guy came over and asked her friend to dance. They exchanged some words and then her friend went off, leaving Cassie alone at the table. I watched her sit there, sipping her drink, looking around the room. Then she finally looked over at me. 

I sighed and turned back, shaking the beer in my bottle. After a few more looks, Cassie got up from the table and made her way over to the bar, sitting down next to me and turning toward me. I stared forward, trying to ignore her, but she was right there, her perfume wafting into my nostrils.

“Why did you call me stuck up?” she asked.

“What?” I said, glancing over at her.

“Yesterday you called me stuck up. Why do you think that?”

I fought off the urge not to answer her question and instead buy her a drink. “You think you’re better than us, and I guess in some ways you are better than the dirty, dusty, good ole’ boys, I said finally. “But you can’t go around saying it to people.”

“I never said I was better, just different,” she said. “We live in two totally different worlds.”

I tilted my bottle back and took the last sip, not wanting to leave but knowing I had made myself a promise to do so when I was done. This was dangerous territory, and I knew it, but before I could grab my tab, the bartender set a fresh beer down in front of me. I sighed and put my head down, figuring the decision had been made for me. I nodded at the bartender and pointed at Cassie. 

“Whiskey and Diet,” she said to the bartender before turning to me. “Thank you. See? That wasn’t so bad.”

“What wasn’t?” I asked.

“Being nice to me.” She smiled and sipped the drink the bartender put in front of her. “I’m not that bad, just not part of the crew. That’s all.”

“I’m not really part of the crew either,” I said. “I grew up here, my dad was a crewman, but I think differently than everyone else. I kind of keep to myself.”

“I saw that in you when I first met you,” she said. “I could tell you were different in some way. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.”

“How ‘bout you?” I said. “What makes you so different?”

“I guess I’m not that different than my family,” she said, looking down. “But I think I am a little more open to the world around me than you give me credit for.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I said, thinking about how I had never met someone like her. “So, tell me a story about growing up as the boss’s daughter.”

“Let’s see,” she said, taking another swig of her whiskey. “I used to go to the sites a lot,” she said, finally. “When I was a little girl, I found out my dad had hoped for a boy, and I wanted to show him I could be tough. So, I would go out on the sites, dressed in my little work boots, and tried to show him.”

I smiled. “Did it work?”

“Kind of, but he still treats me like a doll sometimes,” she said with a shrug. 

We sat there talking for the rest of the night, trading stories about growing up. She was right that we grew up in two drastically different ways, but I was starting to think we weren’t as different as she might see us as. We were both ambitious, motivated, ready for a change, trying to live up to our family’s expectations. We both wanted something more out of our lives but were trapped in the world we’d been born into. At some point her friend left, and when the bar started to shut down, we walked outside to grab an Uber.

“We can share one,” she said, walking up to the car. “We can drop you off, and they can take me up town.”

“All right,” I said, opening the door for her. “Ladies first.”

We climbed into the Uber, and I gave the guy my address. He nodded his head and drove out of the bar parking lot. I looked over at Cassie sitting there in her tank top and short little shorts, and I could feel my cock harden in my pants. I wanted her. There was no way around that fact, but I knew I shouldn’t. She was bad news for me, and sleeping with her could bring serious consequences, especially from her father.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said without looking at me.

I laughed. “What?”,

“I know,” she said turning to me with a smirk. “And I am telling you right now that I am not going to go home with you.”

“Oh yeah?” I laughed as she crossed her arms. “Why is that? Because I work for your daddy or because I’m a roughneck and that scares you?”

Her indignance, her refusal to give in because of her preconceived notions, didn’t turn me off at all. In fact, I looked at it like a challenge—a challenge to see if I could get her into my bed. Part of me thought from the look in her eyes that was precisely the reaction she was looking for. She was telling me she wasn’t going home with me, but in reality, I think she was trying to convince herself. I smiled and leaned toward her, putting my face next to hers and my finger on the bare skin of her shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” I whispered. “You aren’t interested in knowing what it feels like to wrap those legs over my shoulders? Or are you not interested in fucking all night until the sun comes up?”

“You,” she said, trying to look shocked. “I—you—whatever.”

“You know, if you just took a minute, got down off your high horse, you would see,” I said, rubbing my finger across her skin.

“I would see what?” she said with an attitude.

I smiled. “What it’s like to be fucked by a real man.”






Chapter 6

Cassie

The front door burst open, and Scott stumbled backward inside, kicking the door shut behind us. I was in his arms, my legs wrapped around his waist, my mouth moving wildly over his. His hands ran over my body feverishly, grabbing my hair and then sliding down to my ass. I moaned, his tongue swirling around in my mouth, and I felt the passion erupting between us. He set me down on my feet, and I pulled his shirt over his head, throwing it to the side. I leaned forward, kissing his skin, feeling his hands unbuttoning my shorts and letting them fall to the floor. He smiled, taking off his own pants as I breathed heavily and pulled my tank top off and then my bra. He stepped out of his pants and grabbed his big cock, which was bulging from his boxers. He rubbed his hand up and down as he stared open-mouthed at my tits. 

“You are so fucking hot.” He groaned, leaned forward, and sucked my nipple into his mouth. 

“Oh fuck, that feels so good.” I moaned, throwing my head back. 

He kissed up my neck and shoved his tongue back into my mouth, pushing me up against the door. It was so hot, so raw, and so needy, unlike anything I had ever felt before. He gripped me around the ribs tightly, moving his mouth up to mine and biting down on my lip.

“Turn around,” he ordered. “I want to eat that beautiful pussy.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, letting him flip me around.

I pressed my face against the door as he pulled my panties down and off, spreading my legs apart. I pushed my ass up in the air and listened to him groan as he ran his fingers through my folds. He dropped to his knees and wasted no time pressing his lips to my swollen pussy and sliding his tongue through my juices. I cried out, running my fingers down the door, arching my back even more. He turned his face back and forth in my pussy, growling and licking as fast as he could. 

“Fuck, yes,” I moaned.

“You like that?” he said, pulling back his head. “You like my mouth licking up those juices?”

“Yeah,” I said.

He dove back down, slapping his tongue against my clit over and over. He ran his hand up my ass and rubbed his fingers across my asshole. I squealed, feeling intense pleasure from that. He pulled his head back and stuck his tongue inside me, spreading my pussy lips far apart. I screamed in pleasure, feeling the fire in my stomach. I wanted to feel his dick inside me, feel him ramming it in as deep as he could muster. 

He stood up and pulled his boxers off. I turned my head and smiled, watching him standing there stroking his cock. He stared me deep in the eyes, breathing heavily.

“You want this?”

“Yes,” I said, almost begging. 

“How bad?”

“Fuck, I want it so bad.” My body ached for him. 

“Yeah?” he said, smiling as he walked forward and then rubbed the tip through my juices. “This is what you want?”

“Mmhm,” I said, feeling him slowly push just the head inside me.

“You want more?”

“I want all of it,” I said loudly, moving my hips toward him.

“Like this?” he said, slamming his cock inside me. “Yeah, that’s exactly what you wanted, my big dick inside that tight little pussy.”

I reached up and clawed at the door, groaning and moaning. His cock was so big, so thick, and it filled me completely. He grabbed my waist and began to thrust hard and deep. His hands dug into my sides, and I groaned as he pushed deep inside and then slowly pulled back to the tip. I moved my hand down to my clit and rubbed it furiously as he fucked me. He leaned toward my ear and breathed heavily.

“You gonna come on my cock?” he asked, slamming it into me again.

“Yeah,” I moaned.

“Come on it then. Come hard,” he said, slamming into me over and over until I couldn’t hold back anymore.

“I’m coming,” I screamed out, banging my fist against the door. “I’m coming.”

“Yeah.” He groaned, not slowing the pace, drawing out my orgasm to the maximum.

I gasped, unable to even whimper. My climax was powerful—so powerful I couldn’t do anything but stand there against the door feeling my body rush with pleasure. My pussy pulsated against him and my thighs shook wildly. When my body finally started to relax, he turned me around and kissed my lips.

“Suck my cock,” he whispered in my ear. “Taste that amazing pussy.”

I smiled and dropped down to my knees, grabbing his shaft and looking up at him. He nodded his head and ran his hands through my hair as I looked forward and opened my mouth. I took him in fast and deep, opening my throat until my mouth hit the base. Scott gripped my hair and growled.

“Fuuuck,” he said. “You are good at that.”

I smirked, coming back up to the top and reaching up, grabbing his hand and putting it on the back of my head. I wanted him to dominate me, to fuck my mouth and feel the pleasure of my throat. He gripped my hair and pushed me down his shaft and back up, slowly at first but then picking up the speed. I moaned as his cock went in and out of my mouth, my throat wide and his hand steering me where he wanted me. It was so erotic to have him control me like that, and my pussy throbbed, wanting more. He pushed me down to the base and held me there for a moment before pulling his cock out of my mouth. 

“Whew.” He laughed. “Fuck yes. Come here.”

He leaned down, pulled me to my feet, wrapped his hand around the back of my neck, and kissed me passionately. He pulled me against him, his cock rubbing against my thighs before picking me up and wrapping my legs around his waist. I breathed deeply, digging my fingers into his shoulders.

“I’m gonna fuck you some more,” he whispered. He turned, biting his lip, and walked toward the back of the house. I reached between my legs and grabbed his shaft, not wanting to wait. He groaned as I pulled it up and pushed it deep inside me. 

“You just can’t wait, can you?” He chuckled, rolling his eyes as I started to rock my hips against him. 

He stopped in the middle of the hall and grabbed my ass tightly, pulling me out and then back in again. His dick dove deep inside of me as he slapped me back and forth against him. I cried out, leaning my head back and pumping my hips with the movement. He turned and pushed my back against the wall and hooked my legs over his forearms. He spread his legs apart and started to thrust hard, fucking me deeply. The pictures on the walls shook and rattled as he slammed his body into mine. I screamed, the heat building again inside me. He breathed heavily, pumping his hips before slowing down and grabbing my ass. He turned and walked to the bedroom, still deep inside me. He walked over to the bed and threw me down on it, grabbing my ankles and putting them up on his broad shoulders. 

I reached between my legs and rubbed my clit, waiting for him to fuck me again. He stood there smiling, watching me pleasure myself for several moments before lifting my ass in the air and pushing deep into me again. He groaned as he thrust back and forth, his body slapping against my clit over and over. I put my hands over my head and groaned, knowing I was getting close to another climax. I looked up at him and watched as he licked his lips and grabbed my thighs, grunting loudly as he plowed into me. The lust was still as strong as before, and instead of dissipating, it was only getting stronger. I threw my head back as he went even faster and screamed, feeling waves of pleasure hit me all over again. 

“Yeah, fucking come on that dick, baby,” he said. “Oh, yeah, I can feel you getting tighter.”

I moaned, tossing my head back and forth as my whole body shook from desire. He reached down and rubbed my clit, intensifying the climax. I cried out in pleasure, my juices flowing down his cock. I breathed deeply, trying to calm myself, but all I could think about was more. More of his cock, more of his body, more of that hot, dirty talk. I reached up and grabbed him, pulling him down on his back. He laughed as I turned over and straddled him and pulled his cock inside me. 

I sat down hard and started to immediately grind my hips against him. The feeling of his body against mine sent chills up my spine. He put his hands behind his head and watched me as I moved like a wave over the top of him. I rested my hands on his knees, pushing forward and back against him. I slowly lifted myself and then slammed back down, screaming in pleasure. When I pulled myself back upright, I grabbed my breasts and started to bounce up and down on top of him. He groaned, putting his hands on my waist and picking up my speed.

“Fuck, yes. Ride me, baby,” he said, letting out a deep growl. 

He lifted me halfway up his shaft and held me there firmly as he thrust his hips up and down. His body slammed into mine over and over as he pushed deeper and deeper. I moaned, throwing my head back and grabbing tightly to my breasts. The heat was back, only this time it was stronger than before. I closed my eyes and gave in to his hands, letting him give it to me however he wanted. I screamed and moaned, growing closer and closer to the finish line. 

“You gonna come again?” 

“Yes,” I said breathlessly.

“Not yet you aren’t.” He smiled, lifting me up and turning me over onto all fours.

He charged up behind me and wrapped his hands around my waist, pushing his fingers down over my clit. He rubbed frantically against my hard nub, making me cry out in pleasure. He pushed his dick inside me and thrust in fast, short motions. I could feel his lips moving over my skin, but the only thing I could really focus on was his fingers running circles over my pussy. I gritted my teeth and groaned, dangling over the edge of ecstasy. Scott bit down on my shoulder, and my head flew back, an explosion pulsing through every vein in my body. 

He groaned, feeling me coming, my pussy clamping down on his pulsing shaft. He sat up and grabbed my waist, slapping my ass as I shook beneath him. He pushed and pulled, fucking me as fast as he could. He pushed down on my shoulders, pressing my head and my chest into the bed. He thrust deep several times, and on the fourth push he called out, holding himself as hard and deep inside me as he could. I moaned as his bulging shaft exploded with his hot seed inside me. He leaned forward, breathing heavily, and pulsed lightly until the last of his juices expired. 

That was the best sex I had ever had.






Chapter 7

Scott

I rolled over onto my back and let out a deep breath, groaning as I straightened out. Cassie was lying down on her stomach and turned her head toward me, smiling and chuckling to herself. I turned to my side and kissed her shoulder, thinking about how beautiful she looked with messy hair and red cheeks.

“What are you laughing at?” I asked. 

“Nothing,” she said. “That was just amazing, unexpectedly amazing.”

I laughed. “It was pretty good, wasn’t it? I guess it’s better you giggle now than at the beginning. That would have put a damper on my whole night, and probably into next week.”

“Oh,” she said, rolling over onto her back. “Who’s pretentious now?”

“Stay the night with me,” I said, throwing caution to the wind. “I don’t want you traveling alone at night, and you can sleep in tomorrow.”

“I wish I could,” she said, smiling, “but unfortunately, duty calls.”

“Duty? You leaving for the war in the morning? I mean, I am a sucker, but not that big of one.” 

“No.” She nudged my shoulder and giggled. “Family duty. My aunt and uncle are in town for the weekend, and my father has them very busy. They are going to want to have breakfast with me at the crack of dawn. I don’t see them often anymore, but when I was little, they lived just down the street. I was very close to them, and I am home from college, so they want to see me before continuing on from here and heading to the islands for vacation.”

I snorted. “The islands. I love how you rich people refer to some mystical rich-person vacation. What islands? The Bahamas? Hawaii? Japan?”

“You’re silly,” she said. “I’m not really sure where. I just know that wherever it is, it will be sunny and sandy.”

“That sounds nice,” I said. “I’ve never been outside the state, much less the country, and I’ve definitely never been on some fancy vacation.”

“You’ve never been on vacation?” she said, propping her chin on her hand.

“No. We were poor growing up, remember? I’m the descendant of a great construction worker.” I smiled.

“That’s right,” she said, fading off. “I’m sorry. That was very snobbish of me.”

“At least now you are aware of it,” I said, chuckling.

“Okay, Mr. Laughs. What are you doing this weekend? Bellying up to the bar all weekend?”

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m working the entire weekend. Can’t be lazy. I have things to save up for, places to go, nails to hammer.”

“But there is only one shift this weekend,” she said. “The eight to twelve.”

“Which I almost forgot about.” I laughed. “I have that and other work, but if I tell you, well, I might have to kill you.”

“Oh, yeah? Tell me. I can keep a secret,” she said, wide-eyed.

“Well, on the weekends, from one to six, I’m a secret agent,” I whispered. “Then on Sunday, after church of course, I am a sexual surrogate for Mrs. Hoebottom down the street.”

She grimaced. “Isn’t she, like, ninety-seven?”

“Hey, everyone needs love, even the elderly,” I said. “Not as spry as she used to be, old broad, but still doable.”

“God,” she groaned. “You are so gross.”

“You like my humor,” I said. “It keeps you on your toes.”

“When I’m running away from you,” she said and laughed at her joke.

“No, really, I drive for Uber at night on Saturdays for extra cash,” I said.

“That’s cool. I’ll have to get your number so I can make the mad dash from my parents’ house,” she said. 

“Or that’s just an excuse to get my number,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows.

“Dream on, playboy.” She smiled. “I don’t have to fool you to get your number.”

“Is that right?”

“Mhmm,” she said, standing up.

“You think I’m that easy?”

“No,” she replied. “I have access to your work file.”

“Ahh.” I laughed, shaking my finger at her. “Tricky, tricky. It’s probably for the better anyway. We wouldn’t want your father to see me pull up out front and pick you up. It might start the rumor mill flowing.”

“And get you killed,” she said.

“I’m not afraid of your old man. I can take him.”

“Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Until he fires you and has his brutes toss you to the curb.”

“I don’t think you could toss me anywhere,” I said.

She gasped and put her hands on her hips. “You called me a brute.”

I grinned. “You are pretty mean.” 

“Well,” she said, putting on her clothes and then leaning over me, “I’m only mean to the ones who deserve it.”

I smiled and leaned up to kiss her, but she pulled away before I could. I turned over and watched her walk to my bedroom door and stop. She turned around and waved daintily before walking down the hall and out of the house. I smiled and turned over on my back, shaking my head. She was playing hard to get now, and for some reason, I really liked it. That had been the hottest sex I had ever had, and though I’d finally gotten her, I still wanted her just as bad. I flipped off the light and pulled the covers up, thinking about Cassie until I fell asleep.

When I woke up the next morning, I slowly opened my eyes and looked out the window. It took me a moment to focus, but when I did, I saw the sun was brightly shining in the sky. I shot straight up and grabbed my watch, groaning at the time. It was five minutes to eight, and I had to be at work. I jumped up from the bed and found my work clothes. I pulled them on and grabbed a danish on the way out the door. When I jumped in my car to head over to the job, I laughed at how my hair looked in the mirror. I had sex hair, and I didn’t care a bit. When I got there, I jumped out and ran up to the office, clocking my card about fifteen minutes late. The supervisor on duty looked up from his paper and over at the clock, shaking his head. I gave him a big toothy smile and headed over to my post. 

When I got there, I was happy to see that I didn’t have to work with Carl. Apparently he wasn’t chosen for overtime this weekend. It would have really chapped his ass to know I was here and he wasn’t. I started working, whistling as I went, nailing in boards, lugging various material over to the edges of the property to be picked up, and working without the normal weekday stressors that the crew brought to the job. I had a pep in my step that I didn’t normally have, and I could feel happiness in my chest that hadn’t been there in a long time. It was nice, and I wasn’t going to complain about it. In fact, I wished every day could be this carefree.

I knew what was driving my happiness, and it wasn’t the danish I’d scarfed down on my drive to work that morning. It was because of the events that had unfolded the night before. I didn’t care that I had slept with the boss’s daughter. I cared that I had slept with Cassie. She was spunky, happy, and lit up the room when she was in it. She was a different person outside work than she was when on the job, and for good reasons, I supposed. Then again, I was a different person too. I had a sense of humor, unlike what the crew seemed to think. I hadn’t gotten the nickname Silent Scott for no reason. I never seemed to find anyone who interested me enough at work to have a conversation with. 

I spent the rest of work getting a ton done and thinking about Cassie at the same time. I wished I was that productive on a regular basis, but until then, I hadn’t had the motivation. When the shift was over, I headed back to my house to get a shower and some lunch. I sat at my dining room table, wondering what Cassie was doing in her world at that moment. She was probably dining outside with linen tablecloths and mimosas. I laughed while thinking about her sitting there at the table and talking to her relatives about college, all the while thinking about how I’d fucked the hell out of her the night before. It was amusing to me when it should have been terrifying, considering her father held the keys to my future. I had only ever worked construction, and if I got fired, I would be screwed.

That night I loaded up the car with Red Bull and snacks and headed out on my Uber trek. The business was the same as usual. I started out the night chauffeuring giggling girls to the bars with their perfume choking me to death. Then there were a few in-between fares which led into the night rush from the bars. There was nothing worse than taking carload after carload of drunk dudes back to their houses. Or even worse than that, the random hookups who liked to make out in the back seat of my car. All in all, though, I was still in one hell of a mood, which was good because I had some serious weirdos that night. By the time things started to wear down, I was feeling a bit more than exhausted. I wasn’t even sure what time I had passed out the night before, but most likely the sleep had been minimal.

When the last fare had been dropped off, I clocked out of my Uber app and headed over to the twenty-four-hour food joint down the street. I grabbed a burger, some fries, and a shake and headed back to my house. I plopped down on the couch and flipped on the television, putting my feet up and devouring my late-night dinner. There was nothing on TV as usual at three in the morning, so I clicked it off and leaned my head back, thinking about Cassie. Her body ran through my mind and how hot she was naked. I wished she were here because I really wanted to fuck her again. I opened my eyes and sighed. It was probably for the better that she wasn’t here. I stood up and walked to the kitchen, tossing my trash in the garbage before heading into my room.

As I undressed, I thought about the fire I was seriously playing with by involving myself with Cassie. For God’s sake, she was the daughter of the owner of the company I worked for. Her father seemed like a reasonable man, but I was pretty sure that when it came to his daughter, he’d rather fire a fourteen-year employee than see her with a roughneck, even though I was probably the best pick out of all of them. Still, that didn’t mean much. It was like saying you got to pick the best of the rotten tomatoes to eat for dinner. The best of them only smelled a little, and your case of food poisoning would only be minor compared to the others. I was a rotten tomato.

I lay down in bed and stared up at the ceiling, realizing I had just compared myself to a half-rotten tomato. It was time I got my head back in the game. I’d had my fun and now it was over, and it needed to stay that way if I didn’t want to find myself in a pot of boiling water. I had come too far to give it all up for some sex, no matter how much I thought I liked Cassie. I went to bed, the excitement I had felt that morning gone.






Chapter 8

Cassie

My ride to the job site with Bill was quiet, and I stared out the window thinking about the weekend. I had spent time with my uncle and aunt at the country club, played some tennis, and spent the rest of the weekend hiding out in my bedroom, thinking about Scott. I hadn’t been able to get him off my mind. Every time I turned around, something made me think of him, and it became a bit of a distraction, especially when I was talking to my father about the job. I had some serious mixed feelings about seeing Scott when I got to work. 

My cheeks warmed as I thought about sitting at the bar talking to him on Friday night. We’d had such a great conversation even though he had started off kind of cold. He was interesting, unlike the usual fraternity brother or friend of my father I would go out on dates with. He wasn’t pretentious, he had little to no expectations, and he made me laugh unlike anyone I had met before. His sense of humor had been a surprise to me when I got to know him, but it was a welcome trait. On top of all that, he was great in bed—no, more than great in bed. I hadn’t had sex like that ever in my whole adult life. The passion and lust behind it blew my mind and made it hard to go to sleep at night due to picturing him in his bed naked. 

I shook the thoughts from my head, wanting to kick myself for being so reckless. I had come home for the summer to get my hands dirty with my internship. It was going to count toward my graduation, and I was lucky enough not to have to spend my summer at a strange company. My father owned the company I would be working for when I graduated college, and he paid me for my internship. By sleeping with Scott, I was putting everything I had worked for at risk, including my internship. I shouldn’t be sleeping with an employee, one that may very well end up being my employee one day. And, God, if my father found out, he would fire us both, leaving me without the credits I needed and Scott without a job. Talk about feeling bad. I could go get an internship somewhere else, but Scott relied on his job for his livelihood.

Bill looked over at me and smiled as we pulled up to the site. I jumped out of the truck and stretched my arms over my head. I grabbed my clipboard and jogged to catch up with him.

“We’re just going to do the usual morning walkthrough to make sure everyone is on site and getting their work done,” he said. “This is also the time you move people around if you need them somewhere else. This morning, though, everyone should know where they need to be.”

“Right,” I said as we walked over to the building Scott worked on. 

“Most of these guys should know what they are doing, but that doesn’t mean they do.” Bill chuckled. “Not all our guys are the brightest crayons in the box, but they know how to swing a hammer and put up some bricks.”

“That’s all you need.” 

I grimaced as we rounded the corner and ran right into Carl. I had really started to hate this guy and wondered how he hadn’t gotten in trouble before. I guessed with the lack of women on site, there was really no one to complain about him. Bill stood and talked to him for a few minutes, and I stared down at the notes on my clipboard, trying not to make eye contact with him. He didn’t even acknowledge me the entire time I was standing there. I assumed he was on his best behavior since Bill was there with me and he knew Bill would send him home if he heard him talking to me like he normally did. 

“All right, Carl,” Bill said. “Keep up the good work. I’ll see you at lunch.”

“Fix your hard hat,” I said, motioning to the fact that it was sitting on the scaffolding and not on his head. 

“Yes, madam,” he said with a smirk.

I shook my head and headed toward the rest of the crew. We checked everyone into place and did some normal safety checklist work before Bill sent me out on my own to observe and make sure everything was going as planned. It was after lunch at that point so everyone was moving a bit slower. I couldn’t really say anything, though. I wasn’t moving all that quickly myself. It was the afternoon slump, and I seriously needed some coffee. I turned the corner to head to the trailer and stopped, staring at Carl standing in the middle of the scaffolding. He looked at me and smiled eerily, slapping his hammer into his palm. He sauntered over to me and stopped, leaning to the side to whisper in my ear.

“You are really going to regret not wanting to sleep with me,” he said.

“Somehow, I doubt that,” I replied and kept walking. 

It was a strange comment to make, even for Carl. It wasn’t like he had propositioned me, except for the mouth comment, and I hadn’t blatantly turned him down. I stopped and looked around the site to see if anyone was staring at me. Maybe it wasn’t random at all. No, there was no way this had to do with Scott, was there? I walked along wondering to myself if this was attached to what had happened between him and me on Friday night. Could he be going around and telling the guys that we slept together? He seemed like the kind of guy that wasn’t into the gossip of the site, but what did I really know about him?

My blood started to boil just imagining him bragging to the guys about our sex. That would mean everyone would know what had happened between us, which was both mortifying and dangerous. If anyone else found out, like Bill or my father even, both of us would be toast. I was angry at the possibility that Scott would do something like that, but I really hoped I was wrong. He wasn’t stupid. He would know that people finding out could be devastating for both of us, especially for him and his job. 

I headed to the trailer and grabbed a cup of coffee to take back out with me. By the time I had it in my hand, my adrenaline was already pumping, waking me up. I sipped the coffee as I strolled through the site, watching the guys work. As I neared the house in progress, I saw Scott dropping a load of debris on the side of the perimeter. He looked hot – his arms, his ass, the pure size of him – and the memory popped in my head of him inside me, pounding me hard. But I needed to talk to him. I jogged toward him, figuring now was better than never.

“Hey,” I said, catching up with him.

“Hey there.” He smiled. “How are you?”

“Not good,” I said.

“What?” He turned to me with concern. “What’s wrong? What happened? Are you okay?”

“Walk with me?”

“Sure,” he said, putting down his stuff and turning to walk to a more private area. 

“This afternoon I ran into Carl,” I said. “He said something to me that kind of concerned me. He told me I would regret not sleeping with him. Have you been telling people about this weekend? Because it could get back to my father if you are, and that could be awful for both of us. He is not a clear-thinking man when it comes to men and me.”

“What? No,” he said, shaking his head and looking kind of hurt. “I didn’t say a word to anyone. That’s just Carl being a douchebag as always.”

“Really? Because I would rather you tell me now than have it catch me by surprise,” I said.

“I’m telling you the truth,” he said. “I haven’t told a soul, not even my best friend, who doesn’t even work for the company. I haven’t even spoken to Carl since Friday before leaving work for the day. Cassie, I would never do that. I’m not that kind of guy. I don’t go bragging about the girls I sleep with, especially when they are the daughter of the owner of the company I work for. I have never been the guy who engages in bullshit guy talk. That’s part of the reason I don’t really fit in with this line of work. I don’t get along with any of the other guys.”

I stared at him, tilting my head to the side and listening to him promise he didn’t tell anyone. If it were any other guy, I would immediately doubt his sincerity, but I could see in Scott’s eyes that he was mortified I would even need to ask him. He said he was telling the truth, and everything in my gut told me I could trust him, so I did. 

“Okay.” I sighed. “I’m sorry for even asking, but I had to.”

“No, I totally understand. It’s your dad, and you wouldn’t want something like that getting out to him,” he said. “I like having a job, so I don’t really want it to get out either.”

“Right.” I smiled. “Well, I’m not going to tell him.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I gotta get back to the job, but you look really pretty today.”

“Thanks,” I said, my cheeks blushing. “You too?”

“I tried.” He smiled. “New lipstick. It’s called Ravenously Constructed. It’s a new line. You just wouldn’t know about it.”

I laughed. “Nice. I’ll see you later.”

We walked off in different directions, and I smiled to myself before heading off to do my job. After work, I went up to the local bar to meet Whitney. I hadn’t talked to her since Friday night, so I was curious to see how her night had gone. Whitney and I had been best friends since high school, and though we went to different colleges, we always made sure to spend ample time together whenever we were back in the same place at the same time. 

“Hey,” I said, sitting down next to her at the bar. “Sorry I’m late.”

“Hey,” she said. “You’re fine. I ordered us some cheese fries and beer.”

“Perfect,” I said, taking a sip of the beer. “Sooo, what happened the other night?”

“I left and went back to that guy’s place.” She giggled. “He was hot but kind of stupid.”

“Oh, God.” I laughed. “You always like the dumb guys.”

“What about you? Get into anything after I left?”

“Yeah, actually,” I said, smiling. “I met this guy at the bar. He bought me a drink, and things escalated from there. I ended up back at his place and had the best sex of my life.”

“Wow,” she said, leaning in. “Tell me more.”

“He’s handsome, smart, and has a wicked sense of humor,” I said, leaving out the part about how he worked on my father’s crew.

“Hmmm,” she said, elbowing me. “It sounds like you might have some real feelings for this guy.”

“That is what I’m afraid of,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You know how my dad is, and plus, I’m leaving to go back to school after the summer is over. I don’t need any distractions.”

“Girl, you never let your hair down,” Whitney said. “You need to do things for you, even if it’s only for the summer. There is nothing wrong with a little summer romance to keep you occupied when you aren’t working for your father.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I said, smiling.

And I meant it.






Chapter 9

Scott

Another day, another dollar closer to my dreams, and I was getting some serious work done today. I didn’t know what it was about Cassie, but seeing her across the site lit a fire under my ass. I couldn’t get close enough to talk to her that morning, so I just pushed through the day, meeting all my daily quotas by lunchtime. When the lunch bell rang out from the speaker, I put down my gear and headed over to get a cup of coffee. As I turned the corner, I almost ran head-on into Cassie.

“Whoa!” She laughed. “Slow down, Rambo.”

“Hey, coffee is calling my name,” I said. 

She smiled and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and adjusted her helmet. The sunlight shined down, creating sparkles on her rosy cheeks. I was so damn attracted to her, and I’d thought about sex more since I met her than in the whole thirty years I had been alive. I knew I needed to stay away from her though. She was dangerous, and I was definitely playing with fire. It was so hard though, and I found myself turning and walking over to the dumpster area with her so she could make her hourly safety checks for Bill. She stopped and wrote something down before looking back at me and smiling sweetly. I shouldn’t have been there, but I couldn’t help myself.

“I heard you killed your quotas today,” she said.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I don’t know what got into me, but I busted them out as fast as I could.”

“Good for you,” she said. “And good for us. That caught us up, like, half a day.”

“Nice,” I said, nodding my head and realizing we were kind of in a secluded area. “I like to help out wherever I can, and these other guys aren’t going to rush for anything.”

“Well hopefully they pick it up a little bit,” she said, walking out into the open.

I looked up, and I felt like everything was instantly in slow motion. I reached out for Cassie, yelling for her to stop as a crane started to swerve toward us, not seeing us stepping out from behind the dumpsters. I leaped through the air and pushed Cassie to the ground, landing on top of her and covering her head as the crane swung over us and unloaded into the dumpster. I lay there for a minute covering my head, breathing deeply. Slowly, I looked up and watched the crane turn and head back to the site. They hadn’t even noticed us diving out of the way, and one or both of us could have been killed. That was a safety concern that would need to be fixed. If I hadn’t been there, Cassie would have been out of luck.

“What happened?” she said, looking up at me. 

“That crane. It almost made you a pancake,” I said, looking down into her eyes.

“God,” she said, her cheeks turning red. “You saved me.”

Immediately, I felt butterflies in my stomach, and sparks began to fly between the two of us. Just feeling her body underneath mine turned me on, and at the moment, all I wanted to do was kiss her. I looked deeply into her eyes for several moments while lying there in the dust and dirt. My heart was beating a million miles a minute, and for a second I was sure we were going to lock lips. However, as a load of wood was dropped, echoing over the site, I shook my head and realized that it was probably a horrible idea. 

I looked down and noticed that I was still lying on top of her, so I pulled myself to my feet and reached down, taking her hand. She stood up and dusted herself off before walking over and picking up her helmet and clipboard. She turned back to me and looked from side to side, making sure no one had seen what had just happened between the two of us. The last thing we needed was for someone to have walked over and caught us lying on the ground staring into each other’s eyes. There would be little either of us could say to make any sense out of it. 

“That was close,” I said. “I’m glad I was out here with you.”

“Me too,” she said, wiping dirt from her pants. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” I smiled. “Just another day on the site, building houses and saving damsels in distress.”

“Right.” She laughed. “I hope that isn’t a normal occurrence here.”

“Not many damsels,” I said. “So, I was wondering, what do you think your dad would do if he found out we had slept together? Would it be as bad as I’m thinking?”

“Probably worse,” she said. “He would probably skin you alive. I am his only child and a girl, so he is on, like, protective overload when it comes to me. I had to go stag to prom because he wouldn’t let me go on a date.”

“Seriously? Skin me alive?”

She chuckled. “Yep.”  

“Who knew I was that forbidden,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m touched by it though. I can tell he really sees me as someone important.”

“For some reason, I don’t think it’s love for you.” She laughed.

“Oh, that’s right. I’m the roughneck, and you are the princess,” I said. “For a second, I felt really important.”

She laughed and shrugged her shoulders, looking over at Bill coming out of the trailer. She turned back to me and held up the clipboard, letting me know she had to get back to work. I wasn’t ready to let the conversation go though. I felt kind of insulted by the fact that her father would do anything he could to keep her away from a guy like me. As if I was the worst she could end up with. In my book, being with some stuffed-shirt douchebag who was all about money and cheated on women would be much more of an insult to her virtue, but I guessed when you were rich, you wanted rich to stay in the family. I felt up for the challenge, though, and I wanted to go out of my way to prove everyone wrong, just like with my business goals. No one thought I would ever own a hardware store, which was half the reason I worked so hard at it. This felt like the same kind of thing, only the prize at the end was a beautiful woman.

I may have grown up poor, without the newest clothes, the newest gadgets, or the best car, but I knew how to treat a woman. If my mother taught me anything, it was that. She never let me think that settling was okay, and she ground into me that I was capable of anything I set my heart on. My heart, this time, was set on Cassie, and there was no one in this world that was going to sit there and tell me I wasn’t good enough for her because my bank account didn’t read in the millions of dollars. If Cassie wanted to be with me, and I wanted to be with her, there was nothing I was going to let stand in our way of that, especially not when it came to some corporate rich-guy mentality and whether I was high enough in society for their liking. 

“Hey,” I said before Cassie could walk away. “I’ll see you at the bar on Friday night.”

“You will?” 

“Yeah, I will,” I said in an commanding tone. “You’ll be there at seven to meet me.”

“Right,” she said with a smile. 

She turned and walked toward the office trailer, looking back at me and shaking her head. She liked it when I took control, and I liked the way she made me feel when she bit her lip and looked at me that way. I went back to work, busting through the rest of the day and heading home to get cleaned up. Afterward, I met Landon at the bar for drinks.

“Hey, man,” he said, shaking my hand. “Good to see you in one piece and all cleaned up.”

“Yeah, for me too,” I said, thinking about the crane from earlier.

“So, what’s up? You look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed,” he said and laughed.

“Mostly the same old thing except I met a girl. Her name is Cassie,” I said, leaving out the fact that she was my boss’s daughter. “We, uh, met at the bar Friday night, had some mind-blowing sex, amazing conversation, and, yeah, a change of pace for me I guess.”

“Dude, that is awesome,” he said. “It’s about damn time you got laid. You seriously were in the most epic drought of all time, and to make it worse, you were doing it to yourself.”

“Yeah, well, I hadn’t met anyone who really peaked my interest enough to take home. These girls are all looking for a husband, and I have other things going on.”

“Well, either way, maybe now you can loosen up a little bit and stop being so serious all the damn time.” He chuckled. “I was starting to think you had lost your touch.”

“Nah. I’ve still got it,” I said.

“I can see that, dude.” He smiled and nodded his head. “So, tell me about this chick. Is she hot?”

“Holy shit, dude,” I said, shaking my head. “She has these curves that could kill, and her eyes are this magnificent green color. Her body moved like nothing I have ever seen before. Seriously, she was fucking captivating. It’s no joke. And she is funny as hell and appreciates my sense of humor, which is a first for girls in this town. She’s a rich girl, though, so I guess she really isn’t from the town. She’s here at home on her summer break, and it was completely unexpected. I didn’t see it coming at all. One minute we were talking, and the next minute we were at my house having fucking hot, mind-blowing sex everywhere.”

“Wow,” he said, looking at me strangely. “She sounds like the kind of girl I want to meet.”

“Yeah, except your bullshit lines would never work on her,” I said, laughing. “She’s too smart for that.”

“Hey, my lines are sweet,” he said. “They have rarely failed me—at least in the short term.”

“The long term is when you get the black eye.”

“Not this time. This time I ducked, and let me tell you, that redhead, she has a mean streak in her like nothing I’ve ever seen. Afterward is the best, though, because make-up sex with a crazy fire-hair is out of this fucking world,” he said. “But, man, I am happy you met this girl. It sounds like you are really into her. I mean, I haven’t heard you talk about anyone like that the entire time I have known you.”

“Huh?” I said, looking over at him. “No, man, it’s not like that. I’m just having some fun with a chick who’s looking for the same thing; that’s all. You have to remember, I have my eyes on the prize. I have goals I’m trying to reach, and I am not going to let any girl distract me from them. I can’t be the guy who raises a generation of construction workers. It’s just not for me. I’m going to make this shit happen, and no one is going to turn me from that.”

“I don’t know,” he said, sipping his beer. “From the way you’re talking, it sounds like she already has.”






Chapter 10

Cassie

When I first got back home and started working at the company, the days flew by. I was excited about learning everything I could about the business and thinking about my future working there. Lately, though, the days felt like they were going by at a glacial pace, especially when I had something to look forward to on the weekend. Scott had pretty much told me I was going out with him on Friday night, and though normally that show of masculinity would make me cringe, with him it was sexy, and I couldn’t resist it. Until then, I had to make my way through the backward-spinning clock that was mounted in my father’s office. 

I was starting to feel like I was going out of my mind. The normal draw of my parents’ huge house, the pool, the maids, and the shopping was not interesting me anymore. I would go home, eat dinner, and then hide away in my room, pretending like I was exhausted from a day at work. In reality, I was lying there staring at the ceiling, thinking about Scott and the time we had spent together. I didn’t want a distraction, but it looked like I had walked straight into one without any thought on the matter at all. And worst of all, I wasn’t regretting it in the least, not one little bit. In fact, I found myself wishing it was even more available.

I wanted to spend more time with Scott, to have the freedom to have him around me whenever I wanted. I wanted to take the summer and spend it with him instead of that dusty worksite. But that wasn’t an option both because I had to finish my internship and because he had to go to work. He didn’t have the luxury of being a financially free college student like I had for several years. He didn’t know what it was like not to worry about bills or having anything he wanted or needed, but I did, and it kind of made me feel bad. I hadn’t ever thought about it until I met him, but my eyes were starting to open, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. 

I had never dated anyone seriously, and the few guys I went out with did not make me want to go out with them again. I spent my whole life around pompous rich guys. The last thing I wanted to do was date one, but that seemed to be the only kind of guy to pay me any attention, except Scott. I was really turned on by the fact that we had this secret little fling going on. Everything that happened was between the two of us, and no one else had any say in it, at least for the time being. It was completely between us, and the sneaking around felt naughty but in a good way, a way that made me hot in places I didn’t know could get that way.

At the same time, though, I was under a lot of pressure to be the woman my father expected me to be. His expectations were tough, and they included finding a man who was of the same caliber as him in both stature and financial stability. There was no crazy arranged marriage or anything, but for my father to be okay with me dating someone, they would have to pass a lot of rigorous checkpoints in my father’s mind—checkpoints that a man like Scott couldn’t stand up to. That wasn’t fair, but it was the way it was. I was scared about what might happen if my father found out I was seeing Scott. Chances were he would not be too happy about it.

“You ready for the meeting?” my father said, poking his head into his office door. “We’re all ready to go.”

“Yeah,” I said, gathering my things and heading out to the conference room. 

I sat down in the chair next to my father and pulled out my notebook, figuring I would try to look interested in what was going on. Sitting in that meeting was miserable, though. Everyone in the room was the typical corporate asshole I was starting to hate more and more every day. I had never noticed it before I met Scott, but I was surrounded by men like that, and I would have to sit through meetings with them the entire summer during my internship with the company. My dad wanted me to attend every meeting they had, especially the ones involving the engineers. He wanted me to understand every aspect of the company. When I graduated college, I would be working with the engineers since that was what my degree was in. When my father finally retired, I would end up being the owner and CEO of the company. 

The main purpose of my internship was for the engineering side of things, but my father thought it would be the perfect time to see the whole of the company. That was why he put me with a foreman and not with the engineers. I still did some stuff with them, but he was hell-bent on making sure I could handle and understand every aspect of the company. My mind, though, was nowhere near where it needed to be to meet his expectations. The engineers at the meeting started discussing future plans for the company, and I completely blanked out. Instead of focusing on what they were saying, my mind was completely devoted to Scott. 

I was meeting him at the bar the next night, but I was hoping we would do something other than just getting hammered. Of course I was interested in going back to his place, but part of me wanted to spend some normal time with him too. My mind went through all the possible things we could end up doing, and I was so focused on those thoughts that I hadn’t even heard my father asking me a question in the middle of the meeting.

“Cassie,” he said, smiling at the others awkwardly.

“What? Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, snapping out of my trance.

“It looks like someone has been working a little too hard out there on the site.” He laughed, everyone else joining in. “That’s what we do here, though; we work until our brains shut down.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “What did you ask?”

“I asked how the plans were coming along and if we had made up any of the time we lost last week?”

“Things are looking really good out there,” I said. “All the safety regulations are up to par. There are few blind spots on the site, but we are still at zero for the number of injuries for this project. As far as the timeline, thanks to the allotted overtime and a couple extra-hard-working guys out there, we have managed to get back the whole day we were behind. Right now, we are sitting even-keeled going into the second half of the second month of the project.”

“Excellent,” my father said. 

He went on with the meeting, and I made sure I paid attention for the rest of it. The worst thing I could do was make my father look bad, especially when everyone knew I was the future of the company. I needed to get through the day and use my off time for daydreaming, which was easier said than done. When everyone left the conference room, my dad walked over and put his hand on my shoulder, looking at me with concern.

“You all right?” he said. “You were incredibly distracted during the meeting.”

“Yeah,” I said, letting out a deep breath. “I didn’t sleep well last night for some reason. My head has been foggy all day, and I can’t seem to kick it.”

“We all have days like those,” he said. “You aren’t used to putting in these long days in the hot sun. I’m sure this weekend you can go relax by the pool, get some good rest, and come back Monday refreshed and ready to go.”

“I’m sure that will do the trick.” I smiled, thinking about Scott.

“How about you and I go grab some lunch before you head out to the site?”

“That sounds great,” I said. “I’m starving.”

We headed out to the restaurant, taking my father’s limo. I sat across from him in the car, staring out the window as he took a phone call. My mind went directly back to Scott, and it stayed there until we pulled up in front of the restaurant. We went inside and had a seat at my father’s usual table. I ordered a water and a salad for lunch, and my father did the same, only his drink of choice was a glass of whiskey. I was half-tempted to order one too, but I wasn’t sure how he would react, so I stuck with the water. It probably wouldn’t have been a good idea to drink before going onto the site anyway. During lunch, my father took several phone calls like usual. There were a couple from the residential site and the others from projects that were currently in the planning stages.

“I agree,” he said pleasantly. “Bill, you are doing a fantastic job, and I trust your judgment when it comes to the crew. If they aren’t pulling their weight, and you have given them ample chances to, which knowing you, you have gone above and beyond, then let them go.”

I smiled at my dad, thankful he was having a good conversation with Bill. He liked that man and he trusted him, which was more than I could say for most of the people my father worked with. He kept most everyone in the company at arm’s length and took care of most issues personally.

“Great, Bill,” he said. “Hey, I’ll give you a call later on. I have a call coming in from the New Brunswick project.”

“Hello?” he said, switching lines. “Tell me you have the signature. What do you fucking mean you didn’t get it? What did I hire you to do? Not sit around on your ass and let things slip through your fingers.”

I looked around the room, slightly embarrassed by my father’s tone. After all these years, though, I was used to him blowing up on people over the phone. If you weren’t someone inside his inner circle and you screwed up, you were going to get it, and get it good. No matter how used to it I was, though, I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of reaction my father would have if he found out about Scott and me. Scott would not handle this side of my father very well, and it wouldn’t be fair to him to have to handle that. My father was a difficult man at times, and the only reason I saw the softer side more than not was because I was his little girl. He had more patience with me than the entire company combined, but that didn’t mean it would transfer over to Scott if he found out we were seeing each other.

I sat there holding my hands tightly in my lap, listening to my father lose it on the guy on the other line. I couldn’t let that happen to Scott. I already cared too much about him and what we had. Maybe the best thing I could do was not show up at the bar Friday night. It might just save his job and his future.






Chapter 11

Scott

I had been nervous all day about the bar that night, barely even able to focus on my work, unlike the days before where I was pushing through at record speed. I didn’t see Cassie but in passing and decided not to ask about whether she would be there or not. I got there early and took a shot, trying to calm my nerves. As I sat there sipping my beer, I watched the clock hands tick down. She knew I would be here, and she knew when I would be here, but still, she wasn’t anywhere in sight. Maybe I was stupid for thinking something like this could work. I had given her too much time between telling her when to meet and the actual meet-up. It looked like she was going to stand me up, and that was a blow to my ego and my heart. I had taken a chance and put it out there, feeling there was a reason I’d met this girl. There was a reason she was there around every corner, and there was a reason she was stuck in my brain everywhere I went. Apparently, though, I misread those signs and found myself sitting alone drinking on a Friday night, feeling more than sheepish.

I turned back toward the bar and drank my beer, figuring maybe it was all for the best. Things were starting to get intense, and knowing who her father was, I was playing with fire. Everything could come crumbling down on us in the blink of an eye if I didn’t stop being so reckless. Still, I was willing to take that chance for her, to try to make it work and prove I was good enough to be with her. I guessed, since she didn’t show up, she didn’t feel the same way. The risk was too high for her, and I had to try to understand that. Besides, she knew her father better than anyone. She knew exactly what he was capable of, and I figured if I were her, I might make the same decision. She had things to lose too, like her family, her internship, and her relationship with her father. She was in line to take the company one day, and that was not something she should gamble with.

I sighed and finished off my beer, motioning to the bartender for my tab. I pulled out some cash and laid it on the bar before standing up and putting my wallet back in my pocket. It sucked. It really did. But I had to believe it was for the best. As I turned around, my feet stopped, and a smile moved over my face. Cassie walked through the front doors, looking around with worry but letting out a deep breath and smiling as she saw me. She walked over and shook her head, peering up at me with those beautiful green eyes.

“I almost chickened out.” She laughed.

“But you didn’t.” I smiled. “Let’s get a drink.”

“Sounds more than great.” She laughed again and sat down at the bar.

I ordered us a couple drinks, and we started talking about the day and how she was glad she had decided to throw caution to the wind. It was so natural for us to talk, like there were no barriers in the way at all. It was the moment we really started opening up to each other, telling each other the intimate parts of our lives. It was fun, something I hadn’t experienced with a woman before. My interest in women had been carnal, and any conversation we had was usually post-sex and lasted only long enough to get them out of the house. This was different though. I wasn’t trying to pick her up. I wanted to get to know her, and I could tell she felt the same way about me. It was the most relaxed I had felt in years.

“How did you sneak away?” I asked.

“I told my dad I was going out with Whitney, my best friend,” she said. “I did have to tell her just in case my dad was suspicious, but I think he bought it.”

“You told her I worked for your father?”

“No, that I was using her as a cover.”  

“Why don’t we go snag that booth over there? It’s a little more private,” I said. 

“Sure.” She smiled, taking my hand and pulling me across the bar. 

We sat across from each other, but we both leaned forward, clasping each other’s hands. We wanted to get to know each other better, to really feel like we were moving past just raw need and lust. I wanted to know everything about her, everything she kept inside and hid away from the world. I knew I wouldn’t learn everything in one sitting at a dusty old bar, but it was a start.

“So,” she said, “you said your dad worked for the company. Did he retire?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “He was killed in an accident on-site when I was sixteen years old.”

“Oh, my God,” she said, putting her hands to her mouth. “What happened?”

“Someone didn’t do their job right and part of the house came down with him in it,” I said. “It was rough, really rough, so I dropped out of high school and started working for the company to help pay the bills.”

“What about your mom?”

“She was good until about four years ago when she got cancer,” I said. “But she missed my dad so much that she was ready to go when it started to get bad. She wanted to be with him, and I understood that. The company was really good to her during that time, and that was part of the reason I stayed so long. Your dad helped with the hospital bills for her, or at least the company did.”

“Good,” she said. “That is the least they could do.”

“I struggled with my mom’s death for several years, but then I got a rhythm in my own life and have been pushing forward,” I said. “In this world, you can’t let life pass you by. You have to keep moving.”

“I’ve never been through anything like that. I have been really privileged, and in some ways sheltered,” she said. “It’s a good thing and a bad thing.”

“I think you turned out great,” I said, not believing how I had completely let down my guard. “You can’t pick your upbringing. You have to make the most of the opportunities in your life.”

“That’s right.” She smiled. “So, do you plan on working for the company until you retire?”

“God, I hope not.” I laughed. “I know this is a way of life for most people around here, but it doesn’t fit me, and I’ve known that since I was a teenager. I’ve been saving up money because I want to open my own hardware shop. I want to own my own business and break the construction cycle in my family. I don’t want to raise another generation of roughnecks.”

“That’s awesome. Is that why you work two jobs?”

“Yep,” I said. “I want to save as much money as fast as I can. I live simply. I play simply. And it’s all because I want something more for my future.”

I couldn’t believe I was telling her everything from my hopes and dreams to my goals. I had never told someone so much at one time, not even my best friend. She took it well though, truly looking like she was excited for me. She was the first person to ever say she thought it was a great idea and not in the back of her mind think it was bullshit. It felt good to have someone believe in me for once. That didn’t happen often, especially since both my parents were dead. We talked for a bit longer, and when the bar began to get crowded, I thought of an idea.

“Hey, do you like to dance?”

She smiled. “I do.”

“There’s a club across the street. It opened like a month ago. Do you want to go over there?”

“That sounds perfect.” 

“Great.” I smiled. “I’ll get the tab, and we can go.

We headed over to the club and walked inside, smiling at each other as the music thumped in the background. She grabbed my hand and immediately pulled me out onto the dancefloor, putting her hands around my neck and pulling me close to her. She looked up at me with lust in her eyes as she rubbed her body against mine. The dance floor was so full that no one was paying any attention to us, which was perfect since I could already feel my dick getting hard. She turned around and put my hands on her hips, grinding her ass against my cock. She could feel how hard she was making me and turned her head, giving me a coy smile. I leaned forward, rubbing my hands down her thighs, digging my nails in as I pulled back up. She lifted her arms and moved her body like a snake, whimpering as she turned her head and kissed me deeply. I grabbed onto her sides and moved my hands up to her breasts, massaging them gently and lowering my head to her ear. 

“You are so sexy,” I whispered. “I want to fuck you right here in front of all these people.”

She grinned and grabbed my hand, sliding it down between her legs. She was hot and moist, and I could feel light moans vibrating in her chest. I squeezed her pussy and pulled her into me, her ass grinding even harder. I pushed my fingers carefully over the edge of her shorts and rubbed against her naked skin. I glanced around, but between the sheer number of people and the lights, no one could tell I was inches away from fingering her right there on the dance floor. She ran her hand over mine and pushed against it, showing me she wanted more. She tilted her head back and kissed my neck, dipping my hand lower and carefully sliding my finger inside her. 

She moaned into my ear, her body still moving against mine. I slipped my finger in and out of her slowly, methodically, making her feel every inch of it. She reached her arms around and grabbed my back, pushing harder against me. 

“If you keep this up, I’m going to have to take you into the bathroom and fuck the hell out of you,” I whispered. “Is that what you want?”

She bit her lip and ground more, up and down my hard shaft. I groaned, reaching down and fingering her hard and fast for a moment before pulling my finger out and turning her toward me. She came in close, licking my lips as I cupped her ass and pushed my hips forward. 

“You want it?”

“So bad,” she whispered. 

“I’m going to fuck you so hard you can’t walk for days,” I said on her ear. “Come with me.”

I adjusted myself and grabbed her by the hand, pulling her through the crowd. We walked quickly back to the bathrooms, but the lines were wrapped around the building. She looked up at me with a mischievous smile and nodded toward a black closet door in the shadows. We walked over and looked around before disappearing into the closet. 






Chapter 12

Cassie

We laughed and giggled as we shoved ourselves in the closet. It was bigger than just a coat closet, and there were shelves up the sides from floor to ceiling. I turned around and looked up at him, biting my bottom lip. I knew we shouldn’t be doing it. I knew that at any point we could get caught in here. But instead of deterring me, those facts turned me on even more. I wanted him so bad. I had all night, and when we were on the dance floor, I could’ve let him fuck me right then and there. 

Scott grabbed my face and kissed me deeply, his hard cock pressing against his pants. Sparks flew, and I immediately started unbuckling his belt and pulling down his zipper. I pulled his pants and boxers down his thighs and grabbed his bouncing dick, stroking my hand up and down it. He groaned into my mouth, breathing heavily inside that tiny little box. He pushed me against the shelves and swirled his tongue around in my mouth as I jacked his big, hard shaft. I wanted to suck it, but there wasn’t enough room for that, so I just used my hand, sliding it up and down, feeling his girth.

He slid his hand down and undid the button on my shorts, pulling them down. I stepped out of them and grinned at his surprise when he discovered I wasn’t wearing any panties. He slid his fingers over my pussy and then down through my lips, rubbing his fingers around my clit. He put his hands back on my waist and picked me up, setting my ass on the edge of one of the shelves. He smiled, lifting my leg up and propping it on a shelf to the side. He turned his hand palm up and slid two fingers inside me, jolting his hand up and down, fingering me hard. I moaned, leaning my head back and feeling my juices running.

Slowly, he lowered himself onto one knee and buried his face in my pussy. I cried out, feeling the vibrations of the music in the shelves around me. I gripped tightly to the edge of the ledge and spread my legs wider, moaning as he pleasured me. I put my hand on the back of his head and gripped his hair, feeling my body begin to stiffen. As he swirled his tongue through my juices and fingered me fast and hard, the fire in my belly erupted. I grabbed his head harder, pushing him into my mound. I cried out his name, my thighs quivering and my juices flowing like a river. Waves of pleasure blew through me, but he kept going, pushing my climax to the max. I came hard, digging my nails into the wooden shelf and trying to keep my voice down. There was no use, though. The pleasure was too much. 

He smiled, moving his face up me, kissing my belly and then moving up to my mouth. He hovered his lips in front of me for a moment, pulling his fingers out of my juices before kissing me deep and hard. I moaned into his mouth, feeling his cock pushing against my stomach. I wanted to feel him inside me, to feel him fill me completely. I leaned forward and sucked his bottom lip into mine, grabbing his shaft with my hand and stroking it. He groaned and stood up, closing his eyes as I jacked him off. He put his hands behind his head and stood there feeling the power of my tiny palm.

After a few moments, he opened his eyes, but now they were dark with lust. His chest heaved as he pulled me off the shelf and kissed my lips. He leaned over and kissed my neck.

“Bend over,” he ordered with a smirk.

We shifted positions so his back was to the door and I was in front of him in the open space. I spread my legs for support and slowly bent over in front of him. He ran his palm down my ass cheek and slapped it, pulling a whimper from my throat. 

“You like that?”

I moaned. “Yeah.”

He slapped my ass again, this time grabbing it and rubbing it hard to diminish the sting. My pussy pulsed as he ran his fingers through my juices and then grabbed his cock and walked forward. He ran the tip through my pussy and smiled as I shook my ass back and forth. He pushed his cock forward, deep inside me, grabbing my hips and holding himself there for a moment. I moaned and grabbed onto my ankles, feeling the pleasure inside me. He started to thrust his hips over and over, filling me and then pulling back. I cried out in pleasure, wanting more but having no control. He thrust in and out, putting both hands on my ass and pulling my cheeks apart. I sat there bouncing back and forth as he moved his hips, his fingers running through my ass. He leaned forward and spit softly on my asshole, then rubbed his finger around and slowly pushed it inside me. I gasped, feeling the pressure, the pain, and the pleasure all mixed together.

His hips continued to move, pushing his cock in and out of my wetness as his finger wiggled up and down inside my ass. He was gentle but secure, rubbing his other hand over my ass cheek and slapping it lightly. He pushed his cock deep inside me and leaned forward.

“You like it in your ass?”

“I’ve never done it before.” I said. “But I want to.”

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” he whispered, standing back up.

He pushed his finger inside me again, this time with a little more force. I groaned, letting go of all my inhibitions and opening up to him. As my muscles untensed, pleasure rolled over me with both my holes filled. As he fingered my ass and fucked my pussy, all I could think about was the heat boiling up inside me. It was the most intense feeling I had ever felt, and I was sure that when I came, it would change my entire world. I had never felt this comfortable with a man before, and I wanted more and more of Scott. He was so sensual, so erotic, and I was willing to do things I never thought I would.

My hands gripped my ankles tighter, and I closed my eyes, feeling him slip another finger into my ass. I gasped as his hips pulsated against me. His cock was pulsing and huge, and every thrust brought me closer and closer to another orgasm. I could feel my inhibitions lifting, waiting for him to dip that big cock into my ass, but he was taking his time, getting me ready. I lifted my hands to my thighs and arched my back, sticking my ass further into the air. He groaned, pushing his fingers in and out of me at a fevered pace. I screamed out in ecstasy, feeling his cock twitching inside me as he pushed himself further inside. Slowly, he pulled his fingers out of my ass and grabbed my hips, thrusting his dick forward and back, fucking me fast and hard. I moaned and groaned, wanting to feel the sweet release of an orgasm, wanting so badly to have him give me the pleasure I knew he could. 

His hips began to slow, and he pulled his cock out and rubbed his hand up the wet shaft. He spit into his hand and rubbed it over his dick, smiling as I looked back at him. He walked forward and rubbed the tip over my ass and slowly pushed into me, stopping just below the mushroom head. I gasped, feeling the pleasure and pain, and waited as he slowly sank deeper inside me. I let out a breath and gripped tighter to my thighs, feeling the heat inside me explode. I screamed out in ecstasy as my body writhed and shook, feeling the power of my climax. I had come instantly with the feeling of his cock inside my ass. He gripped my sides and started to slide his cock in and out of my ass, pushing the pleasure to new heights. 

I reached back and rubbed my pussy as he pulsated inside me. My hands and thighs shook wildly, and I gripped the shelf in front of me, trying to keep myself stable. I closed my eyes and let go, feeling every wave of pleasure that moved through my veins. I could feel him fucking me harder in the ass, and I moaned, my heart racing in my chest. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. My body began to relax, and my legs trembled in exhaustion as he slowed his pace and pulled out of my ass. He leaned forward and grabbed me around the waist, helping me to a standing position and turning me around to face him. He leaned down and kissed me gently, a smile moving over his lips. I chuckled, shaking my head and smiling at him.

“You ready for more?”

I bit my lip and deepened my gaze. “I’m always ready,” I said, biting his lip. 

He growled, reaching down and grabbing me by the ass, lifting me up in the air. I wrapped my legs around him and reached down, pulling his cock inside me. He groaned, shaking his head and smiling as he backed me against the shelf. He pushed deep inside and held himself there, looking into my eyes with a serious gaze. I put my hands around his face and kissed him deeply as he started to slowly move his hips back and forth. I gasped into his mouth, feeling his body rub against my clit, his cock barely moving inside me. He groaned and closed his eyes, lifting onto his toes and pushing hard into me. 

He moved in hard, deep jolts, shaking the bottles on the shelves behind me. He opened his eyes and stared deeply into mine as he fucked me with passion and lust. His fingertips dug into my ass cheeks and his legs began to quiver. I reached up and grabbed the shelf above me and leaned my head back, screaming out in pure ecstasy. He growled, pushing harder and faster until everything in me released. I lurched forward, grabbing onto his back and pressing my forehead against his as I exploded one last time around his cock. He gripped tightly to me, feeling my pussy contract around his shaft. He groaned, thrusting one last time and holding it there as he too overflowed in pleasure. His cock pulsated inside me as we both released, breathing heavily until the end. 

He picked his head up and kissed me sweetly before letting my feet fall to the floor. He pulled his pants up and situated himself before grabbing my shorts and helping me into them. When we were dressed and put back together, he leaned over and kissed me sweetly.

“Come stay with me at my house,” he whispered. 

I nodded my head and smiled as he took my hand and led me out of the closet. We snuck out of the shadows and through the club, exiting and heading straight back to his place. By the time I got there, all I wanted to do was be wrapped in his arms, and that was exactly what he did. I fell asleep listening to his heartbeat, feeling like there was nowhere else I would ever want to be.






Chapter 13

Scott

We woke up the next morning in post-coital bliss, staring into each other’s eyes as the sun seeped through the blinds in my room. I rubbed the hair off her face and kissed her sweetly. She was so beautiful, and for a moment, I felt like the luckiest man in the world. Her phone rang, and she picked it up, grimacing at her father’s name on the screen. She put her finger to her lips and answered it.

“Hey, Daddy,” she said, pausing as he spoke. “No, I’m fine. I’m sorry I didn’t call. Old habit from being in school. I stayed the night at Whitney’s house. I love you too, and I will see you later today.”

She hung up the phone and set it on the nightstand, letting out a deep breath. She shook her head and lay back on the pillows, looking up at the ceiling. I lay down next to her and kissed her cheek.

“Why is your dad so worried about you?” I asked. “You’re an adult, not a child. Maybe it’s because I have been on my own for so long, but he seems super possessive over you. If I’m overstepping by saying that, just let me know. It took me off guard.”

I couldn’t imagine living in a world where I had to explain every move I made. I had been independent since I was sixteen and never had a parent checking up on me. I thought I might go crazy if I had to deal with that all the time, but she took it in stride.

“I’m the only child, and I’m a girl,” she said. “My father has always been super protective of me. I used to think it was sweet, and sometimes I still do, but most of the time it is exhausting. During my freshman year in college, he hired someone to check in on me like three times a week on top of requiring me to call him every other day to let him know I was safe.”

“Wow.” I chuckled. “I’m sorry for that. It sounds more than exhausting.”

“Yeah,” she said. “When I said he would skin you alive, I was only half kidding.”

“Well, I can tell you right now, I am not planning on outing us anytime soon,” I said. “I like my skin right where it is. It’s just foreign to me. I guess because girls in this town, they’re pushed to find a man. Their parents only check up on them if they are still single at my age, and that’s usually only to push them to find a husband.”

“I think my dad is the opposite,” she said, making a face. “If he could keep me single for the rest of my life, he would. He can’t deal with the idea of his little girl growing up or meeting the ‘wrong’ guy, which seems to be anyone of the male species at this point. He barely lets me go on a date when it is someone he approves of, which means I won’t like them at all.”

I turned over on my back and put my arms under my head. I was definitely not going to be the guy her father approved of, and I was starting to think it didn’t matter what I did. I could all of a sudden own ten hardware stores, but my background, my pedigree, wasn’t what he was looking for. I didn’t want to lose my job. It was the only thing that was keeping me on pace for meeting my goals this century. I liked being able to pay my bills and work toward the future without completely killing myself. In order to make up that kind of money, I would have to work three jobs, which was almost impossible in this town.

Something inside me was trying to tell me that maybe, in the pursuit of showing people they were wrong, I had taken things too far. But how could I back out of it now? I was already hooked on Cassie, unable to be away from her for more than a day or so. I waited every morning to see her beautiful smile, and when I’d thought she had stood me up, my heart had felt crushed. I may have just backed myself into a corner, which was not a good thing at all. I had a real chance of not only losing everything I had worked for but also losing the girl I was falling for, and fast. We could both get really hurt in this situation, but there really was no going back. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, turning over and kissing my cheek.

“For what?” I said, pulling my arm over her.

“For making it so hard to be together,” she said. “For having a crazy father whose standards for a boyfriend are unreachable by anyone.”

I chuckled. “Don’t apologize for that. It is not your fault at all. You can’t control what your father does. He is his own man, and he has his own thoughts on everything. I can’t say that if I had a daughter like you, I wouldn’t feel the same way he does. You are smart, beautiful, sweet, and everything else good you can be.”

“You are sweet,” she said, smiling. “So, are you okay if we keep our relationship a secret?”

“As long as I have you, I don’t care if no one or everyone knows.” I smiled, kissing her nose. “Besides, it’s probably better for me that way. I don’t have to worry about your father, and no one is in my business. Plus, when we are together, I don’t have to share you with anyone else. Our time will be just that, our time. Everything we have will be sacred and special to us, and that is something that in today’s world is hard to come by.”

“You’re right,” she said. “I like not having to share our time with anyone else. It makes me feel that much closer to you. Besides, if our relationship were out, we would be dragged to all kinds of places I hate, like the country club, stupid meetings, and everything else in between. This way we pick what we do and don’t have to feel guilty about it.”

“Good,” I said, leaning over and kissing her deeply. “I’m going to make us some coffee.”

“Yes,” she said. “I need my caffeine or I will lie here all day.”

“I’m okay with that.” I laughed, pulling on some shorts and walking over to the kitchen. 

I had a small place, an open-floor-plan concept. It wasn’t fancy or anything even slightly special, but it was all I needed. Until Cassie came around, it was only me, and I cut my expenses as much as possible to save toward the future. I brewed a pot of coffee and took her a cup in bed, sitting down and smiling at her. As we sipped our brew in silence, my stomach growled, and I looked over at the time. 

“Man, it’s already almost noon. We really slept in,” I said. “Why don’t we get dressed and head over to the deli on Mason Street and get some lunch?”

“That sounds perfect.”

We got up and got ready, finishing our coffee and heading over to the deli. I knew we wouldn’t run into anyone from the crew there since it was far enough out of town. It was mostly full of college-aged students and people from the richer area, like where Cassie was from. 

“Cassie?” a voice said from behind us. 

“Whitney!” Cassie smiled and went over and hugged her friend. “I want you to meet Scott. Scott this is Whitney, my best friend in the whole world.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said excitedly. “Cassie has told me a lot about you.”

“Hopefully all good.”

“Of course,” she said. 

Given the circumstances, seeing people we knew was a bit of a red flag, but I enjoyed meeting her best friend. It was a glimpse into the part of Cassie’s life I hadn’t experienced and wasn’t sure I ever would. Whitney was the girl who was with Cassie at the bar that first night we talked, and I could tell Cassie trusted her a lot. That was enough for me to feel relaxed around her. I watched the two girls talk and giggle, smiling at how beautiful Cassie was. I loved being around her. It made my day so much brighter.

The three of us sat down at a booth in the back of the deli and ate our lunch together. Whitney and Cassie laughed and talked, telling me stories about when they were in high school and what kind of trouble they usually got into on their summers off. It was obvious Whitney was a part of Cassie’s other world, but she was nice and didn’t judge me at all, so I was more than happy I got to meet her. When we were done eating, I looked down at my watch.

“Well, ladies, it has been a sincere pleasure,” I said, “but I have to get going to get ready for work tonight.”

“Yeah, I should get home before my father sends out a search party,” Cassie said, rolling her eyes.

“Text me later?” I asked, kissing her on the cheek.

“Of course.”

“It was nice meeting you, Whitney,” I said, shaking her hand.

“You too.” She giggled.

I headed home to get ready for work, knowing it would be a long night of driving. It was the first time I wished I could skip it and be with Cassie instead, but I had to remember my goals and keep pushing toward the future. Luckily, I had not been picked for overtime that weekend at the site. Otherwise, the day would have been completely different. It was rare that we worked on Sunday, but I knew a few of the guys were called in to get caught up. I liked the money, but I also liked to have at least one day off a week to relax. When the time came, I headed out on my Uber route, picking up people who were going out to dinner. The dinner crowd was my favorite because they were usually a lot calmer than the bar crowd.

When I didn’t have any riders and was waiting for the next call, Cassie and I texted back and forth. She was so cute, flirting with me on her phone, sending me hilarious memes about dating the boss’s daughter. I couldn’t stop laughing and was thankful she had a sense of humor that was much like mine. 

“Technically you are my employee,” she texted. “Which means I can ask you to do anything I want.”

“Oh, yeah?” I texted back.

“Yep. And if it weren’t for the nosey crew, I’d be doing you every day behind the trailer.”

“I mean, I can take care of them, but you might not get the project done this century,” I texted back with a smile. 

I shook my head, reading the witty banter back and forth, picturing her sitting on her bed in her parents’ huge house, giggling as she texted me. She was so amazing, and I couldn’t help but think about how much I really liked her. It wasn’t about the sexual attraction anymore. It was about how well we connected, how I wanted to protect her from the world, and how good I felt when we were together. I hadn’t experienced anything like it before. Hopefully it would turn into something more, but with her father looming in the shadows, I feared that might not happen.






Chapter 14

Cassie

Monday seemed to come fast, which was good because I couldn’t hide out and text Scott on Sunday with my mother’s weekly Sunday brunch on the terrace. They kept me busy all day, but I was used to it since I grew up that way. What I wasn’t used to was wanting to be somewhere else and with someone else. It was an exciting feeling, but at the same time, I knew we wouldn’t be able to keep it up forever. Still, I was going to enjoy it and hope we could keep it up through the summer. It felt too good to let go.

I was more than happy that Bill had meetings all morning and left the daily checklists to me to complete. That meant I was on my own to wander around the site. All I wanted to do, though, was find Scott every chance I could and smile at him from a distance. I was pretty sure I did about thirty laps through his area in the first half of the day. It never got old, nor did that charming, gorgeous smile he had. He was amazing in every way. He was careful with me, understanding of the position I was in, and he acted like he one hundred percent adored me. I had never felt as special as I did when I was around him.

From the first time I met him, I knew there was something special about him, something that drew me to him like a magnet. It didn’t all become clear until I opened up and fully let him in, trusting him with everything. Thinking about our time together brought butterflies whirling through my chest and almost took my breath away. It was unlike anything I had felt before. 

I went back up to the office to switch up the clipboards and grab a cup of coffee. I walked out onto the steps and looked over the yard, watching Scott walk toward the dumpsters with a load of scrap metal. Electricity shot through me, and I found myself swooning like a young girl. I was falling for him, and so fast that it scared me a bit. We had gone from zero to a hundred almost overnight, but no matter how much fear I had, I didn’t want to see it end. He had become one of the most important people in my life, and that was huge for me. The last time I had a boyfriend, I’d been in high school, but it was nothing like this. I thought for the longest time that he would be the one I wanted, especially since I lost my virginity to him, but that relationship was nothing compared to what I felt when I was with Scott. He made my whole world turn upside down, and in a good way. I felt like I could do anything, be anyone I wanted to be, and tackle anything when he was by my side. It was what I always pictured falling in love to be like, only with him, I couldn’t tell a soul.

Though that wasn’t much different than the relationship I had in high school. That one had been secret, too, since my father wasn’t allowing me to date anyone. We would sneak around outside school, hold hands in the hallways, and do whatever we could to be around each other. It didn’t last long though, and the thrill of it all wore off quickly. My high school relationship only seemed to be exciting because of the secret, but with Scott, it had nothing to do with that. It was about so much more than secrets. It was about being together no matter what. It all sounded corny, but I hoped those feelings didn’t change. I knew all too well that dating me was a difficult thing to do, which was probably why, after high school, I stopped.

After high school, I dedicated my motivation to getting through college, getting good grades, and working toward the future. I never had a boyfriend, just some one-night stands to hold me over, and I was perfectly okay with that. It kept the drama out of my life and kept me from having to explain anything to my father. I didn’t want the stress of it anymore, and I couldn’t have another fight with my dad about it. It was too much to deal with. It had worked out perfectly until I met Scott, but at that moment, everything changed for me.

When I was focused on school, getting my kicks here and there, my father never even mentioned dating or boys. He backed off, never questioning me about whether I was seeing anyone or not. He was happy I had given up on the idea of being in a relationship and went on with his life like it was no big deal. I knew that should irritate me, but I was happy to have him off my back for a little while. I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to have a normal relationship with a man while my father was around.

The sound of a truck pulling up in front of the office pulled me from my thoughts, and I smiled as Bill stepped out of the vehicle. He looked tired, and I didn’t blame him. My father had been pulling him all over the place the last week or so. He grabbed a couple bags from the back seat and smiled at me as he walked up the steps.

“I picked us up some Chinese for lunch,” he said. “Come on, I bet you’re starving.”

“You got that right,” I said, walking over to the picnic table to the right and sitting down with him. “Things have been nice and quiet around here this morning, and everyone seems to be right on track.”

“Good,” he said, handing me my food.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Carl said, walking up, “but there’s a guy who needs you on the other side of my site, Bill. He says it’s important.”

“All right.” He sighed, putting down his fork. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.” I smiled and watched him walk away.

My smile slowly faded when I thought about how it was strange that Carl came all the way over to get Bill when the guy could have radioed for him. That was the whole point of having the radios in the first place. I turned my head toward Carl, who was standing there staring at me. I shook my head and opened my plate, hoping he would go away. I started to eat, feeling his beady little eyes staring holes into me. I refused to give him the time of day, though. He was not someone I was the least bit interested in talking to, and it was really creeping me out that he was standing there looking me over from head to toe. I pulled my shirt down to make sure there was no skin showing and sighed, dropping my fork onto my plate. Slowly, I turned to Carl, who had an eerie smirk on his face. 

“What?” I said. “What can I do for you? Or you just going to stand there and stare at me for the next twenty minutes?”

“No,” he said. “I think it’s such a coincidence that we find ourselves here, alone, no one around to bother us. It keeps happening. Maybe it’s fate bringing us together under the beautiful summer sunshine. You have to admit, we do end up in the same place at the same time pretty often.”

“Because we work at the same company and it is my job to check up on you to make sure you aren’t slacking like you usually are,” I said through gritted teeth. 

“No.” He sighed, walking closer. “I think the universe is telling us something.”

“It’s not fate, or coincidence, or some cosmic signal from the stars,” I said, looking at him angrily. “It is you making up excuses to get me alone, and I’m going to tell you right now, I don’t like it.”

“Sure you do. All girls like you want the attention,” he said. “You play hard to get, but deep down you crave the moments that are carved out for us to be alone. When are you just going to give in to it and free yourself?”

“You sound like a fucking idiot,” I said. “I am free, which means I am free to stay the hell away from you. Don’t you fucking understand that technically I am your boss, and if I really wanted to, you could be gone tomorrow? The only thing saving you is the fact that we need the extra hands on this project.”

“Fine, fine.” He chuckled. “Keep lying to yourself, sweetie.”

“Don’t call me sweetie,” I said, standing up. “Go back to work.”

“Why don’t you come with me? There’s a little spot in the downstairs that no one goes to,” he said. “We could sneak off in there and do it right.”

“I am not going to do this with you,” I said. “Get away from me.”

“I don’t understand you,” he said, getting angry. “You walk around here strutting your stuff, acting like you are so much better than everyone else, but in the end you just want to get fucked. You are like any other girl in this town, just with nicer clothes and a fancy car. You’re all sluts. All of you.”

“Go away,” I said. “I don’t want to have anything to do with you.”

“Hey, guys,” Scott said, walking up to us. “I heard yelling over here and figured I would come over and check in on you. Carl, are you giving—uh, I’m sorry; I forgot your name.”

“Cassie,” I said, hiding a smirk. 

“Are you giving Cassie here a hard time?”

“Fuck off, Scott,” Carl said. 

“No. I think you’re the one who needs to get moving back to your station,” he said.

He played the part of not knowing me perfectly, and in a way, it really turned me on. He was the hero again, like the first time. Only this time, I knew exactly what he was thinking. He was protecting me, and that was hotter than anything he had done before.

“Whatever,” Carl said. “She’s too much of a whore anyway. Like a fucking hotdog down a hallway.”

“You better watch that mouth of yours,” Scott said. “You are talking to a lady, and you might find that tongue doesn’t work too well after you get what you deserve.”

Carl put his middle finger up in the air as he stomped back off toward his station. I could feel the butterflies in my stomach growing stronger just standing next to Scott. He was so strong, so manly, and I wanted him to take me right there.

“You okay?” he asked, watching Carl walk off.

“Mhmm,” I said. “But I have to say, that was really fucking sexy.”

“I know.” He winked at me before walking off. 

I shook my head and smiled, walking back over to the table. I picked up my fork as Bill sat down across from me, shaking his head. That wink had sent electricity surging through my chest, and I was finding it hard to speak at the moment.

“I don’t know what he was talking about,” Bill said grumpily. “Nobody over there needed me. Everything okay over here?”

“Just fine,” I said.






Chapter 15

Scott

“I’m fucking exhausted,” Landon said, taking a sip of his beer. “I went out for a run today and for some reason thought it would be a good idea to do five miles. I feel like my quads are breaking off.”

“That’s what you get for thinking.” I laughed and sipped my beer.

I was out for drinks like usual with Landon, and I was in a good mood. Cassie was on my mind, and I couldn’t wait to see her again. It felt great to be her protector, and the fact that it turned her on was even hotter. 

“Oh, yeah,” Landon said. “I invited my buddy out for drinks, the one I told you was working for the company. Turns out I misunderstood him. He’s been with the company for a while and had gotten moved to another department inside the site.”

“Cool man,” I said. “When’s he coming?”

“He should be here any minute,” he said. “He wanted to go home and change before coming out. Wants to pick up some chicks.”

I laughed. “Of course.” 

“Oh, there he is,” Landon said, looking over at the door. 

I sipped my beer and glanced up at the big goof walking in. I choked, wiping my chin and stared at fucking Carl walking in our direction. I slowly put my bottle down and grabbed my napkin, wiping the beer from my chin. Of all the god damn guys Landon could be friends with, he had to pick the one guy I wanted to bash over the head with a hammer. Landon normally had great taste in friends, but for some reason he’d had a serious lapse in judgment.

“Where did you meet him?” I asked.

“Oh, we were in a fishing tournament together,” Landon said, nodding at Carl.

Are you fucking kidding me? I couldn’t stand to be within ten feet of this douchebag at work, and now I had to hang out with him in my spare time too. It was just my fucking luck that it would be Carl. The way he treated Cassie enraged me, and the way he treated everyone else just made that hatred even stronger. Immediately, I tried to come up with a reason I had to leave, but I knew Landon would give me a hard time. This was our usual Wednesday night drink, something we had done for a decade together, never missing one and never bolting out early. I was going to have to suck it up and deal with Carl, at least until Landon found some girl to go off with. Hopefully that would happen sooner rather than later.

“Hey, man,” Landon said, shaking Carl’s hand. “This is my best friend, Scott, the one I told you works onsite with you. Do you guys know each other?”

We both half nodded and stared at each other, trying not to make it too obvious. Landon ordered another beer and pulled out the stool next to him. Carl sat down with a smirk on his face, still staring over at me. 

“Nice. So I’m assuming you work close to each other?” Landon asked.

“I work in the same section as good ole’ Scott,” Carl said with a fake smile. “We have a lot of interesting conversations.”

“Yeah?” Landon said, laughing. “Scott is good for interesting conversations. I knew you guys would probably recognize each other.”

“You told me his name was something else,” I said, taking a sip of my beer.

“Probably my last name,” Carl said. “I go by my last name to my friends.”

“Right,” I said, looking back toward the bar. 

Landon had no idea who he had brought into the bar with him. He was missing every social cue that screamed out how much Carl and I hated each other. It was like he was purposely oblivious to the angry stares and the gritted teeth. Landon always did live in his own little world. He probably figured there wouldn’t be any way two of his friends could be so different that they would hate each other like Carl and I did. Still, for whatever reason, Landon had found friendship with the asshole, and I didn’t want to be rude. He wouldn’t understand anyway, especially since I was sure Carl was different around him than he was at work. He seemed like the kind of idiot who would have two personas like that. I took a deep breath and downed my beer, ordering another one. I wasn’t going to sit there and be an asshole to my best friend’s friend, so I drank instead.

“So, all three of the chicks I told you guys about, they are out,” he said. “I met this other chick last night, but, man, I’m not sure about her.”

“What’s wrong?” I said. “Too crazy for you?”

He laughed. “Sounds strange, I know. She is wild, like hippy wild, but I can tell she has some crossed wires going on upstairs. It might be the fact that she smokes way too much reefer and pounds whiskey like a man. Of course, because she’s crazy as hell, that means the sex is out of this world. I couldn’t get her to calm down to save my life. She literally wanted to do it all night long. Part of me was scared to turn her down, so I went with it.”

“Is that where I’m supposed to feel bad for you?”

“I tell you what,” Carl said. “Those crazy bitches are too much for me to handle. I don’t know how you do it. I know the sex is fucking amazing, but shit, the after effect is too much drama. I don’t need some crazy bitch slashing my tires in the middle of the night.”

“That’s why I keep my car parked in the garage,” Landon said. 

I sat there listening to Carl talk about women, wanting more and more to punch him square in the jaw. He had zero respect for girls, absolutely zero. At least with Landon, he was sweet to them, honest and sweet. I had seen him talk a girl down more than once, and I was starting to think he liked being the doctor. Maybe he was waiting for the one he could tame, and then he would settle down and marry her. Me, I didn’t want anything to do with those types of girls. Cassie was perfect for me. She was sane, sweet, and grounded in reality. I didn’t have to talk her off any ledges or worry about her burning my house down in the middle of the night. 

“How about you, Scott?” Carl said, looking over at me. “You bang any hot chicks lately?”

“Not Scott,” Landon said. “He’s too focused on his future to worry about women. He’s always been like that. Though, wait, you were seeing that one girl. Tell us about her.”

“Not much to tell,” I said, my stomach dropping. 

I had to figure out a way to get out of this conversation, but Landon was hell-bent on including me in the fun. Carl stared over at me, waiting for me to answer, but I couldn’t seem to find the words. Landon was going to completely screw me.

“Are you still seeing her?” Landon asked. “I know you were unsure of things last time I talked to you.”

“Uh, yeah,” I said with a smile. “From time to time we see each other. I got a lot going on right now, though, so it’s best that I just see her on occasion.”

“Did you fuck her again?” Landon asked. “This guy said it was the best fucking sex he had ever had. Apparently this girl is wild.”

“Hell, yeah,” Carl said, taking a drink of his beer. “So, what gives? You should be banging that every chance you get.”

“You know,” I said, “I’m not really one to kiss and tell.”

“You always have been private about that shit,” Landon said, shaking his head. “You never seem to want to give up the good details, the ones we really want to hear.”

“Call me old-fashioned.”

“Man, what was her name again?” Landon said. “Oh yeah, Cassie. That’s right.”

I gripped my beer and grimaced. Fuck. I looked over at Carl, who was sitting there with his head tilted to the side. Realization slowly washed over him, and he smiled at me and shook his head. He had realized the exact thing I never wanted him to find out. There was a good chance the conversation we just had was going to completely fuck me. Carl had been out for blood for me since he joined the crew, and Landon had just handed him the information that could not only make my life a living hell when it came to him but also completely screw me out of a job. My nerves went wild watching the smug smile Carl had on his face. I didn’t know how I was going to get myself out of this one, but I was going to have to try.

We went on with the conversation, turning it back to Landon’s love life. I sat there not saying a word, feeling Carl staring at me. I was in some seriously deep shit.

“I’m going to hit the head,” Landon said. “I’ll be right back.”

Landon got up from the bar and patted me on the shoulder, smiling big. I forced a smile out, knowing it wasn’t his fault for outing me. He had no idea Cassie was a secret or that he had brought the fox into the hen house when he befriended Carl. I sat there in silence, staring down at my beer. I looked over at Carl as he chuckled to himself.

“You think you are so sly. Lord, this is good.”

“I don’t know what you think you know,” I said, “but that Cassie is not the same one from work. It’s a completely different girl, and she doesn’t even live in this town. I’m sure you don’t know her.”

“Right,” Carl said. “You are so full of fucking bullshit. But hey, I can understand why you would want to keep that pretty little thing a secret. She is, after all, the boss’s daughter, and we all know how the boss feels about people taking what is his. Man, if he knew, he would personally hang you from the scaffolding and beat your ass before throwing you out on the street. It would be a beautiful fucking thing to watch. After all this time with you walking around talking shit, acting like you are so much smarter than the rest of us, you are fucking the boss’s motherfucking daughter.”

“This isn’t any of your business,” I said.

“You’re right. It wasn’t any of my business until your moron best friend spilled the beans. Damn, you would think you might be a little bit more careful with this info.”

“What do you want, Carl?”

“What do I want? I want you to stop being a fucking know-it-all that makes the rest of us look bad every chance he gets,” he said. “But you can’t change your personality, so I guess you are out of luck then.”

“I get it. You want to hurt me,” I said. “But you don’t need to hurt her too.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I won’t tell the guys,” he said, standing up and leaning toward me. “But if you don’t end it with her, you can be damn sure I’m going straight to the boss and telling him all about how you are fucking his little girl.”

Carl smiled and sipped his beer before walking off into the crowd. I was in some seriously deep shit.






Chapter 16

Cassie

The water streamed down the outside of my bedroom window, and I stared out, watching the clouds moving overhead. It had been raining all night and into the morning, and the ground was soaked through. My father had called the crew off, figuring it would be much too dangerous to be working in those kinds of conditions, what with climbing on slippery wood and standing on rooftops during the lightning. I was sure the guys were happy to have a relaxing, rainy day inside, but I felt like I was going insane. I had woken up thinking I was going to see Scott but then found out that I wasn’t going into work. My father even gave me the day off from the office, telling me I had been working so hard and I deserved some rest. I wanted to rest, but I wanted to do it in Scott’s arms, not in my bedroom at my parents’ house. 

I paced the floor back and forth, thinking about the nagging feeling in the back of my mind, like something was wrong. I dismissed it, figuring it was just the rain, the sound of the ominous thunder shuttering overhead, shaking the glass in the windows. I walked over to my nightstand and grabbed my phone. I scrolled through and called Scott.

“Hey, there,” he said on the other end.

“Hi.” I smiled. “I’m glad you’re up.”

“I woke up for work, and when I found out it was canceled, I couldn’t go back to sleep,” he said. 

“I was thinking about you,” I said sweetly.

“Oh yeah? I was thinking about you too,” he said.

“Can we see each other?” I asked.

“Yeah, actually. I think we need to see each other,” he replied. “There’s something we need to talk about.”

“Okay,” I said, worried now. “I’ll be over there in twenty minutes.”

“Just come in. I’ll unlock the door,” he said. “And drive safely. It is really coming down out there.”

“I will,” I said. “See you soon.”

Immediately I went into panic mode, running around my room trying to find clothes to put on. He didn’t sound like his normal cheery self, and the fact that he said we had things to talk about was even more alarming. I grabbed my raincoat and headed down the hall, pausing at the sound of my father’s voice.

“Cassie,” he said from his office.

“Hey, Dad,” I said, pushing the panic back. “I thought you were at the office.”

“I didn’t want to go out in the storm, so I’m working from home,” he said. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

“Oh, uh, I’m going out shopping with Whitney,” I said. “She needs a dress for this thing she has coming up, and I figured I would tag along. We haven’t done much shopping this summer.”

“Buy yourself something nice while you’re out,” he said. “And be careful out there. It’s really coming down.”

“Thanks, Daddy. I will.” I smiled and turned to walk from the room. 

I shook my head, feeling guilty for always lying, but I had bigger things to think about. On the drive over there, my stomach churned, not knowing what I was going to be walking into. If my father had found out, then he wouldn’t have let me leave like he did. Whatever it was, it had sent me into a tailspin. I pulled up in front of Scott’s little blue house and sat in the car for a minute, my nerves getting worse and worse by the second. I gripped my hands, noticing they were shaking. I had never been this crazy over someone telling me they needed to talk, but then again, I had never felt this way about a man. I was feeling even more nervous than before now that I was at Scott’s place. Part of me wanted to run, didn’t want to hear the bad news, but the other part of me couldn’t even think of bailing at a time like this. I was going to have to face the music, whatever it was, and take things one step at a time.

I looked out the window at the house, seeing the streams of water washing over my passenger window. My mind flew off on its own, thinking about every possible scenario. Maybe Scott had had enough of the sneaking around and wanted to end things. Maybe he had met someone else, someone not so high maintenance, someone he could be in public with, see a future with. Maybe my father had found out and didn’t say anything to me, instead taking all his aggression out on Scott. My mind spun in circles, trying to remain calm but finding more and more scenarios to jar it awake. I needed to calm myself down and go inside and find out whatever it was that was so important. Maybe I was misreading the signs altogether and it was something good. That was doubtful given my track record, though. I could never seem to find a happy place when it came to having a relationship, mostly because they had to be secret. 

I really, really liked Scott, and I was falling in love with him fast. It was just the beginning for the two of us. I was sure that in time I would figure out a way to bring our relationship to light and not have my father lose his mind. Until then, though, I wanted to keep what we had intact and growing stronger. Everything had been fine the last time I saw him, or at least as fine as it could be under the circumstances. There was no way he could have changed his mind that quickly. I knew he felt as strongly for me as I did for him, and that in itself was a testament to the fact that what we had was too good and too pure to give up on. No, I had to not give up already. I had to face whatever it was and then put us back together.

Deep breaths filled my lungs as I centered myself. I opened the car door and made a run for his front door. I grabbed the handle and walked in, shaking myself off. Scott looked up from the table and smiled sweetly before walking over and taking my raincoat. I looked into his eyes, shivering slightly from the cold rain, trying to find an answer.

“Okay, what is going on?” I asked. “You sounded like it was something bad on the phone.”

“Come here,” he said, sitting me down in a chair and taking a seat across from me. “So, here is what happened. Every Wednesday night I go out for drinks with my best friend, Landon, so it wasn’t abnormal that I did that last night. When everything first started getting more serious with us, I told Landon about it. I didn’t tell him that we worked together or who you were, but I did tell him your name. He was happy for us.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to figure out when the bad was going to come in.

“Last night he brought a buddy along with him for me to meet, telling me we worked at the same site,” he said. “When his friend walked in, I nearly shit myself. It was Carl.”

“Oh, God,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said, frowning. “Everything was fine. I was behaving myself, and then Landon, not knowing, started to ask me how we were doing. Then, before I could stop him, he said your name.”

“In front of Carl?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He sighed. “I caught up with Carl and tried to convince him that you were not the Cassie we were talking about, but he wasn’t having it. He told me that if we didn’t end things, he was going to go straight to your father and tell him what was going on. I seriously considered killing him right then and there, but I was in a crowded room, and I figured it would only make things worse if you had to tell your dad you were dating a man in prison.”

“Oh, wow,” I said, sitting back in my chair. “Oh, wow.”

“I know,” he said.

“Yeah, this is not good at all,” I replied, shaking my head. 

“I’m so sorry.” Scott put his head down.

“No.” I sighed. “This isn’t your fault. It’s not, really. I am the one who feels like I need to hide my own life from my father. If anyone should be apologizing, it should be me for getting you into this mess.”

He smiled. “But I like your mess.”

“You know what,” I said, slapping my hand on the table, “I am twenty-four years old. I shouldn’t have to hide my relationships from my father. I should be able to make my own choices without the fear that he is going to retaliate. My father, when he finds out, is going to have to accept it for what it is. I can’t keep allowing him to dictate my life like this. I won’t allow him to dictate yours either. He needs to let me go, let me grow up and make my own choices. I won’t allow him to punish you or me for wanting to be together. This has to stop at some point, and if this is how he finds out, then so be it. My life has never been as beautiful as it has been since I met you. I want to be with you, and I am not willing to let Carl or my father stand in the way of that.”

I got up and walked around the table, kneeling in between his legs. He brushed a piece of wet hair out of my face and smiled at me sweetly. I put my hands in his and leaned up, kissing him deeply. He pulled his arms around me and brought me in closer, breathing deeply as our tongues intertwined. A droplet of water ran down my forehead and onto my nose, transferring onto his sweet skin. This man was everything to me, everything I wanted in my life, and I couldn’t let my father dictate whether or not we could be together. I pulled back and looked into his eyes.

“I want you in my life,” I said. “And I don’t want to let my father interfere with that anymore. He needs to understand that my choices are mine alone. He needs to know that no matter what he thinks, I am going to carve my own path in this life.”

“I know,” Scott whispered, wiping the rain from my cheek. 

He pulled me back into him and pressed his lips heavily against mine. Desire and passion burst forward and surrounded us. I stood up and climbed onto his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck and opening my mouth. He slipped his tongue inside, tasting the sweetness of my lips. I turned my body, straddling him and wrapping my legs around him tightly. He ran his hands up my thighs and over my waist, his heart pounding so hard in his chest that I could feel it against my breasts. I pushed my hips down against him, feeling his cock harden slightly between my legs. He pulled back and looked at me strangely for a moment but shook his head and leaned back in, kissing me again. 

I felt relieved almost that this had happened, knowing that everything was going to turn out all right in the end. Scott and I were together like I wanted, and I wasn’t going to let Carl or my father stand in the way any longer. 






Chapter 17

Scott

It felt wonderful to have Cassie in my arms—it always did—but as my mouth moved over hers, something not quite right shifted in my stomach. I appreciated that she wanted to be with me no matter what her father had to say about it; I really did. But what about my side of things? What about the fact that all of this would ultimately come down on my head? Or the fact that he was the boss and he could do and say whatever he pleased with his own company regardless of his daughter’s wishes? I felt like she wasn’t thinking about anything but what she wanted. But did she really want a man who was fired from his job, unable to support himself, and stuck in the endless drudge of construction work? She didn’t want that, but that was not where her thoughts were.

Cassie, in all regards, was still the little rich girl who grew up with a silver spoon in her mouth. I knew she meant well, but she wasn’t looking at the full picture. She was only looking at what seemed right to her and her life. She didn’t understand what it had taken to get where I was, or how hard it was for me to build toward a better future. She was handed those things when she was born, and if she lost something, it was given right back to her, good as new or better. Maybe she wasn’t a bad person, but she was being incredibly selfish at the moment, and that didn’t sit right with me at all. It was supposed to be about the two of us working through things together, facing the same things together. But there was no way she could face what I was facing; she didn’t have it to lose. 

I pulled back from her again and looked into her eyes, trying to find the right words. I knew this wasn’t going to go well, but I was starting to feel angry that she was only thinking about how this would affect her. For her, it was simple to say “fuck it” and move forward, but for me it meant giving up a whole hell of a lot, and she never even thought to ask if that was okay. That was the biggest problem. She didn’t think about me or my side of things. I pulled her off my lap and stood up, walking over to the window and looking out at the rain.

“What’s wrong?” she said from behind me. “Scott?”

I wasn’t even sure how to start the conversation, much less tell her she was being a spoiled, selfish woman. That wasn’t something you could put lightly to someone. I put my hands on the sink and looked down at the dirty dishes. In Cassie’s world, she probably never had to wash a single dish. She probably never felt the sting of working so hard and having it snatched away from her. I wasn’t saying I wouldn’t give up things for her, but I had a hard time swallowing it when my life wasn’t even considered. She was living in a dream world, looking for her happy ending, but life wasn’t that simple. It was dark and cold and never played fair.

“Cassie, you are okay with your father finding out because you are tired of living under his thumb,” I said, turning toward her. “I understand that, and I can only imagine how frustrating it is for you to have to live a life that isn’t your own. Actually, I don’t have to imagine it because I have lived that way since I was sixteen. But in this scenario, all you are thinking about is what you will gain.”

“What are you talking about? You will gain the same thing,” she said.

“No, I won’t,” I said. “I already have you. I already have the freedom to be with whoever I want. While you have everything to gain and nothing to lose, I have everything to lose. It’s not as easy for me to think about letting your father know when I am the one who will be punished for it in the end.”

“But we will be together,” she said.

“We are together now,” I replied. “You are jumping into a decision without giving it even the slightest bit of thought. You want your freedom, and you want it now, no matter what it does to me, the man you are supposedly doing all this for.”

“You think I don’t think about you in this?”

“It certainly doesn’t seem like you are,” I said, crossing my arms. “It seems like all you are thinking about is lifting a load from your shoulders. Well, guess where that load will land: right on mine.”

“If you don’t want to be with me, then just say it,” she said, putting her hands on her hips.

“It’s not about whether I want to be with you,” I said. “I think I have shown that I want to be with you. The entire time I did what you asked to make things easier on you, and when that was no longer needed, you threw caution to the wind, ready to assert your freedom from your father. Meanwhile, I am back here thinking about what I will do once he finds out. You will get scolded, a firm talking to. Your father will never take the company from you. It is his legacy. But me, I will lose my job. I will lose every piece of headway I was making toward the future. My dreams will be lost because you couldn’t wait to tell your father how grown up you are.”

“That is fucking ridiculous,” she yelled. “I have thought about you this whole time.”

“Really? What do you think your father will say when he finds out I am screwing his daughter? Do you really think you can talk sense into the man you had to hide a high school relationship from? Do you think he will open his arms and invite me right into the family?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “But I can talk to him, reason with him, not allow him to ruin your life.”

“Not allow him? Since when did your father ever start letting people tell him what he can and can’t do?” I yelled. “He will see me, and he will squash me like the bug he thinks I am. If you are so sure that you can talk him down, then why don’t you face him yourself? Why don’t you stand from the rooftops and shout out to the world that you and I are together and let the chips fall where they may?”

“I can’t tell everyone,” she said. “It’s against the company rules. We are not supposed to be dating whether my father is a part of it or not.”

I laughed. “Because you are such a stickler for company policy. Face it, Cassie, you are the little rich girl from the other side of the tracks who came down here and slummed it for a summer by falling for a roughneck. It’s a cute little story you will be able to tell your future rich husband, and everyone will have a good laugh.”

“That’s not fair,” she said with tears in her eyes. “I never said that or anything like it. I never thought I was slumming. I never thought this wouldn’t last or that I would one day tell anyone about it. You are angry, and you are saying hurtful things to me.”

“No, Cassie,” I said, shaking my head. “I am telling you the truth—a truth you don’t want to see because it’s painful. You have been shielded from everything painful your entire life, and now you don’t want to see the truth.”

“What truth?” she yelled. “You are making this all up in your head.”

“No,” I said. “I am telling you the dirty, unfiltered truth about us. You don’t want people to know you fell in love with an employee, a low man on the totem pole, a construction worker from the wrong side of the country club line. You don’t want people to know that I possibly built their house before going back to my one-room home in the slums.”

“That is such bullshit,” she said. “If you want to feel sorry for yourself, then go right ahead, but I am not the one making you feel bad for any of that. You are making yourself feel bad. I have never once put you down for who you are or how you live. In fact, until this moment, I haven’t even thought about it. You are the one putting this on yourself, and I won’t allow you to push it back on me.”

“You won’t allow me? You won’t allow me to show the cold hard truth of the matter? You are too fragile for this lifestyle, Cassie,” I said. “You are too ignorant to the ways of the world to understand that not everything is made of marble and gold.”

“That is not fair. I cannot help who I was born to or how I was raised,” she said.

“You know what?” I said. “You’re right. You can’t help who you were raised by or what you were given. I wish like hell I grew up in a life where my biggest problem with my father was that he was too controlling. I wish I had a father to be too controlling.”

“I’m sorry your dad isn’t here anymore,” she said, “but that is not my fault, and it is not my fault that I have a father who won’t allow me to live my life. And I never said anything about how you live.”

“Tell me then, Cassie, tell me if you think I am good enough for you,” I said, walking up to her. “Look me in the goddamn eyes and tell me that you haven’t thought about the fact that I don’t live up to the standards you are accustomed to or that you think you deserve.”

“This is ridiculous,” she said.

“Answer me,” I said, looking into her eyes. “Do you think I am good enough for you?”

She stood there with tears in her eyes, her fists clenched, looking me in the face. She didn’t say a word or move a muscle, and I couldn’t believe what it had come to. She really didn’t think I was good enough for her. Somewhere inside, she knew her father was right to keep us apart. My heart broke in half right there, right in the center of my kitchen. 

“That’s what I thought,” I said, grabbing her raincoat and handing it to her. “Just go home, Cassie. Go home and leave me alone.”

A tear fell down her cheek, and I turned around, looking out at the rain. I stood there until I heard the front door slam behind her. Slowly, I lowered my head and stared into the sink, shaking my head. Everything I had gone through, everything we had done was all a lie, not anything more than a game to her. She may have thought she was in love with me, but she was in love with the idea of me, with the restless love story of two people from different worlds finding love and making it through the storm. As I watched the water pour down outside, I realized this was one storm we could have never weathered. Maybe she was right. Maybe I wasn’t good enough for her, but there was no changing who I was. There was no changing the fact that I was the boy from the wrong side of the tracks.






Chapter 18

Cassie

I woke up on Friday almost glad that work was canceled again. I wouldn’t have to face Scott on the job. The rain had poured all night, and the mud was so thick on the site that you could barely get the forklifts through it. It was a battlefield of mud and muck out there and not safe for anyone to be working in, especially not when they were putting posts in the ground and running electrical wires. I couldn’t sit inside the house and cry anymore, though, so I grabbed my keys and headed out before my father went to his office. I had some errands to run anyway, and I was starting to go nuts thinking about the terrible fight Scott and I had gotten into. 

I understood why he was upset, but everything he’d said was wrong. Yes, I thought he was good enough for me, but standing there in front of him and listening to him scream just froze me in my spot. I couldn’t even get the words out of my mouth, and he took that as an affirmation. I wanted to get back to the way things were, and the next day I would be able to go back to work. The mud would be dry enough by then from the hot summer sun to resume construction. I knew what that meant though: a bunch of grumpy men who would have to come in all day Saturday and most of the day Sunday to make up for the time that was lost. I knew they would want the hours after missing two days, but I also knew they wouldn’t be fond of being there on the weekend.

My phone rang, and I grimaced, seeing my father’s name pop up on the screen. Part of me didn’t want to answer, didn’t want to talk to the man who was making everything so hard for me and Scott. I knew, though, if I didn’t answer, he would keep calling until I did.

“Hi, Daddy,” I said. “What’s up?”

“Where are you?” 

“I am out in town running some errands I have been neglecting,” I said. “Everything okay?”

“I wanted to let you know that I called in the team for the weekend,” he said. 

“I figured you would have,” I replied. “I’ll be there with them in the morning.”

“There is something else,” my father said, a stern tone in his voice. “I got a message from Carl, one of the crew members at your site. He said it was urgent, that he needed to talk to me about you. I’m not sure what he would have to tell me about you, but I figured I would ask you first, and maybe you can shed some light on what is going on. It’s not often I get a call directly from the crew.”

“God, not that guy,” I said, my nerves shooting up. “Daddy, I want you to listen to me. You cannot trust anything that man has to say. Please, don’t even call him back. I will take care of whatever issue he has when I go to work tomorrow. He should have come to me in the first place, but he doesn’t seem to understand what his place is and what mine is.”

“Well, he already called, so I might as well hear him out,” he said.

“Dad, please, I’m asking you not to. Do this for me,” I said.

“Why?” he asked. “What is it that he has to say that you don’t want me to hear so badly?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But this guy is nuts, Dad. Really. He has been constantly hitting on me, making me uncomfortable, and causing a scene with me since the day I started. There was even a time when he put his hands on me, and one of the other guys had to step in and stop him. He doesn’t know what no means, and he degrades me for being a woman at every turn.”

“That’s interesting,” he said.

“What is?”

“Just that he said you would say that,” he said. “I lied, Cassie. I already talked to Carl, and I was testing you to see what you would say. I know about Scott. I know about everything. I don’t know why you thought you could keep something like this from me, but you have seriously had a lapse in judgment.”

“Daddy, he really is an asshole,” I said.

“Asshole or not, he had some interesting things to tell me about Scott and you,” he said. “Things that I am shocked, to say the least, to have heard.”

“Daddy, you need to hear me out,” I said. “I am not a child anymore.”

“No, you are not,” he said. “Which means that you should have known better than this. I want you to turn that car around, wherever you are, and come home. We have some things to discuss.”

“I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said.

“I don’t care what you want to talk about or how old you think you are,” he said. “You are to come home immediately. You can’t run away from this, Cassie. You involved my company, my crew, and my reputation in your careless and thoughtless actions. I have never been this angry with you before, and you need to face the music. I will see you shortly.”

“Dad,” I said, but he hung up the phone. 

He was so angry, angrier than I had ever heard him. Carl had told him everything, and right on the heels of the argument Scott and I had had about the whole situation. I hadn’t even had any time to think about it. Now I had to go home and face the music, not even knowing if I had something to fight for. 

I sat there watching cars zoom past me, thinking about the mess I had made. Maybe Scott was right. I didn’t even think about how this would affect him. I just wanted my freedom from the clutches of my father. He was an impossible man to reason with, and there was no way he was going to let Scott get away with this and still work for his company. It felt completely hopeless. I picked up my phone and dialed Scott, needing to talk to him. I was starting to feel panicky.

“Hello?” he said emotionlessly.

“Scott, Carl called my father. I tried to tell my father what kind of man Carl is, but he wouldn’t listen to me. He wants me to come straight home, and I’m hoping I will be able to reason with him.”

“Doubtful,” he said.

“Have you heard anything from him or Carl?”

“Nope,” he said, not saying much. 

“I don’t know what to expect,” I said. “I don’t know what all of this will mean for you or for me. I don’t know how I am supposed to fix this. It’s such a mess.”

“Take a deep breath,” he said. “It is what it is at this point, and there is nothing we can do to change that. Go face your father. He is not going to wait on you forever.”

“All right,” I sniffled. “I’ll call you later.”

“Yeah,” he said, hanging up the phone.

He was so short with me, so shallow in his words, and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what he was thinking. I figured that was probably the least of my worries at the moment. I had to face my father and attempt to get him to change his mind. I pulled down the mirror in the car and wiped the tears and mascara from my face. I looked terrible, like I hadn’t slept in days. I shook my head and put the mirror back up before starting the car. I pulled out into traffic and headed toward the house. The entire way there, nerves bubbled up in my stomach. I wondered what he was going to say, what he was going to tell me about what Carl had said. I knew he didn’t know the whole story. There was no way he could.

When I got to the house, my father was waiting for me in the office. I walked in slowly, putting my purse down and shutting the door. We were the only ones in the house besides the housekeepers, but I figured it was best no one else heard our conversation. I walked over and sat down in the chair, opening my mouth to talk.

“No,” my father said, putting up his hand. “I have heard quite enough bullshit for one day. I give you everything you could ever need or want. I put you through college, make sure you don’t have to work, hand you your internship on a silver platter, and I will the company to you, and what do you do? You go against the very fiber of the morality of this company. I didn’t give you any rules for when you came here except that you were not to sleep with anyone who worked for me. That was my only rule. And what happens? You go shacking up with the first guy you meet on the site. You weren’t even careful about it either. The most notoriously big-mouthed asshole in the company knows about it.”

“Dad, if you will just hear me out—”

“I raised you with a silver spoon in your mouth,” he said. “You had the best upbringing and educational background, better than most, and a family name to make you proud. You could have any man you want, and you pick some roughneck construction worker from the slums. You are too good for him, point blank. He does not fit into this world, Cassie. He is not the man you should be giving yourself to in any shape or form.”

“It wasn’t like that,” I said. “I didn’t just jump into bed with Scott. On one of the first few days I was on your job site, one of your crew—Carl—accosted me by the bathrooms. He had his hands on me and wouldn’t let me go. Scott came over, saw what was happening, and rescued me from the situation. He was the hero. He took care of me because one of your men thinks he can put his hands on whoever he likes. That was when I realized I had feelings for the man. Real feelings.”

“Feelings in your pants,” my father said, scoffing. “How could you possibly have feelings for a man of that caliber? Good for him, he saved you from Carl. I appreciate that fact, but his consolation prize should have been a bonus, not you. I have taught you better than that. What have you been doing out there at that school? Whoring yourself out to every man you thought would piss me off? Is that what this is? Payback of some sorts?”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said, shaking my head. “I am an adult, not some angry child trying to get back at her father. It is my choice to see whoever I want.”

“You’re right. I can’t control who you see, but I can control who works for my company,” he said. “Scott will be fired. There are no ifs, ands, or buts about it. He will not come into my world, charm my daughter, and make her think life in the slums is something romantic. He will not take advantage of the good things my company did for him and his family after his father passed away. It is disgusting to me that you would even think you could be happy in that kind of life. Get yourself together.”

“Father, no,” I sobbed. “Please, if you love me, if you want me to be a part of this family, you won’t do this to Scott. This is my fault. I charmed him, not the other way around. Punish me but let him keep his job.”

“You will always be a part of this family,” my father said. “You have no control over that. And whether you were the charmer or not, he was the one who failed.”

“Please,” I cried.

“I think it’s best that you don’t come back to work until Monday,” he said.

I got up and ran from the room, throwing my bedroom door open and falling onto the bed. I sobbed loudly, knowing there was nothing I could do to change his mind. Scott really was a good guy, and I actually and truly loved him.






Chapter 19

Scott

I stood at work, staring at the beams, thinking about Cassie. I was sick with worry having not heard from her since the morning before when she called me about Carl. I had no idea what was going on with the whole situation, and Cassie hadn’t shown up for work this morning. The only person I had paid any notice to was Carl, who gave me a sickening smirk as he passed. It took everything in me not to punch him right in the face, but I figured he would get what he deserved in the end. He was a thorn in my side, and now he was not only messing with my life, but he was messing with Cassie’s life too. 

I walked over to the breezeway and looked up at the trailer, watching Bill walk out of the office on the phone. Cassie was still nowhere in sight. I needed to know she was okay, that she wasn’t hurt or hadn’t been shipped off somewhere by her crazy father. I walked out into the open area and pulled out my phone and dialed her number. I listened to it ring over and over again, but she never picked up. It wasn’t like her to not answer my calls, even when we were upset with each other. I left a message.

“Cassie, please call me back. I haven’t heard from you since you called yesterday, and I need to know that you are okay. Whatever happened, you can tell me. We can work through it. Just call me back.”

I hung up the phone and put it back in my pocket, sighing and kicking at the dirt. I made my way over to the trailer to grab a cup of coffee. I went inside and poured a cup, dumping some sugar in it and taking it out to the table. I sat down and ran my hands through my hair, staring down into the cup. I couldn’t understand how everything had gotten so messed up in so many ways. I looked up as a truck pulled through the entrance to the site and parked in front of the trailer. Mark, Cassie’s father, got out of the truck and looked around, stopping when his eyes fell on me. He walked part of the way over and pointed his finger at me.

“I have something to take care of inside, but don’t go anywhere. I want to talk to you,” he said.

I nodded my head and watched him walk into the trailer. I knew exactly what he was going in there to do. He was going in to tell Bill that he was firing me. I had worked for his company for fourteen years, and this was the thanks I was going to get for it. Fired in the middle of a project because I fell in love with his daughter. If she wasn’t answering her phone, and Carl had told him what I’d said, there was no way I was keeping my job. All those years, struggling through, giving up so many things to chase my dreams, and it was all coming down on me in the blink of an eye. 

 I felt like crying, or screaming, or doing anything other than sitting there on that seat, waiting for him to give me the ax. I was the best guy they had out here, but he didn’t give a damn. All he wanted was revenge for what he thought happened with Cassie. There was no way he knew the whole story, and if he did, he was a worse man than I thought. I looked up as he exited the building, Bill walking behind him. Bill looked over at me sadly and tipped his hat in my direction. Mark looked at me and waved me over to his truck. He climbed into the driver’s seat, and I climbed into the passenger’s side.

I shut the door and took a deep breath. Mark took off his hard hat and turned down the radio before leaning back in his seat. He stared out the window silently for a moment, making the situation even more awkward. 

“Carl called me,” he said. “He told me everything. I know what you have been doing with my daughter.”

“With all due respect, sir, Carl couldn’t possibly have told you everything. He is the scum of the earth and only heard what he knew he would want to tell you,” I said.

“Nonetheless,” he said, “none of that matters. The fact of the matter is, you have been sleeping with my daughter. I don’t know what went through your head to make you think that was a good idea, but you seriously fucked up. I don’t want to see you anywhere near this company again. You’re fired.”

“That’s it? After fourteen years, after my father gave his life for this damn company, you fire me? You think your money for my mother’s hospital bills made up for my father’s life? And now you fire me?”

“It is what it is,” he said coldly. 

“You have no idea what it is,” I said. “I have given everything I have to your company, and you are stomping on that and my parents’ memory like they meant nothing. Maybe to you they didn’t, and maybe up there in that mansion of yours you can’t understand how things work, but I love Cassie. No matter what you do, you can’t take that away from either of us.”

“Shut your mouth,” he yelled, turning toward me angrily. “You need to watch the way you talk to me, boy. You say you love my daughter, but there is no way in hell you can. You barely even know her. You are in love with the idea of her, the rich girl, the daughter of a huge company’s owner. You don’t know what love is. Besides, she is too good for you. She has a bright future ahead of her. She needs someone on her level. You will only hold her back. You got your rocks off with her; now stay the hell away from her. That isn’t a request.”

“You’re wrong. You are the one who doesn’t know your daughter. You are the one who has no idea how to love someone. You are the person who is holding her back from having a beautiful life. You are the one she will someday resent, and the only person you will have to blame when that day comes is yourself. There is no hiding from this, Mark. You are the poison that is keeping your daughter down.”

“Get the fuck out of my truck,” he said. “We will mail your last check.”

“Keep it,” I said, opening the door. “I don’t want any more of your blood money.”

I got out of the truck and stood back as he took off, turning around and speeding down the path in anger. Bill walked up behind me and put his hand on my shoulder. I breathed deeply, looking up at him.

“I’m sorry, kid. You didn’t deserve that,” he said. 

“Thanks, Bill,” I said, handing him my hard hat. “I’ll see you around.”

“Hey, if you need anything, you let me know,” he said. “I promised your mamma I would do what I could to look after you.”

“Thanks, man,” I said. “I’ll be all right.”

I walked over to my car and climbed in. I sat there and stared at the site. That had been my life for so long, and now it was over. Everything was over. My dreams for the future, my time with Cassie, my career—all gone in the blink of an eye. I felt even more crushed than I had that morning, and I shook my head, putting the car in drive and heading toward my house. My heart was sunk, completely unable to come back up to the surface. I had worked so damn hard for so long for it all to be gone just like that. Sure, there were other companies, but who would hire me after Mark got a hold of them? He would make sure I never worked in construction in that state again. It was a lost cause.

I got home and tossed my boots in the corner, figuring I wouldn’t need them anymore anyway. I walked over to the couch and sat down, opening my Uber app and canceling my route for the night. There was no way I was going out that night. I could barely keep myself together just sitting on the couch. Instead, I sat there in the silence, calling Cassie over and over again. I didn’t know if she would ever pick up, but she owed it to me. We were supposed to go through this shit together. She wasn’t supposed to hang me out to dry. But no matter how many times I dialed her number, she never picked up. I sat there staring at the blank television screen for a few minutes, wondering what I was going to do with the rest of my life. I didn’t have enough to start my own business, and there wasn’t a company that would give me a loan without a job. I needed to use my savings to tide me over until I found something else. 

Still, through all of those thoughts, all of that despair, I couldn’t get Cassie off my mind. I wanted to talk to her, hear her voice, tell her it wasn’t all her fault. I picked up the phone and called her again, and again until I knew she was ignoring my phone calls. I filled her mailbox up, and when I got the rejection message that it was full, I screamed out in anger, throwing my phone across the room. How could she have done this to me? She’d left me out to dry. I was so frustrated that I didn’t even know what to do with myself. I got up and walked over to the kitchen, grabbed the bottle of whiskey, and took a swig from it. It burned on the way down, but it felt good. It felt real, just like what I had done to myself. 

I had risked everything when I met Cassie. I knew it was a bad idea to be with her, but I fell in love, and I made the choice to take the risk. Now I was feeling the burn from it all. And what did I get out of it? Absolutely fucking nothing. I had risked everything in my life for a woman who didn’t even think I was worth it. A woman who wouldn’t even pick up the phone. This was exactly why I should never let a woman in. They did nothing but wreak havoc and ruin everything. Cassie had ruined my career, and worst of all, she had ruined my heart.






Chapter 20

Cassie

I had avoided my father all weekend, refusing to be a part of the company’s plans. On Monday morning, I woke up late and left after my father had already gone. I didn’t want to see his face or hear any of the words he had to say to me. When I got to the site, I did a walkthrough, hoping to see Scott, but he was nowhere to be found. I asked Bill, but he sadly shook his head, letting me know he had already been fired. I had known that was going to happen over the weekend—that was why my father didn’t want me at the site—but I’d been hoping I was wrong, that I would come in and he would still be there. 

I knew better, though. He had called me nonstop on Saturday, and I figured that was why, to tell me what had happened, to look for solace in my words. He had filled my voice mail, but I hadn’t listened to any of them. I was too much of a coward. I knew when I heard his voice I would break down, knowing I had been the main cause of everything that had happened. I couldn’t face him. I didn’t even know what to say. I’m sorry? What was that going to do when I had cost the man I loved his entire future? I promised him I would make my father see, that I would be relentless in my cause, that I would find freedom for both of us. But when the hammer came down, I did what I always did and bent to my father’s will. I hid out in my plush bedroom, knowing nothing in my life would change while everything in Scott’s life would fall apart. There was no amount of “I’m sorry” that would make up for that.

When I decided to sleep with Scott, I knew what the risks were. We both knew what the risks were. It was my father, though, and I knew exactly what he would do if he found out. But I let it go. I fell in love with him, and instead of doing what you were supposed to do when you were in love with someone, I did the complete opposite. I didn’t look out for his wellbeing or try to make things right. I let it go until, finally, it all blew up in his face. He was right. He was the one to lose it all, not me, and it was completely my fault that he lost his job. 

Now I felt less motivated than I ever had in my life.

I had come home from school ready to hit the street, working with my father, getting to know the company, and getting myself prepared for when I graduated. I couldn’t have been any more motivated then. But after everything that had happened, I didn’t know what to think. I was angry, furious even that my dad had so much control over me. He controlled my career and my choice in men, and he always had. I just hadn’t seen it until now. He had always made it seem like it was the most important thing, like I was making the choices, but he was there pulling the strings. 

I went to work, knowing I just needed to get to through the day, but the entire time my emotions were on a serious roller coaster. I felt like everything in my life was a fraud. I had been duped into this life because my father had some twisted control issues. I wondered if he did the same thing to my mother and if that was why she barely ever came home. By the end of the day, I was beat, and I felt like sitting down and crying myself to sleep, but I couldn’t. I had promised Whitney I would have dinner with her, to talk about everything and try to come up with a solution. I grabbed my change of clothes and switched over in the trailer before heading out to meet her at the restaurant. When I got there, she was waiting outside for me with a bunch of lilies. They were my favorite, but even those didn’t bring a smile to my face.

“It’s worse than I thought,” she said, putting her arm around me. “Come on. Let’s get some food and hash all of this out.”

“Okay,” I said and walked inside with her. 

We had to wait a few minutes for our table, and I stood there looking around the room at all the happy couples. Why couldn’t I have a life where I picked the man I wanted to be with? Why did my father have to be such a damn nutcase?

“Come on,” she said as we followed the hostess to the table. 

I pulled out my chair but froze, smelling something pungent floating through the air and taking over my nostrils. Whitney looked at me strangely, and I set the flowers down on the table and rubbed my head. I felt lightheaded, and the room was swirling around me. Suddenly my stomach lurched, and I covered my mouth and ran straight for the bathroom. I pushed into a stall and fell down on my knees, clutching the toilet bowl and throwing up. I groaned, holding my head and sitting back on my heels. I pulled off some toilet paper and wiped my mouth before tossing it in and flushing the toilet. I stumbled over to the sink and threw some water on my face, shaking my head. I looked pale and tired, and sweat covered my forehead. I didn’t know what monster bug had attacked me, but I felt like complete and total hell.

“Oh, my God,” Whitney said, coming in the bathroom. “Are you okay?”

“I puked,” I said.

“I thought maybe you had, like, diarrhea or something, and I didn’t want to crowd you,” she said, grabbing my hand. “Come over here and sit down.” 

“God, I feel like total hell,” I said, sitting down in a chair off to the side. “I must have gotten the stomach flu or food poisoning or something. That came out of nowhere, though.”

“Maybe you’re worn out from everything that has happened,” she said, ringing out a towel and walking it over to me. “You have been under so much stress, and with everything that happened with you and Scott, your body and mind are just exhausted, girl. You have to start taking better care of yourself.”

I sighed. “I know. I really do. I mean, I never get sick, like never. Even when the flu is going around the dorms or everyone on campus has a cold, I never catch the damn thing. I have always had the best immune system ever.”

“Didn’t you get the award for never missing a day of school?”

“I did.” I chuckled. “One bad day, though, and I am out.”

“Or you’re pregnant,” she said, laughing.

“Yeah, right.”

I sat there in the chair laughing at Whitney’s joke, thinking about the last month of my life. Then it hit me. I grabbed my purse off the floor and pulled out my phone. I scanned back through my calendar for the red dot that signified my period and started to count backward. Whitney turned and looked at me curiously. 

“What are you doing? Have you completely lost it?”

I counted the days four times, looking down at my phone and shaking my head. I looked up at Whitney, who was fixing her hair, a look of “oh shit” covering my face. She glanced over at me and put her hands down, slowly turning toward me. She tilted her head to the side but didn’t talk. She could see I was working it all out in my head, whatever it was.

I pulled up the calendar again and counted one last time. I was late, and more than just a day or two. I hadn’t had my period, or cramps, or any of that. I hadn’t even thought about my period since it normally came right on schedule and I always had cramps the entire day before. I thought it was just stress, that I was freaking out, feeling crummy, feeling tired all because of stress. I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, trying to tell myself not to freak out. 

“Whitney,” I said, opening my eyes. “Whitney, I thought it was stress.”

“You thought what was stress?” she said. 

“The tiredness, the mood swings, the aching back. I thought it was all over the stress in my life and being on my feet all the time,” I said.

“So if it’s not, what is it?”

“I’m late,” I said, holding up my phone. “I am really late. I think I might actually be pregnant. Whitney, please tell me I am losing my mind.”

She walked over and took my phone from me, counting the days since my last period. She slowly looked up from the phone and raised her eyebrows at me. I groaned and put my face in my hands.

“No, no, no, no,” I said, shaking my head.

“Stop freaking out,” she said. “Come on. There is only one way to figure this out.”

I took her hand, and she helped me from the chair and drove me to the drugstore. We grabbed a basket and walked over to the shelf, where we looked at each other before choosing multiple tests and throwing them in the basket. We headed back to her house, and I drank three glasses of water.

“Here,” she said, handing me a small paper cup. “Dip them into the pee. You won’t have enough to pee on each strip.”

“Okay,” I said, walking into the bathroom with a bunch of tests. 

I peed into the cup and then stood at the counter, dipping each tip in the pee and putting the cap back on. I lined them all up on the sink and started the clock. Then I sat down on the edge of the bathtub and tried not to watch them. I shook my head, realizing I may have just made a huge mistake. When the timer went off, I took in a deep breath and stood up, walking over to the sink. I looked down and covered my mouth, staring at five positive pregnancy tests. I swallowed hard and walked out into Whitney’s room, numb and in a trance. She ran into the bathroom, but no sound came out of her. She walked out after me and slowly sat down, staring off into space.

“You’re—”

“I know,” I whispered. “I have no idea what I am supposed to do now. My father is literally going to kill me. My life is officially over.”

“No, no, no,” Whitney said, turning to me. “This is not another thing you are going to let your father control. Do you hear me?”

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re right. This is my decision, my future. I’ll have to decide whether I want to quit school or not and stay in town. I mean, I’m so close to the end, but going to school pregnant sounds absolutely horrible.”

“You can always go back and finish after the baby is born,” she said. “And you don’t even have to go back there. You can finish your degree closer to home.”

“Home,” I whispered.

I didn’t know what I was going to do. My head was spinning way to fast to even think about school or my dad, or my future career. There were so many what ifs, so many things I would have to think about. There was one thing I knew for sure, though, without a doubt. I wanted to be with Scott.






Chapter 21

Scott

Driving for Uber on a Wednesday wasn’t very profitable, but after getting fired from my main job, I knew it was important to make as much money as possible. If I could pull in living expenses from this job, I wouldn’t have to touch my savings, and I could do that until I found something better and started my savings again. Things weren’t as bad as I thought they were initially. I had let my emotions get a hold of me, and from there it had been a downward spiral. That morning though, I picked up the pieces and pushed forward, knowing I didn’t have any other option. 

Around noon I stopped and grabbed some lunch before pulling over at one of the parks. I sat there looking out the window, wondering what it would be like to do this for the rest of my life. It almost seemed worse than construction, and I would definitely put on some pounds. I looked down at my console, hearing my phone buzzing. It was Landon, and I was more than happy to take his call.

“Hey, brother,” I said.

“Hey, man. What ya up to?”

“Taking a break from Ubering and eating some lunch,” I said. “You?”

“Not much, man. Are we still on for drinks tonight?”

“Always,” I said and laughed. “I could definitely use some drinks after the past few days, and we made a pact to never miss Wednesday nights.”

“I know. I just wasn’t sure since you were Ubering today,” he said. 

“I’m taking the day shift. There’s more on a Wednesday during the day than there is at night,” I said. “Nighttime pretty much ends around six when everyone goes home from work. All I ask for tonight is that you don’t bring that asshole Carl with you.”

“First of all—it just rang in my head—what are you doing Ubering when you should be at the site? And why not Carl? Not that I was going to ask him. I haven’t spoken to him since that night,” he said.

“I got fired,” I said.

“What! What the hell happened?”

“Well, your buddy Carl also happens to be the biggest cocksucker on the site. He gave Cassie a hard time all the time,” I said. “And when you said I was dating Cassie, he took that and ran with it. He told the boss, who happens to be Cassie’s father, and it was all downhill from there.”

“Dude, you were dating the boss’s daughter? Why didn’t you tell me that?” he said. “Now I feel like a complete asshole.”

“Nah, man. It’s not your fault. Neither she nor I were telling anyone,” I said. “You didn’t know. Besides, I think I’ve realized it’s better this way. I didn’t really know her until shit hit the fan. It turns out she is a real stuck-up bitch who cared more about making a point to her dad than how it would affect me and my life. She hasn’t even talked to me since I was fired.”

“Shitty, dude,” he said. “It sucks you lost your job, but at least you’re not stuck with the bitch. Things could be worse. You have to always look at it that way.”

“I’m trying,” I said. “Fuck her and fuck her dad, too. The whole reason I was fired was because he thought I wasn’t good enough for her, and when I asked her the same question, I got nothin’ but silence.”

“Yo, that is total shit, man,” Landon said. “She should have thanked her lucky stars she didn’t end up with one of those uptight asshole frat boys instead.”

“I know, right?” I said. “She will anyway, and I don’t care anymore. When I have a successful chain of hardware stores and I’m rollin’ in the dough, they will look back and eat their words.”

“That’s right, man. She will be on your doorstep begging you to take her back,” Landon said.

“And I’ll shut it in her face,” I said half-heartedly. “I don’t want someone who wants me for my money. I want someone who wants me for me. But I’m happy being by myself.”

“You should be happy,” Landon said. “Chicks are nothing but trouble, and they bring hell wherever they go. You’re the only one who matters when it comes to how you think about yourself.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I don’t give a fuck what they think.”

I said the words like I really meant them, like my resolve was strong, but deep down, I knew it was bullshit. Deep down, I really cared what Cassie thought about me. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how much shit talk I slung, I still missed her.

“So, what are you going to do now?” Landon asked.

“Well, I’m out of a job, so that sucks,” I said. “I still have the Ubering, which I’m getting better at figuring out, and I’m looking for something else. When my head cleared, I started thinking, and I haven’t done a business plan yet, but I think there’s a possibility that I have enough money to go ahead and open one of my stores. It would just have to be a bit smaller than what I was first thinking.”

“Sometimes starting out small is what’s best,” Landon said. “You can test the waters, see what is working and what isn’t. You wouldn’t have all that overhead to worry about if you started smaller. So if something happened, you wouldn’t be completely screwed.”

“You’re right,” I said. “And I can grow from there, whether it’s size or inventory, and I can offer to order things for people if I can’t afford to carry it in stock. Most of the places have overnight shipping now.”

“Nice,” Landon said. “Man, I’ll help you in any way I can. It’s the least I can do for being the one to spill the beans and get you canned before you had a chance to save up more.”

“It’s funny that you say that,” I said. “I was thinking about that last night. You should seriously consider going into a partnership with me. We could create the same thing but with half the financial burden, create an LLC so the legal falls on the store and not our personal assets, and we could run the hell out of that thing. With your business knowledge and my knowledge of hardware, we could rock it.”

“I’ll definitely think about it, dude,” he said. “But hey, I’ll see you at the bar tonight. I have to run.”

“Sounds good,” I said. 

I hung up the phone, finished my lunch, and went back out to catch some fares throughout the afternoon. I was pleasantly surprised by how many people took Uber back and forth to work, so my evening was even better than I had thought it would be. Luckily, town life was small, so the time between drop-off and pick-up for the next customer was short. By six, though, the traffic had died down, so I headed home, calling it a day. When I pulled into my neighborhood, I slowed down and saw a car parked in front of my house. I pulled into the driveway and collected my things, glancing back at the car. I didn’t recognize it, and I couldn’t see who was inside. They were probably parked there waiting for someone because I wasn’t expecting any visitors. I shrugged and got out of the car, pulling my bag over my shoulder and closing the door. 

As I moved to the back to grab my thermos, I looked up at the car. Someone was opening the door and stepping out into the evening sun. I froze, staring at Cassie looking over at me sadly. What was she doing here? Why couldn’t she have just picked up the phone? She started to walk toward me, so I met her halfway up the driveway.

“Hey,” she said, looking incredibly sad. “I was wondering if you and I could talk?”

“Talk.” I sighed. “Like I tried to do with you for days, but you wouldn’t answer the phone?”

“Please, Scott,” she said, looking up at me with those big green eyes.

“Fine,” I said. “But we can talk right here in the driveway. I’m not going to invite you in.”

“I understand.” 

I knew she actually did come over to talk, not to fight, but I couldn’t help but be angry and bitter. The resentment I was feeling was bubbling over, especially after talking to Landon about altering my plans for the business. If it wasn’t for everything that had happened between us, and her selfish mindset, I would be getting off from my construction job a little closer to my goals. But instead I was getting out of my “taxi” and going inside to try to figure out how to survive. 

“So, you got me here,” I said. “What next?”

“Scott, I’m sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t talk my father down, but I did try. I didn’t answer your calls because I felt so bad about what happened. It was my fault that you got fired, and I couldn’t even stand up and face you.”

She was genuinely sorry, but my pride took over before I could stop it.

“No need to apologize,” I said. “I was aware of what I was doing. I did it all just to see what it would be like to fuck the boss’s daughter and get some of that stuck-up ass.”

“You don’t mean that,” she said, looking down. 

“You know what’s funny about it?” I said, laughing. “I fucked up big time and let you ruin my life. You ruined my job, my future goals, my aspirations, and you took away a pension I was really close to collecting, and I’m only thirty years old. I let you take all that away from me, and for what? To get some ass I could have had anywhere? Nah, you ruined me, Cassie, and I don’t need your half-ass, guilt-ridden apology.”

“Fuck you, Scott,” she said with sass. “You are the one who couldn’t control your urges. If you had just left me alone in that cab that day, nothing would have ever happened. Maybe I was wrong; maybe none of this is my fault after all. Maybe you are just another piece-of-shit guy who wants to blame your inability to make your life into something better on anyone but yourself. Go ahead and blame me. You’ll still be staring at that blank paycheck every fucking week because you wanted to act like a bigshot and screw your boss’s daughter.”

“Right.” I laughed. “You are such a bitch. Really, you don’t want to take credit for your part in anything because you’ve never had to before. Daddy always did everything for you. What are you doing here anyway? Go back to your privileged life, finish your internship that you didn’t work for, and go back to school. I’m sure there are a bunch of rich fucking dickheads with a real bright future who would want to take you in. You can spend your life running someone else’s company and being some dude’s trophy wife because that is what you people do.”

“You know what?” she said with tears in her eyes. “I came here to tell you something, something really important, but it is very clear I was wrong about you. My father was right: you are no good for me, and you don’t deserve for a second to be in my life.”

“I guess you should go then,” I said.

“I guess so,” she replied, turning around. 

I shook my head and made my way inside, slamming the door behind me. I didn’t even watch her leave, I was so pissed off. She had said exactly what I knew she was thinking all along, that I wasn’t good enough for her. Fuck that, and fuck her.






Chapter 22

Cassie

There were no two ways about it. My heart was utterly and totally broken. I had never in my life had someone talk to me that way, much less degrade me in such a manner. I really thought Scott cared about me, that he truly had feelings for me, but from what he said, he was no different than Carl or anyone else. That Thursday morning, I got up before my father and headed over to Whitney’s place. Her parents were gone on vacation, and she knew I’d had a rough night the evening before. I had been so distraught that I’d just told her I would come over in the morning and talk to her about it. When I got there, she was waiting at the door, smiling and holding her arms out. 

“God,” I said, laying my head on her shoulder. “My life has taken a serious turn.”

“You wouldn’t be my best friend if you didn’t have something exciting going on in your life,” she said and chuckled, rubbing my back. “Come on in. There are donuts, coffee, and if you really prefer, we can break out the ice cream.”

“At seven in the morning?” I sniffled, lifting my head and walking inside.

“Hey, there are no time restrictions on a broken heart,” she replied.

I sat down at the table and just stared at my plate, my mind moving in slow motion. I had cried so much the night before that my head was pounding and my eyes were swollen. Whitney poured me a glass of orange juice and cup of coffee and sat down across the table from me. I reached over and grabbed a chocolate donut and pulled at it, putting small pieces in my mouth.

“So, tell me what happened,” she said. “You got to his place. You were going to tell him, and then what? You were crying so hard I couldn’t understand you last night.”

“I got there and he turned into a monster,” I said, “a complete and total asshole. He told me it was my fault for ruining his life and he never cared about me. He just wanted to fuck the boss’s daughter. From there we just argued until I finally left without telling him about the baby.”

“What a dick,” Whitney said, shaking her head. “He really did seem like such a nice guy when I met him.”

“To me too,” I said. “That’s what I don’t understand. He isn’t even like that with the other guys. In fact, he always got picked on at work for being the guy who didn’t jump into their vulgar conversations. He and Carl, the creepy guy from work, the one who told my father, they wanted to kill each other because Scott hated the kind of man he was. I don’t understand where yesterday came from.”

“Maybe he is hurt,” Whitney said. “Maybe he didn’t mean those things but was lashing out. I mean, the guy did get fired from a job he had been at for over a decade.”

“That doesn’t mean he had to say such horrible things to me,” I said, starting to cry again. “I was there to tell him he was going to be a father for God’s sake.”

“You’re right. He shouldn’t have said those things, even if he didn’t know about the baby,” Whitney replied. “Guys are weird like that, you know? They finally find themselves in a place where they are happy and in love, and then if it doesn’t work out, they turn into these vile beasts that will take your weaknesses and exploit them just to hurt you.”

“I wasn’t the nicest person back to him,” I said. “I couldn’t help myself. The things he was saying were terrible. That crossed with the hormones flowing through my body. I’m surprised I didn’t breathe fire and set him ablaze.”

Whitney chuckled. “I’m picturing that right now. I can totally see that happening with you.”

“But now he won’t ever talk to me again,” I said, starting to cry all over again.

“Hey, hey,” Whitney said, coming over to my side and sitting down next to me. “Everything is going to be okay. We are going to figure all of this out, okay? You are not alone in this, and you don’t need some dickhead who is treating you like shit to be there for you. It is his loss in this situation, completely and totally his loss.”

“But he is the father,” I sobbed. “I can’t keep the baby from him. What will I say when my child asks about his father?”

“I don’t know,” Whitney said, hugging me tightly. “But we can deal with that when the time comes.”

“I don’t know what the next steps are,” I said, wiping my eyes on my sleeve. “This is something I never expected to happen. Where do I even go from here?”

“We will figure that out together,” Whitney said, handing me a tissue. “This isn’t the end of the world, Cassie. Women, single women, have babies every day. They raise babies every day without the help of a man in their life. You have one thing that so many don’t, and that is support. Regardless of how your family feels about what happened, they will help you support that child. That is one stress you don’t have to think about. The rest of it we can take step by step.”

“God,” I said, leaning my head back. “Why is it always me?”

Whitney laughed. “What are you talking about? You never have drama like this. You are the responsible girl who does what you are told.”

“And this is what happens when I stray out into the real world.” I groaned. “Maybe my father is right. Maybe I should herd along with the other sheep, letting him make my decisions. It looks like when I get the chance, the first thing I do is go completely nuts and end up single and pregnant.”

“I won’t lie,” Whitney said, chuckling. “When you do something, you go for the gold. That’s for damn sure. You leave no stone unturned and you bring back the entire prize.”

“Prize.” I scoffed. “My prize is a living, breathing human being I am supposed to keep alive and well. I can’t even make choices for myself without royally screwing it up somehow. This poor child is going to be doomed.”

“No.” Whitney hugged me again. “You are the sweetest and kindest woman I have ever met. You have a heart of gold, and you always want to help others. You are going to be an amazing mother to this baby. There is no doubt in my mind that once this all settles in and you learn to accept it, you will blossom into a woman who was made to be a mom. Trust me, you don’t give yourself enough credit, so I will tell you every single chance I get how awesome you are.”

“When I started the summer, do you know what I did?” I asked.

“What?”

“I sat in my dorm on that last day before the driver came to pick me up to take me to the airport, and I made a list of all my future goals,” I said. “And on that list was a family. A couple of kids, a husband, a dog named Spot, the whole nine yards. Never in there did I write that I wanted to be a single mom, that I wanted a man who didn’t want me. I had my plan, Whitney. It was written in stone, and I’m sure it was written the day my mother told my father she was pregnant with me.”

“Yeah, well, we all have plans like that. That’s part of being young and a dreamer,” she said. “But life is funny that way. It doesn’t give a rat’s ass about your plans. It does what it wants.”

“Why in the world did it want me to think I was so in love and then have the guy turn out to be a complete and total asshole?” 

“I don’t know,” Whitney said, “but there are a million other girls out there asking the same question because, let’s face it, guys are all fucking assholes. I mean look at our dads. They’re assholes. Where in our childhood did we decide to completely ignore that fact and think there were actually good guys out there? I blame our mothers, and those damn Disney movies. Happily ever after my ass.”

I giggled. “I’m sure there is someone out there who would think your ass was a happily ever after.”

“Not that I appreciate the reference, but at this point I am just happy to see a smile out of you,” she said. “And plenty of men out there think this ass is all they need, but they can’t have it.”

“I need to be that way,” I said, sitting up straight. “Fuck men.”

“That’s right,” Whitney said.

“And screw them for thinking they run the world,” I said.

“Amen,” she said.

“I don’t need a man in my life to be a good mother. I can do this all on my own,” I said.

“Mmhm.”

“But I forgot one little thing,” I said, sinking back into my chair. “Actually, two things now that I think about it.”

“What’s that?”

“The fact that I love Scott, and then there’s the whole thing where eventually I will have to tell my father.” I grimaced.

“Eek,” Whitney said. “I do not envy you on the father part. Your dad is crazy protective of you.”

“What if I just don’t tell him?” I said. “I go to school, don’t come back for Christmas, and when I do come back, I have the baby in my arms. He won’t be able to turn us away, right?”

“Your father has a team of security just to make sure you are okay at school. I think that might come up when they give their reports,” Whitney said. “I can see it now. They are briefing your father on how you are doing and include the fact that the baby is growing well. He might die right then and there.”

“Oh, my God.” I laughed. “He might. There is a good likelihood of that happening. Do they make cards for this?” I asked, groaning. “Surprise, Dad! I got knocked up in a club closet. See you at Thanksgiving!”

“No, but I am seeing a serious future in the greeting card business for you,” she said. “I bet you would sell out so fast. Your motto could be something like, ‘Ruining families since 2018.’”

“Will you tell him?”

“Hell no,” she said. “I like my head on my shoulders.”

“Ugh,” I said, rubbing my face.

“Listen, sweetie,” she said, taking my hand. “This is not the end of the world, I promise you. Your father loves you, and though he may freak out at first and say some rough things, he will never kick you out of his life. In the end, he will learn to accept it because he has to. He is not going to have any choice in the matter.”

“I know,” I said. “And Scott?”

“Well, Scott is going to be his own person, and I think if you can tell him, that is great. Put the ball in his court,” she said. “But if you can’t, then you have that right too. It’s tough. I know it. But you are a strong girl, and you are going to make it through this. In the end, you are going to realize it was never as bad as you thought.”

“Thank you, Whitney,” I said, leaning on her shoulder. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”






Chapter 23

Scott

It was early Thursday evening and there was a bit of time before I went out Ubering for the night. I sat down and pulled up the old business plan I had started to create. I went through each line, scaling the company down by a massive amount. I couldn’t believe I had actually thought I would be able to accomplish something as big as I had originally set out to do. I’d had some serious goals before everything came tumbling down around me, but back then they really didn’t feel that big. Maybe it was because every plan I had was now scrubbed and I felt like things would never turn around for me.

When I was done altering the numbers, I sat down with the calculator and punched them in. I went through each line meticulously, making sure not to miss a thing. When I was done, I sat back and stared at the calculator screen. Not only was I short, but I was short by a whole lot, and that was only doing the minimum with the place. I threw my pen down on the table and leaned my head back, rubbing my eyes and groaning loudly. I was pissed. Even more than that, I was livid. My dreams were unreachable at this point. There was no way I could safely make it happen. It was straight back to the drawing board, and after I had spent years of my life trying to make my dreams happen.

I sighed and shook my head. I was going to have to postpone the store and go out and find another job. There wasn’t anything I could do about it, and being so bitter and angry wasn’t making anything better. My mother always did one thing very, very well. She let the bad stuff roll off her shoulders because it never did any good to harp on it when you could be spending that same energy changing it. I was going to have to wait. That was the reality of it, so I needed to put my head down and move on. 

I got up from the table and went outside, where I grabbed the paper from the driveway. I waved at my neighbor, an older woman who liked to sit on her front porch every morning and enjoy a cup of coffee. Those were the things I missed, enjoying the little things without all the stress and nagging. When I got inside, I spread the help wanted section out across the table and grabbed a sharpie. I scanned the retail sections, but nothing caught my eye, and nothing paid enough to be able to continue saving. I moved over to the manual labor section where there was an ad for a construction worker. It was a smaller company than the one I worked for before, but I knew their name. It was worth a shot. There didn’t seem to be anything else in the paper that morning. I circled the ad and wrote the information down, realizing I was going to have to create a resume. It had been fourteen years since I had looked for a job, and I felt slightly lost.

All of this was my fault. Every last terrible, torturous second of it was my own doing. I could have stayed away from Cassie like I’d told everyone else to do. But no, I gave in to my primal instincts, and this was where it had gotten me. The truth was, though, after all of that, I still really missed her. I could smell her lavender shampoo on my pillow when I lay down at night, and it did nothing but make me even crazier about everything. For a brief moment, I had actually thought I was happy. I had actually thought there was someone out there who got me, who understood the way my mind worked. I had let that cloud my judgment and I’d let her into my life. It was something I had told myself I would never do. I would never let a woman take away everything I had worked so hard for. That flew right out the window the first time I looked into those beautiful green eyes, and it had been a disaster ever since.

I had called her a million times, and she never once picked up the phone, called me back, or even sent me a text. She let me go through everything on my own, and I didn’t understand it. If she didn’t want anything to do with me, if she really thought I wasn’t good enough for her, then why couldn’t she have just left me alone? Instead she came to my house and tried to apologize, but why? So I would know she was okay? She could have done that over the phone, and it would have saved us both a lot of heartbreak. It was baffling to me that she would drive all the way over and not tell me anything that I needed to hear. I guessed I would never know the true reason for her popping by unexpectedly, but what did it matter? She was gone, and I had made damn sure with my pride to not let her in at all. 

I didn’t know what had come over me when she’d apologized, but I had torn into her. I’d lied to her face about why I had been with her. I wasn’t the kind of guy who would sleep with someone for such a stupid reason. Nor was I the guy who would risk everything for no reason whatsoever. I felt like a prick for telling her all of those lies. She had taken it really hard. I had seen it in her dewy eyes. It was better that way though. She needed a clean break from me, because after what happened with her father, there was no way the two of us could be together. She wasn’t going to leave that lifestyle or her family, and I would never fit in with them or be welcomed. It would have been a back-and-forth disaster until, finally, it ended in even more tears and heartbreak than it already had. 

She needed to move on, and so did I. I had my life to clean up, and her father had been right. She had a bright future ahead of her and I would have slowed her down. I put the marker down on the table and let out a deep breath, feeling the anger subside and sadness take its place. I looked down at my phone and realized I was wasting valuable time sitting there. I needed to get on the road and grab some riders. I grabbed my bag of snacks and my keys, and I headed out for the evening. 

The night shift was good, with more than the normal amount of people out and about looking for a ride. It was a really good night financially, and it helped me keep my mind off everything that had been going on in my life. When I was done, I decided to stop at the store and pick up a few things for the house. I was going to have to start eating at home more to save money, so I needed to peruse the shelves and figure out what food to buy. I parked in the nearly empty parking lot since it was so late and walked into the store, smiling at the greeter as I entered. I hated shopping with a passion, but there I was in the giant box store moving through the frozen food section, trying to decide which pizza I wanted. 

As I moved around the aisle to the next, I looked up, hearing a group of guys talking loudly and laughing. I took a step back so they wouldn’t see me, as that asshole Carl was at the head of the gang as usual. He looked wasted, like he had just come from the bar, and there was no way I had the energy in me tonight to deal with his ass, especially if he was drunk. I skipped the beer aisle, not needing anything from there anyway, and moved on, finishing up my shopping as quickly as I could. I wanted to get out and go home, not fuck around with some assholes in the store.

The woman at the checkout line smiled sweetly at me as she packed up my bags and put them into the cart. I paid for them and left, pushing the cart out to my car. I opened the back and piled everything in, trying to make sure not to squish the bread. I was so focused on what I was doing, I didn’t hear anyone walking up behind me.

“Well, look who it is,” Carl said. “It’s Silent Scott, especially now that he doesn’t have a job.”

“Go home, Carl,” I said, closing the door to the car. “You’re fucking drunk.”

“You’re the Uber driver. Take me home,” he said with a smirk.

“I’m off,” I said, pushing the cart into the cart retriever and pulling my keys out of my pocket. “And I don’t give assholes rides in my car.”

“You sure do have a mouth on you now that you’re outside the site.” He chuckled. “What’s wrong? You miss your little whore?”

“Shut your mouth, Carl,” I said. “You’ve done enough damage to her and me.”

“All I know is that now that you are out of the way and aren’t there to be the big protector, I’m next in line for that sweet little pussy,” he said. “She needs to be with a real man.”

“Shut—the fuck—up,” I said, closing my hands into fists. 

I was so frustrated with the whole situation. He wouldn’t shut his fucking mouth. He was the entire reason Cassie’s father had found out. He was the whole reason I got fired and that Cassie was so upset. He was the asshole who had taken information that was none of his business and made it public knowledge. Anger boiled up inside me faster and faster, and I wasn’t sure I could hold back this time. Between my dreams collapsing and my love life disappearing into the abyss, I was ready to blow.

“Little Scotty, you look so upset.” He laughed, stumbling forward. “You gonna hit me with those big fists? Maybe you should just imagine that pretty little Cassie sitting in my lap, taking my dick.”

I didn’t know what happened, but everything coming out of his mouth was muffled. I felt like the entire world had slowed down around me, and I could feel myself walking forward with no ability to stop myself. I walked straight up to him, watching his smug smirk get bigger as he laughed loudly. I pulled my fist back, knowing I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help myself anymore. Life had come to a huge turn in the road, and this asshole had been at the root of the whole thing. As soon as my fist moved forward, everything sped back up and I punched him square in the jaw. He looked at me for a moment in shock before falling to the ground. 

I looked down at him in anger, shaking my bloodied fist. That was going to hurt later, but at that moment it felt really good. I shook my head and smirked as he looked up at me.

“I told you not to fuck with me,” I said. “If I even hear that you are whispering Cassie’s name, I’ll come after you. And you don’t want me to come after you.”






Chapter 24

Cassie

I propped my feet up on the bed in the spare bedroom of Whitney’s parents’ house. I had decided that staying there was much better than getting up at the crack of dawn every day to try to avoid my father at all costs. I knew I couldn’t avoid him forever, but I was not in the right frame of mind to talk to him yet. I knew it would be a fight, a screaming match even, and I didn’t think I could take any more, not after what had happened the last time I saw Scott. I wanted life to settle down, but I knew it was only getting started. Sure, Whitney was right. After my father had time to let things sink in he would come to terms and maybe even be happy, but it was the initial reaction I was dreading. He was a hard man, a man who wanted things to go his way, and when they didn’t, he let everyone know how upset he was. I didn’t want to hear that he was upset anymore. 

Whitney had her own thoughts about everything, and in general, I agreed, but what she was suggested was hard to swallow. She thought I should forgive Scott because he was the father of my child and I needed to make a fresh start with the baby on the way. She had a point. It was important that I didn’t carry all this over to when the baby was born, but it was all so complicated. He had said some terrible things to me, things that I would normally turn and run the other direction from, not looking back. This was different though. I wasn’t sure he meant anything that he had said. I knew he was hurt, and Whitney agreed. In fact, she was the one who had pointed it out. She also had a hard time believing he meant the things that had come out of his mouth.

Whitney thought that I should let all of that go, that I should be free to feel however I wanted about him. It was a fight, nothing more, and people said things to each other during arguments that they didn’t always mean. If I really wanted to get down to the details, I said some pretty nasty things to him in return, things I knew weren’t true. I knew he was good enough for me, but I’d been looking for the thing that got to him the most. He was insecure and angry about how everyone looked down on him because of how he grew up and how he lived, and I knew by saying that, it would hit him in the core. I had always been sassy, always stuck up for myself, but I had never said things that would purposely hurt someone I loved. I felt bad about it, but at the moment I’d felt backed into a corner. 

I was drawn from my thoughts by the sound of my phone buzzing on the nightstand.

“Hello?” I said.

“Hey, sweetie,” Whitney said. “I was calling to check on you.”

“I’m okay,” I said and sighed. “Just thinking about Scott and the baby. That’s all.”

“Call him,” Whitney said. “Just call him and talk to him about everything that happened.”

 “Maybe,” I said. “I don’t want to fight.”

“Then don’t fight,” she said. “Just talk to him, and if it feels right, then ask him to meet you so you can talk about the baby.”

“I don’t know, Whit,” I said. “It’s so confusing right now. I don’t even know what I would say.”

“Well, start thinking about it because you can’t sit around forever wondering,” she replied. “But anyway, I just wanted to call and check up on you. I’m going to be back late so I won’t wake you. If you need anything, anything at all, call me immediately. And if you talk to him, call me and tell me how it went.”

I chuckled. “I will. Have a good night.”

“You too,” she said.

I hung the phone up and sat back against the headboard, shaking my head. She really was a good friend, and I knew she was right. I needed to call him, but I had no idea what I would even say to him. I wasn’t ready yet. I needed to be in a place where I was okay with everything that had happened and prepared to move forward. I had to be in a mindset where if he was still angry, it didn’t completely kill me inside like the last conversation, or screaming match, had. It had to be on my clock.

I looked out the window and realized the sun had gone down—and probably quite a while ago. Crickets chirped outside, and a breeze blew the tree limbs back and forth ever so gently. It was one of those summer nights I loved, where the ground was cool beneath your feet but the air was warm as it blew over you. It was the kind of night I would have loved to spend with Scott, lazily lying around, talking about anything and everything. But that was impossible at this point, and that thought alone made my heart tremble. 

I loved Scott. There was no way around that, and because I loved him, I couldn’t get him off my mind. The way his eyes sparkled when he saw me, the charming grin he gave me, and how he would wink at me when no one was looking were all running through my mind. We’d had some of the best conversations, some of the best laugh sessions, and some of the best sex I’d had in my entire life. When it came down to it, I missed him. I missed everything about the man from the top of his head to the bottom of his feet. I missed the way he made me laugh, the way he protected me at every turn, and how he would watch me when he thought I wasn’t looking. He made me feel safe in ways I didn’t know were possible, and I was okay, for the first time ever, with leaning on him. 

The words he spoke to me when things were good were words that had changed who I was as a person, and they had changed how I saw the world around me. And the sex, holy hell, it was out of this world. It was like our bodies were made for each other. He knew exactly what to do to pleasure me, like he could read my mind and knew all my innermost desires. I not only missed Scott as a person, but I also missed his huge dick. And at the moment, that was something I missed more than anything else. The hormones inside me were churning and growing, and I had never been this horny in my entire life. 

I flipped off the lamp by the bed and scooted down under the covers, trying to occupy my mind, but it was no use. I wanted Scott like I had never wanted anyone else in my life. Slowly, I slid my hands under the covers and rubbed them over my pajama shorts. I was wet, very wet, and I needed some sort of release. I bit my lip and pulled my shorts and my panties down to my ankles. I pulled my knees back in either direction and laid my head on the pillows behind me. My hand moved down through my folds, and my fingers slid through my juices. My heart beat quickly, and I gasped as my fingertips barely touched my clit. It was hard, pulsing, and wanting so much more than a few strokes of my hand. It wanted Scott, and it wanted Scott’s big, pounding cock. 

I closed my eyes and pictured him standing in front of me, rubbing his fingers up and down my mound. I moaned softly as he pushed two fingers inside me and looked deep into my eyes. The same passion that was there in person erupted in my fantasy, and I grabbed onto his neck and jumped into his arms. We pressed our mouths together furiously as I reached between his legs, unable to control my urges. I grabbed his big, hard shaft and pulled it upward, pushing my hips forward and sliding it deep inside me. I moaned, throwing my head back as he filled me up and took a few steps to the side, pressing me up against the wall. 

He thrust his hips forward, slamming into me with force, mischief rising on his face. Over and over again, his big dick slid in and out of my wetness, his body rubbing against my clit. I gripped tightly to his shoulders as he fucked me against the wall, everything around us misty and gray. He gripped my ass as he thrust, his eyes still trained on mine, arousing me even more than I already was. He leaned in next to my ear and whispered to me.

“You needed my big dick, didn’t you?”

I shook my head yes and cried out in pleasure as he pumped his hips faster and faster. He turned me around and walked forward to the bed that appeared in my fantasy. He laid me down and climbed on top of me, running his lips up my stomach and over my breasts. I groaned, pulling my legs up to his sides and watching as he wrapped his hand around his pulsing shaft and guided it into my juices. Slowly, he pushed deep inside me, pulling my hands up over my head and locking his fingers in mine. He pressed his toes into the footboard and moved his body up mine, his cock lingering deep inside me before sliding back out. He pressed his stomach down as he moved, creating friction on my clit that shot electricity through my chest.

The heat built up inside me, and I dug my nails into Scott’s back, wanting more, wanting so much more. He pulled his hands down and hooked my legs over his shoulders, looking down at me as he pushed in and out, over and over. I grabbed my bouncing tits and tilted my head back, breathing deeply. He smiled, putting my legs back down and grabbing me behind the back. He rolled to the side, pulling me with him until I was upright, straddling his big dick. I smiled and slowly lowered myself, swirling my hips around in circles. It felt so fucking good, and the way he looked at me made it even hotter. 

His hands glided over my skin and grabbed my tits, massaging them as I ground down on his cock. I cried out in pleasure as my hips rocked back and forth, pushing him in as deep inside as I possibly could. I leaned back, putting my hands on his thighs, and began to bounce as he trailed his fingers down to my clit. He started to rub, sending even more heat blazing through me. I closed my eyes and swirled my body round and round, the pressure of his hand on my pussy growing more intense. As he picked up the pace rubbing my nub, I thrust my chest forward and my head back, screaming loudly at the waves of pleasure bursting from my climax. My body shook hard, his fingers still going until, finally, I began to relax. 

I lay there breathing heavily for several moments before opening my eyes and looking around. I was still in the guest room at Whitney’s house, and I was still alone. I pulled up my panties and shorts and turned over in bed, thinking about how much I really did miss that man.






Chapter 25

Scott

I stood outside my car looking at the construction site in front of me. I was at a job interview with the company from the paper. I had sent in my resume, and they called me back the same day, scheduling an interview for that Monday morning. Nerves bubbled over in my stomach as I approached the office trailer door. Inside was a middle-aged man, round in the belly, with a sincere smile on his face.

“You must be Scott,” he said. “Welcome. Come sit down. Would you like some coffee?”

“No, thank you, though,” I said, shaking his hand and handing him a paper copy of my resume. 

“Wonderful,” he said, looking it over. “You worked for your last company for a long time. What happened?”

“Honestly? I fell in love.” I chuckled. “She just happened to be the boss’s daughter.”

“I see.” He chuckled. “Thank you for being honest. And ouch, that sounds like a bad time.”

“It wasn’t at first, but seeing as I’m here now…”

“Well, I talked to your foreman, Bill, and he gave you a glowing recommendation,” the man said. “He told me you were fired wrongfully and that they missed you.”

I smiled. “That was nice of him.”

“So, tell me why you want to work here.”

“I know the work,” I said. “It’s almost muscle memory at this point. I know the regulations, and quite honestly, the work pays well. I just want to come in, keep my head down, work hard, and bring in the money.”

“That is a good answer,” he said. “I get tired of the same old ‘I’m the best man for the job’ answers. I like your honesty. How about overtime? Are you opposed to weekend work from time to time?”

“Opposed? No.” I chuckled. “I welcome it. In fact, I’m motivated to be chosen for it. I have dreams for the future, and whatever money I can make, I’m on board for.”

“Excellent,” he said, taking notes. 

As we went through several technical questions I could have answered in my sleep, I felt this weight lift off my shoulders. At first I thought it was the idea of having a job, having something to get up for in the morning. I hadn’t been out of work for long, but I was starting to go stir crazy not having something constructive to do with my hands. I was more motivated than ever to get the money saved up that I would need to open my first hardware store. It was my dream, and no matter what the business plan said, no matter how daunting it looked, I was determined to make it happen. But even with all that weighing on my mind, I realized it wasn’t the prospect of a new job that was motivating me; it was that I felt better. I felt better after punching Carl straight in the jaw. 

I’d had so much pent-up anger, so much aggression, that I hadn’t known what to do with it, and letting it out on that asshole was like a sweet release. As I had stood in the parking lot looking down at him, I’d realized something. It was his fault I was in the position I was. He took information that was none of his business and ran with it, spilling the beans before they were ready to be spilled. It wasn’t that Cassie’s father was told. It was that we didn’t have the chance to do it together in an adult setting with calm minds. Carl took advantage of the shock value behind it all. Everything fell on his shoulders. All the fault and blame were his and his alone. 

My mind had gone back and forth, over and over, blaming myself, then blaming Cassie, then going back to blaming myself. It wasn’t my fault though. I had done nothing wrong. It wasn’t Cassie’s fault either. She was in the same boat I was. Cassie wanted to be with me. She wanted a life with me, no matter what the consequences, and instead of seeing that as a beautiful thing, I had pegged her for being selfish. It wasn’t, though. It was kind and loving that she wanted to be there to support me through all the trials and tribulations of life. She wanted to be there for me, not for herself, and she was willing to risk her entire beautiful life for that. Selfish was as far off the rails as her choice could have been.

As for me, I had known exactly what I was doing from the beginning. I was acting like I did everything on a whim, and maybe the first night I did, but after that, every choice I made was calculated, thought out, and purposeful. I knew what the risks were. I had known them before Cassie ever even showed her face. But I’d weighed them against the idea of not having her in my life, and the risk was worth it to me. I spent so much time kicking myself because the repercussions of my actions were so negative that I hadn’t stopped to think about the fact that I had already known there was a good chance it would happen and I’d made the choice to be with Cassie anyway. Why? Because she did something to me I had never felt because of anyone in my life. She made me want to be a better man, to drive for my dreams and never let anything stand in my way. With her by my side, I knew things would work out in the end, even though it looked like they hadn’t. 

From the first moment that I saw Cassie on that job site, I knew there was something between us. The way her eyes sparkled when she looked at me, how her demeanor changed every time I walked past, and how interested she was in knowing all about me had made me think she felt that connection too. It was like we were being drawn together by some outside force that didn’t want us to stay apart. I knew the night I got into the Uber with her that things were going to change forever, but I couldn’t stop myself. I felt like I needed her. I needed to be as close to her as possible. The sex was hot, sure, but there was more to it than that. It was like being with someone I had known my entire life. 

“Well, Scott,” the man interviewing me said. “I don’t think I need to know any more. I’d love to have you on the team.”

“Really?” I said. “No second interview?”

“I’ve been in this game long enough to know that when you have someone with your experience and dedication, you don’t pass them by,” he said. “I’m sorry about what happened to you at the last place. That is a huge chunk of time to lose, but I think you will find that you like it here. There is always drama with crews, but we keep a tight leash on things, and generally, most of my guys are people I would consider friends.”

“Excellent, sir. Thank you so much.”

“No problem,” he said. “I’ll call you tomorrow with all the details.”

“Perfect,” I said, standing up and shaking his hand. “I look forward to working for you.”

I left the job interview feeling even better than before. My goals were within reach. I saw that when I had created my new business plan. With this job, I could continue forward—and at the same pace as before—and before I knew it, I would have my own company. I wasn’t a nobody, and I had to stop letting Cassie’s father make me feel that way. In fact, I needed to stop allowing anyone to dictate how I felt about myself and whether I thought I was good enough. I was an upstanding guy, someone who cared about others, who worked hard for his dreams, who never took anything from anyone I didn’t earn. I was trustworthy, loyal, and when I loved, I loved with my whole heart. Mark was wrong. Any girl would be lucky to be with me, and I knew I would be lucky to be with Cassie. We complimented each other, and no matter what my bank account balance was or what car I drove or didn’t drive, that didn’t define my worth. Nothing but how I felt about myself defined who I was on the inside.

I got in my car and headed home, feeling awesome about landing that job. It wasn’t even much of a pay cut—a couple of bucks—and hopefully the guy was right about the drama part. I wanted to work, to get my job done and move on toward my dreams, without having to deal with a bunch of gossiping men. Not only did I want to prove how amazing I was to myself, but I wanted Cassie to see it too. I didn’t want there to be any doubt in her mind that I was the right man for her. She would see it as soon as I told her about the new job, about how close I was to making my dreams come true, and about how sorry I was that Carl had gotten in the way of everything. If she didn’t already know how perfect we were together, I would show her by being the man I was when she first fell in love with me.

I put away my things and changed my clothes, hanging my one suit back in the closet where it spent most of the year. I never really had a reason to dress up, but I kept it for funerals, weddings, job interviews, and things like that. When I was done, I grabbed my phone and sat down on the couch, scrolling through it until I came to Cassie’s name. I wanted to tell her about the new job, share things with her, try to get her back into my life. I dialed the number and listened to it ring, and I sighed slightly as it went to voice mail. She didn’t pick up, but I wasn’t sure what I expected. 

“Hey there,” I said, leaving a message. “It’s Scott. I really would like to talk to you. Some things have happened, and you were the person that I first thought of. We need to sit down and talk things through. Call me back.”

I hung up the phone and sat there for a moment, not feeling as bad as I normally did when she didn’t answer. I had a plan this time, a plan that would benefit me and her at the same time. It felt good to be back on track, to know what I was looking forward to in the future. I looked at the time and figured I might as well go out Ubering. Every extra dollar was a step toward my goal. I grabbed my keys and headed out for the evening, finding my first fare almost immediately. Mondays had always been quiet, but that night I made quite a bit of money. Things were starting to go well for me everywhere I turned. Maybe this wasn’t the end of my story, just a change of scenery, which seemed to be exactly what I needed. I had become stagnant before, but at that point, driving around in my car, a new job on the horizon, I felt completely renewed and ready for the next steps. Life was getting better, and all I needed now was to get Cassie back in my life.






Chapter 26

Cassie

As I sat around Whitney’s house, thinking about what the next few months would bring, I couldn’t move past my thoughts of Scott. I really missed him on so many levels. He cut to the core of me, brought a better person out, but I couldn’t bring myself to call him. He had called me, left me a message sounding like the man I knew, but there had been so much damage in between. The words he spoke to me that day in his driveway lingered. They were like knives in my heart, and I couldn’t shake them enough to enable myself to reach out to him. Maybe it would take time. Maybe it would take a conversation. Or maybe it would always hurt. Either way, I was at a loss for what to do. Everything felt like a struggle all the time.

“Hey, baby girl,” Whitney said, coming in and sitting down next to me. “How are you feeling?”

“A little better, I guess.” I sighed. “I’m not crying every five seconds, and a lot of the nausea has subsided.”

“Good,” she said, rubbing my leg. “It’s baby steps. You know that. You are doing amazing, especially still going to work each morning and making it through that.”

“All I wanted to do in the middle of the day today was take a nap.” I chuckled. “Like in the dirt and dust, just lay down and sleep.”

“That will get better too in time,” she said. “I’ve read that the second trimester is so much easier than the first. You start to get that energy back, you aren’t so emotional, and things start to even themselves out a lot.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said, giving her a tiny smile. “So, what’s up?”

“I want to take you out to dinner,” she said. “Get you out of the house. Get some good food in that belly.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I honestly don’t feel like doing anything. I’m tired. I want to sleep all the time, and the day really wore me out. Going anywhere seems like it will take more effort than I have.”

“You can’t sit around in this room forever,” she said. “You have to start living your life. These are the last months you will be alone. You should take advantage of that and do the things you might not be able to do once the baby is here. Besides, we haven’t had a nice dinner out together in a long time. I promise it will make you feel better to get out of the house and be around other people. Life hasn’t stopped, but if you aren’t careful, it’s going to leave you behind. It’s nothing fancy, just good food and good company.”

“I guess it would be nice to get some air,” I said. “All right, but I don’t want to do my makeup or anything like that. And you have to pick out some clothes.”

“Deal,” she said, smiling.

Whitney pulled a pretty pink sundress out of the closet and a pair of sandals. She smiled at me as she handed them over before turning and walking from the room. I got dressed and sat in the living room, waiting for her to finish getting ready. I felt like there was a hole in my heart, like something was missing, but I had felt that way since my father fired Scott. I was starting to get used to the feeling. 

“You ready?” Whitney asked in a bubbly voice.

“Yeah,” I replied, groaning as I stood up and followed her to the car.

She took me to a restaurant across town, one I had been to a couple times before. It was more family style than fancy, and I was glad to see that. I didn’t feel like being around a bunch of people like my father. Whitney talked quietly to the hostess for a moment, but my mind was elsewhere, looking at all the happy kids sitting around the tables with their parents. It made me sad in a way, knowing there was a good chance I wouldn’t ever have that, at least not with the man I wanted to have that with. I followed Whitney to the table, looking down at my feet as I walked. 

It wasn’t really Whitney’s kind of place, but I figured she had picked it for my benefit, trying to show me that life did go on. Still, I was struggling to see it through the heartache I was feeling. Whitney stopped and turned back to me, a nervous look on her face. 

“Don’t be mad,” she said.

“Why would I—” I stopped as I looked up at the table, shocked to see Scott sitting there.

He stood up and put his hands in front of him, looking at me and then back at Whitney. I didn’t even know how to feel. I was teetering between angry and relieved. The words Scott had spoken in the driveway played in my head, and my stomach churned. I turned, shaking my head, and took a step toward the door.

“Wait,” Whitney said, grabbing my arm. “I am the one who set this up. The two of you need to talk, to work things out whether the result is good or bad. This needs to happen for you to move on and start living your life again. You know it’s important.”

“You should have told me,” I whispered. “I don’t need these kinds of surprises. I need time to think before I have a conversation with him.”

“Don’t you think you have had more than enough time to think?” she asked. “Look, Cassie, you know I would never do something like this if I didn’t think it was in your best interest. He really wants to talk to you, to work through what happened, and I think it would be a good time to reveal to him the things that have been on your mind. I am not saying this is a fix all, but remember that you are taking baby steps, and this is the next one.”

I stood there for a moment, thinking, trying not to agree with Whitney but knowing she was right. I glanced up at Scott, who was standing there with a lost look. I shook my head, agreeing to stay.

“Good,” Whitney said, kissing me on the cheek. “I’ll be outside waiting in the car. If you need anything, just call or come out there. Okay?”

I sighed. “Yeah.” 

She smiled and looked back at Scott before walking through the restaurant and out the front door. I walked slowly over to the table and sat down across from him, trying not to look into his eyes. He cleared his throat and poured me a glass of wine from the bottle on the table. I stared at it, knowing I couldn’t drink it.

“Thank you for staying,” he said, nerves clear in his voice. “So much has happened since I saw you last. I knew you were the one I wanted to tell first. I got a new job. It’s in construction, for Greyson Construction, one of the smaller companies in the city. I did a full business plan for the hardware store, and I’m closer than I have ever been. Just a little more busting my ass and I will be able to open my first one. I had to scale the first one down a bit, but it’s really for the best.”

I sat there staring at him, trying to figure out why he was telling me all this. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to hear it. It was that he was oblivious to the fact that there was so much more going on in the world around him. There was a child, his child, growing in my belly, and for the first time in my life, nothing else seemed to matter. The job, the money, the conversation, even the relationship felt like background noise in a busy room. My heart raced in my chest.

“So, how about you?” he asked. “What has been happening with you?”

I looked up from my plate, trying to grasp that I was in this conversation. I looked at the family next to us and then back at Scott, unsure what even to say. He became concerned and tilted his head, sitting up straighter. 

“Cassie,” he said, reaching out for my hand, but I pulled it away. “What’s wrong? You can still tell me anything.”

“I’m pregnant,” I blurted loudly. I pulled my hands into my lap and spoke again, this time softer. “I’m pregnant with your child.”

His forehead unfurled and a look of shock washed over him. His hands plopped into his lap, and he sat back in his chair, staring off into space. His eyes shot back to me, a questioning look on his face, as if I had spoken a foreign language. He was searching for understanding, searching for words, but what came out floored me.

“This wasn’t in my plans,” he mumbled softly.

“What?” I said, wrinkling my forehead and sitting forward. “Did you say that this wasn’t in your plans? Like it was in mine?”

“Cassie, that’s not what I meant. Cut me a little slack here. You just told me you’re pregnant,” he said, pulling himself together.

I sat there for a second, looking at his stunned face, feeling the sting of disappointment roll through me. I didn’t know what I thought would happen when I told him, but I wasn’t expecting that response. He was acting as if I had ruined his life somehow.

“Cut you some slack?” I said quietly. “I came to you when I found out, and all you gave me were hurtful words. Cut you some slack? How about the fact that I have had to deal with this all on my own? This wasn’t in my plans either, Scott. This was as big of a surprise for me as it is for you.”

“Cassie, I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t,” I snapped. “I was stupid for even thinking I actually missed you, for believing you didn’t mean what you said in your driveway that day. I fooled myself into thinking we could have what all these other families have. The joke is on me, right? You have everything figured out for yourself and there is no place in there for this baby or for me. Don’t worry, Scott, we won’t ruin your plans.”

“Cassie, please,” he said.

“You know, for a second there I really thought you cared about me.” I chuckled, putting my napkin on my plate and standing up. “I thought you had come here to clear the air, but you just came here to prove your worthiness. Something—if you had opened your damn eyes—you never had to prove to me.”

“Cassie,” he said as I turned and walked away.

I stormed through the restaurant and out the front door before he could say another word. Whitney didn’t see me come out, and I needed a moment alone. I turned right and walked around the building, leaning my back against the wall and clutching my chest. I tilted my head back and shook it from side to side, closing my eyes and trying to fight the tears. Damn hormones made it impossible for me to keep it together. I breathed heavily, trying to find my composure, realizing that might have been the last time I ever speak to Scott. He wasn’t interested in us; he was only interested in himself. He was going to find himself all alone in his glory by the end of it.






Chapter 27

Scott

The new job was great, but I was distracted by everything else going on in my life. Cassie was pregnant. I was going to be a father—if she didn’t kick me entirely out of their lives forever. I couldn’t believe I was such an idiot, responding to her confession of the pregnancy how I did. I was taken completely off guard. I hadn’t expected that in any shape or form. It was like word vomit, and I knew as soon as I said it, it was definitely the wrong thing to say. 

No, of course I didn’t factor a baby into my plans when I was working everything out. I didn’t even think I was dating anyone, which I still wasn’t, but that wasn’t the point. In the plans or not, I could make the whole thing work. I would just have to shift around my priorities. I would be glad to shift around my priorities, especially for Cassie and my future child. Children weren’t on my mind in the least, but that didn’t mean I didn’t welcome the idea with open arms, especially with Cassie, the woman I knew I loved more than anything.

I wanted to be part of this, to hold that child in my arms and have its mother be the woman in my life. I wanted a family with Cassie no matter how unplanned or unexpected it was. She was so precious to me, and now I had another amazing thing to add to my life. How could I ever be upset about that? But the biggest issue was that Cassie, thinking my reaction was more than off-the-cuff shock, refused to speak to me. I had to figure out a way to get her back in my life, to make her fall in love with me all over again. 

This was no longer one of those things I could watch and see how it played out. I could never be satisfied knowing I had a child out there and that I could have had a family but I let it slip away. Being with Cassie was already important to me, but now it was paramount. I would keep at it, working to win her love, working to get her to see I was the man for her, and I wouldn’t stop until she realized it. This was too important, too vital to the rest of my life, and to the life of our child. I couldn’t let that child grow up in a broken home when there was every reason for the three of us to be a family. 

I pulled out my phone and scanned through the numbers, stopping on Cassie’s. I had been calling her and texting her all day long, but she refused to answer me. I wasn’t going to give up though. She would have to block my number before I stopped trying to reach out to her. She would have to talk to me at some point, and right then was way better than when the pregnancy had progressed. I flipped over to the text screen and sent another message.

“Please, Cassie, I need you to talk to me,” I texted. “Please come over to my place and talk about this with me, if for no other reason than the baby.”

I closed the phone and held it against my chin, hoping the message would show where my interests lie. I needed her to know that I cared about more than just getting her back. I cared about our child, and I wanted to be part of its life. I sat there for about an hour, feeling beaten up by the fact that she didn’t respond. I got up to grab a beer from the fridge but stopped, hearing the sound of a car door shutting. I walked over and glanced out the window. Cassie was walking up the driveway. I hurried over and opened the front door, trying not to seem too excited. She stopped in front of me and looked up with a straight face.

“Come in,” I said, swallowing hard and moving to the side. “Can I get you a glass of juice or water or something?”

“No,” she said, standing just inside the door. “I won’t be here that long. The Uber is waiting for me.” 

She was cold and unfeeling, but I didn’t know how I could have expected anything else. After everything that we had been through, after how I had reacted to the baby, I would be stupid to think she had miraculously found it in her heart to think about me fondly. I shut the door and walked inside, standing in front of her. It was obvious she didn’t want to sit down, or even move from where she was standing.

“Cassie, I want to first say—” 

“No,” she said, cutting me off. “I want to make it clear to you from the start of this that we cannot go back to seeing each other. It’s too late for that. Too much damage has been done.”

“But I thought—”

“You thought what?” she asked, looking me in the eye. “That you would send some texts and calls and everything would be magically better?”

“Of course not,” I said. “But I thought you would at least hear me out.”

“I heard you loud and clear yesterday,” she said. “I heard you when your first response was how this child was not in your plan. I’m sorry I ruined your life, Scott. It was never my intention, but I have taken the hint, and I won’t continue to ruin anything else for you.”

“You didn’t ruin my life, Cassie,” I said. “I can make everything work. Plans are made to be changed, and I can change mine for the both of you. I want to change them for the both of you.”

“When a girl finds out she is pregnant, whether it is planned or not, it is somewhat of a mind fuck,” she said. “There are so many emotions running through her mind and so many hormones rushing through her body. She dreams of having that moment where she reveals she is pregnant and the man she loves scoops her into his arms and cries with her. It’s a stupid fucking dream, and more than not, the reaction is the opposite. I just can’t forgive you for your reaction. It isn’t something that can just be erased from my mind because you want it to be.”

“God,” I said, pulling my hands through my hair. “I didn’t mean what I said. It was a knee-jerk response. It came out like word vomit.”

“Then it was exactly what your brain was thinking,” she said. “It’s okay to not want a baby, but this child is going to come, and I don’t need your lack of support stressing me out. I need to know that I am firm in my life and that this toxic thing we have stops.”

“Cassie, please, you don’t mean that,” I said. “It’s not toxic, just a bit complicated.”

“That may be true,” she said, shaking her head, “but it doesn’t change what has happened up to this point.”

“But I love you,” I said, grabbing her arms.

“Just stop,” she said, pulling away. “Just stop, please. Look, the ball is in your court as far as how much or how little you want to be in this child’s life. I will text you when I find out the dates for all my appointments, and you are more than welcome to come. When the baby is born, you can be there in the delivery room if you would like. It is your child after all. As far as you and I are concerned, it’s over. We can’t be together, not like this. I have to go.”

I wanted to stop her, but I could see in her eyes that there was no changing her mind. I watched her walk out the door, down the driveway, and get into the Uber waiting out front. I stood in the doorway staring at the car until it disappeared around the corner. I shut the door and leaned against it, sighing loudly and shaking my head. What a disaster. Nothing went as I had wanted it to, absolutely nothing. I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Landon.

“Hey, dude,” he said.

“Hey, it’s a 911. I need you to meet me at Murphy’s for drinks,” I said.

“I’ll be there in ten.”

I grabbed my keys and headed over to the bar, pulling up at the same time as Landon. He smiled at me as we walked inside, my thoughts swirling around in my head. We sat down at the bar, and I ordered us both a beer and a shot.

“It’s funny you called me,” he said. “I’ve actually been thinking about your ideas a lot lately.”

“My ideas?” I said, trying to get through the conversation.

“Yeah, for the hardware store,” he said. “You know, the ones you have been working on since you were a teenager.”

“Oh yeah?” I said. 

“Yeah. I mean, my job has been pissing me off something fierce lately,” he said. “I went into accounting thinking it would be this awesome job at some big firm with rich clients, but all they give me is quarterly taxes for the self-employed. My boss is a complete idiot, and he doesn’t want to even hear me out about taking larger cases. It’s not going anywhere. I’m not part of the club. I haven’t made any real decisions about your ideas, but it’s definitely something that has been on my mind.”

“That’s cool,” I said, barely listening. 

“Okay, man, what’s up? I just told you I was thinking about investing in your ideas, and you are acting like I told you what I had for dinner,” he said.

“Cassie is pregnant,” I said. “She told me over a dinner that her best friend put together to get us in the same room and talking.”

“Holy shit,” he said with wide eyes.

“And do you know what my response was? I was stupid and said, ‘Well, this wasn’t part of my plan.’ Which you can obviously guess did not go over very well with her. I was in fucking shock. I didn’t mean it that way, but now she is refusing to even think about a relationship and tells me that I can be there as much as I want for the baby but not her.”

“Dude, I am still hung up on the part where you are going to be a father,” he said. “That poor kid is going to have your genes.”

“Come on, man, be serious,” I said, shaking my head. “My whole future is hanging in the balance here. Cassie is the love of my life. How can I just walk away from that? How can I co-parent with someone I know should be with me as a family?”

“You have got to play this on her timecard, man,” he said. “You can’t keep pushing with words. You have to show her.”

“How do I do that?”

“Well, for starters, you show up to every single appointment,” he said. “This is going to show her that you are serious about wanting to be in their lives. It’s going to show her that you truly are a good guy. She didn’t stop loving you, but it’s going to take time for her to trust you, and trust isn’t built on words.”

“You’re right,” I said, taking my shot. “You’re absolutely right. I need to be there every step of the way and show her instead of continuing to have talks that just go in circles. Thank you, man.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” he said, tapping his beer against mine. “But seriously, you are going to be a dad. Congratulations.”






Chapter 28

Cassie

After a couple weeks of avoiding my father, I realized I couldn’t ignore him anymore. He had called me the day before and asked if I would have dinner with him. I knew he had noticed I hadn’t been around and had received my texts that I was at Whitney’s house, but he wasn’t stupid; there was obviously something wrong. I sat at the table and looked down at my plate, pushing my food around with my fork. I still couldn’t understand why they would name it “morning sickness” when you felt like complete shit all day every day. They should just call it hell. That would get the point across well enough. I couldn’t wait until I got to my second trimester and all the gross feelings and surging hormones made their way out of my body. I wanted to feel normal again, not like a raging, puking crazy person.

“I picked this restaurant because I thought it was your favorite,” my father said, looking over at me. “You have barely touched your food. Why aren’t you eating?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not feeling too well.”

“We could have postponed,” he said.

“No. It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll have them box it up and take it home for later.”

“The site is coming along well,” he said. “Of course, you would know that if you had been showing up recently. Bill says you kind of disappeared and haven’t called or anything. I have to say, your disappearance at work and at home have me a little worried about you.”

“I’m fine, Dad,” I said. “I needed to sit down and do some thinking, really understand who I am and what I want out of life.”

“Ah,” he said, shaking his head. “The old early-twenties soul searching. And what have you come up with?”

“Well, I think I have decided that I want to take a year off school,” I blurted out. “I want the opportunity to think about what I want out of life, where I want to go, what I want to do, and how I am going to get there. I think it’s important I have those goals locked down before spending any more money on an education.”

“But you have a path,” he said, putting down his fork. “You were going to become an engineer for the company, then gradually step up as I got closer to retirement. Your mother and I have talked to you about this for years.”

“You have,” I said. “Mother is never around.”

“Well, you know she has her own mind now that you are older,” he said, ignoring the fact that she hadn’t been home, or called, in nearly six months. 

“Regardless,” I said, “construction is not for me. It just isn’t. I’m sorry, Daddy, but that was your dream, your company, and I really tried to give it my all, to get excited, but it makes me miserable most of the time.”

“That is why they call it work, dear,” he said, not taking me seriously. “There are few people in this world who get to do what they love, Cassie, and even those people have days where they hate their jobs. This is the family business.”

“Dad, you aren’t taking me seriously,” I said. “I mean it. I want to take a year off from school. I want to decide, on my terms, what it is that I want to do with my life. If it ends up being the company, great. But if not, I need to know that.”

“All right,” he said, looking at me. “What do you need from me?”

“Financial security,” I said point blank. “I don’t have enough experience to do anything worthwhile, and I was hoping you would be willing to continue to support me financially for that time period.”

He chuckled. “It always comes down to the dollar. I would never put you out on the street, Cassie, but eventually, if you are going to go your own way, you will have to learn how to support yourself.”

“I know, Daddy,” I said, laying it on thick. “I just need this time. It’s important.”

He sighed reluctantly. “All right. We will sit down next week and go over the allotment I will give you.”

I smiled. “Thank you.” 

“A smile.” He chuckled. “That’s new these days. You have been sheltered away from me and the world for most of the summer. Are you sure there isn’t anything else going on with you?”

“No. Nothing,” I lied. “I have had my head in other places and needed the time and space to work it all out. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions or make a rash decision, so I took the time to think it through.”

“Well, at least I know something I taught you has stuck,” he said. “Now, for the matter of your internship, I am going to sign off on it anyway. That way if you decide to return to the engineering program, regardless of what field you decide to go into, you will have it completed.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I said with a nod.

Instantly, I felt terrible for not being truthful with him, especially since he was taking my change of heart with such class and dignity. I just didn’t have the nerve to tell him the truth. I knew he wouldn’t react in the same manner he did over the change in career. I wanted to revel in the finite moments where we weren’t butting heads and he was acting like a dad and not a warden. That, and I was terrified of what he would say. 

Just knowing how he had reacted when he found out Scott and I were sleeping together made me think he would lose his mind if he knew I was pregnant with Scott’s child. He would kill him, literally kill him, and that was the last thing I needed. His judgments were harsh enough, but the punishment for the crime of doing something outside his order of things was not something I wanted to experience, not yet at least. I wanted to be secure in myself before I took on that emotional roller coaster.

When dinner was over, I thanked my father and gave him a hug, just glad to have survived the evening. I grabbed an Uber and headed over to Whitney’s house. She was waiting on me to finish up with my dad, thinking that I was going to tell him about the baby, but I had chickened out. As the car drove along, I stared out the window at the mountains in the Colorado skyline. I rarely took time anymore to just be there, to be present in my own surroundings. My mind was always blasting through at a million miles a minute, and there was always so much drama going on in my life. It was nice to be still for a moment, to take in the silence in the car. Of course, that silence only lasted until I walked into Whitney’s house.

“So, how did it go?” she asked.

“I didn’t tell him,” I said. “I chickened out and told him I wanted a year off from school instead. He took it pretty well, so I figured that was enough to spring on him in one night.”

“You okay?” 

“No,” I said. “I miss Scott, plain and simple. I miss that man every second of the day. I think about him when I wake up, all day long, and when I go to bed at night. I’m tired of the drama, of the fighting, of the forcing myself to stay away from him when he is standing there begging me to take him back.”

“You need to tell your dad you are pregnant,” Whitney said. “When he knows that it’s Scott’s baby, then the secret is out, and he has no real way of preventing you and him from being together.”

I scoffed. “You don’t know my father.”

“But at least then you could be free to make your own choices,” she said. “You can take the time to think about what you want and make it happen, and not on your father’s watch. He is the one thing standing in the way of you being completely at peace with this child, Cassie. Until he knows, you won’t ever feel comfortable with any of this.”

“Telling my father scares me even more than opening up to Scott,” I said. “At least with Scott, I know what I could possibly expect, but my father is going to lose it.”

“At first,” Whitney said. “But we talked about this. Eventually he will come around. He will want to be in that baby’s life. What about your mom?”

“You mean the woman who had maids and nannies raise me and then went jet-setting all over the world when I went to college? Yeah, she doesn’t care,” I said. “And she has no pull with my father. She never has. His word is stone. I’m terrified. After what he did when he found out about Scott and me in the first place, what he will do to him with this information? On top of that, my father, brute and mean as he is, is still the only true parent I have. I am terrified that this is going to completely break our relationship. I don’t want to lose my father in all of this. He is a damn stubborn man, and he will be until his last breath.”

“You have some serious issues with conversation,” Whitney said. “I’m pretty sure I am the only person in the world you feel comfortable telling anything to.”

“Pretty much,” I said.

“So, even if your dad disappears off the map, life will still go on,” she said. “You will still have a child to raise, a career to find, and a life to live—one that should be what you want, not what everyone else wants. If you want a family with Scott, a happily ever after with him, then you have to get over this fear of conversation. Otherwise, you will be torn apart because you can’t have an earnest talk with the father of your child. At that point, it is no longer his fault; it is yours. He is willing to talk, to do pretty much anything you need to be okay with being together, but you keep running in the opposite direction.”

“God,” I said, groaning as I plopped down on the couch. “I know. I know you’re right about this. I know my fear of talking things out has sprung from my father, and it’s now affecting everything else in my life. But I just don’t know how to handle it. After the other night, I don’t know if Scott will even want to talk to me now. I pretty much told him it was too late for a relationship. I mean, how many times can I say that before he finally gives up?”

“I don’t know,” Whitney said, sitting down next to me. “But you don’t want to wait to find that out.”

I nodded and leaned back, feeling even more upset and confused than before. If I went to him now with my heart in my hands, there was a good chance he would crush it. If I didn’t, though, I would never know if we could have been the happy family I really did want with him. 






Chapter 29

Scott

I felt better. I didn’t know why, but after my talk with Landon, I felt like there was hope for a future with my child and possibly even Cassie. I went to work with a bit of a new lease on life, getting through my work, thinking about the future of my child, and the future that we could all have as a family. When lunchtime came, I couldn’t wait any longer. I picked up my phone and walked off the site to a more private area and called her. I expected to get her voice mail, but to my surprise, she picked up the phone.

“Hello,” she said. 

“Hey,” I said, standing up straight. “I didn’t think you would answer.”

“I told you I would communicate with you for the baby, so I am answering,” she said. There was something lighter in her tone.

“How are you feeling?”

“Nauseous, tired, emotional,” she said. “All the things I’m supposed to be feeling, and I am miserable because of it. But all in all, I’m surviving, and that’s a good thing I suppose.”

“I’m sorry you are feeling bad,” I said. “Are you working?”

“I’m trying to get through the internship.” She sighed. “My father said he would sign off on it either way, but I feel obligated to do it. I don’t want to be handed something like that if I didn’t earn it.”

“That’s good, though I think I’d understand if you wanted to rest,” I said.

“Yeah, well, it is what it is.” 

“I’m on my lunch break, but I was calling to see what time your appointment is on Friday,” I said. “I’d really like to be there if that is okay with you.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I meant it that you could be at any appointment you wanted.”

“Great,” I said.

“It’s at nine that morning,” she said. “I’ll text you the address so you can meet me there.”

“Do you want me to pick you up?”

“No. I’ll be okay,” she said. “Probably better that you don’t. I don’t know what my father’s schedule is. I’ll just meet you there.”

I really wanted to push it, but I knew I shouldn’t. If I was going to work my way back into her life, I would need to let her make the choices. I would always offer, but I needed to respect her answer and not pressure her. Having her be in the car alone with me would be perfect, but I figured there was plenty of time for that. I needed to gain her trust before making any other moves. We had a relationship that went from zero to sixty in five seconds flat, and that obviously didn’t work out too well for us. Maybe slowing things down would help the situation.

“I’ll put in for time off then when I get back to work,” I said. “They’re pretty liberal with that kind of stuff since there is always someone looking for hours, so it shouldn’t be any problem at all.”

“Cool,” she said. “How do you like it over there?”

“It’s been great so far. No drama, just me coming to work, working, and then going home,” I said. “There’s no bullshit with the crew over here, and most of them are pretty seasoned.”

“I wish I could say the same for over here. Still a bunch of idiots with big mouths.”

I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure they will always be like that. It’s ingrained in them from birth by their fathers.”

“I’d like to have a word with their fathers then,” she joked dryly. “Maybe they can teach them how to actually get a job done instead of fucking around all the time on the site. I can’t wait until this whole internship is over with.”

“I feel you,” I said.

There was a pause, a long one, and everything in me wanted to tell her how much I loved and missed her. I wanted her to know what was in my heart, but I knew it would make a decent conversation awkward and uncomfortable. Telling her those things over the phone was not right anyway. She needed to see my face when I said them. Even more than that, she had to know by my actions that I felt that way. Otherwise, the words would be empty. We had definitely had enough words that we regretted over the last couple weeks, and I didn’t want to give either of us the opportunity to make it even worse. It was hard, though, I had to admit, to love someone like that and not be able to tell them. It was almost like torture in a way. But it was for the best, and I needed to stay the course. 

“So, I guess I will see you Friday then,” I said. “Maybe you can hook me up to that sonogram machine and see what my liver looks like.”

She laughed. “I don’t think it works that way.”

It was really good to hear her laugh.

“No? You think they’ll let me find out? I’ll let you use the paddles,” I said.

“Oh, lord,” she said. “I’m getting my child training early I see.”

“No.” I sighed. “I will behave.”

“You better.” She chuckled. “I’ll see you on Friday.”

“Okay,” I said. “See you then.”

I sat there with the phone pressed to my ear until I heard her hang up. I smiled and put the phone down, holding it tightly in my hand. I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased with the conversation or disappointed that she wanted to get off the phone. I needed to take the points where they were offered, even if I still felt terrible that I couldn’t take Cassie into my arms or tell her I loved her. As I went to put my phone back in my pocket and head back across the street to the site, it buzzed, and I picked it up quickly, thinking it was Cassie calling back.

“Hello?” I said excitedly.

“Hey, dude,” Landon said.

“Oh, hey,” I replied.

“You need to seriously sound more excited to hear from me.” He laughed. “Especially since I am calling you with news from my life.”

“Oh, boy,” I said. “Which girl punched you this time?”

“None. I actually only have two girls on the books right now, and they are the least of my concerns.”

“All right,” I said. “What’s up? What’s going down?”

“So, I just got into an argument with my boss,” he said. “And I quit my job right there on the spot. I told him to stick it up his ass.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s intense.”

“I know, right?” He laughed. “It felt so damn good too. I’m going to be reliving that one for a while.”

“So, what are you going to do now?”

“Well, I was thinking I could go out and get another shitty accounting job, be miserable doing taxes and hate my life, or I could make a change,” he said.

“Change can be good,” I replied. “I never understood why you went into accounting anyway.”

“So I didn’t have to hammer nails into boards and work on a construction site.” He laughed. “But it turns out that job seems light years above those pocket-protector-wearing douchebags.”

“You’re on a roll today,” I said. “First you quit, insulting your boss, and then you insult the entire race of your people.”

“Hey, they aren’t my people anymore,” he said. “I am officially in the land of the unemployed.”

“It sucks.”

“Well, let’s change that,” he said. “You ready to make those dreams come true and open up that hardware store? I mean, if the answer is no, that’s cool, but I figure you aren’t set in your ways of building big houses for the rich.”

“Holy shit, man,” I said, stopping in my tracks. “Are you fucking with me? Because if you’re fucking with me, I am not ashamed to knock the fuck out of my best friend. And if I remember correctly, it wouldn’t be the first time I punched you.”

“That was a bitch move when we were thirteen,” he said. “You came up behind me.”

“Still counts,” I said.

“No, I’m not fucking around with you. I’m dead serious,” he said. “I have the money saved up. You have money saved up. Let’s do this thing. We can start small and grow from there, you know? And my credit is decent, so if we need it in the future, we can take a loan out and expand. Seriously, I’m sick and tired of working for someone else. I am ready to take the trek with my best friend and become a business owner.”

“Dude, that is fucking fantastic news,” I said. “Like the best news I’ve gotten all day.”

“Good,” he said. “When do you want to get together and talk about everything?”

“How about tomorrow on our normal Wednesday drink night?” I asked. “I’ll bring the laptop that has the business plan on it, and we can discuss all the dirty details over some brews.”

“That sounds perfect, dude,” he said. “I’m going to take the rest of the day and do absolutely fucking nothing for the first time in years.”

“Sounds good. Don’t hesitate to start writing your ideas down though. We can go over all of that tomorrow night.”

“Will do,” he said. “Man, I am stoked for this, for both of us. It’s your dream, but, man, I am ready to be on board and make it happen.”

“I’m excited too, man,” I said, smiling. “I have to get back to the site though and finish out my shift.”

“Just know you won’t have to do that forever,” he said. 

“Sounds good, brother,” I said, hanging up the phone.

I smiled big as I turned off the phone and jogged back across the street. I grabbed a cup of coffee and my hard hat and went back to work. The entire time my emotions were all over the place, and I had to admit it was a little confusing. I wasn’t sure what I was allowed to feel and what I wasn’t allowed to feel. Everything had been so nuts lately that this was all overwhelming, to say the least. I didn’t expect Cassie to answer, or sound like she didn’t hate me, and I definitely didn’t expect to get a call from Landon like that. It was crazy how fast everything in my life was changing, especially after spending the last fourteen years in the same old grind day after day. 

I was hurt by the whole situation with Cassie, knowing there was a chance I would never have the family I wanted with her. At the same time, I was excited for what my life might become now that I had a business partner to start the hardware store with. It was almost like I felt guilty for celebrating the possible future and reaching my goals. I knew if things were different between Cassie and me, she would be extremely excited for me. I wanted to call her, to share the excitement with her, but it wasn’t the time. I would wait and tell her when I felt like she would be receptive to hearing it. Maybe on Friday when we went to the doctor’s appointment together. 

Either way, I needed to focus. Nothing was written in stone yet, but if Landon was for real, I could see my dreams coming to fruition possibly even before the baby was born. Who knew, maybe by the end of it all I would have everything I ever wanted, including Cassie in my arms. Only time would tell. 






Chapter 30

Cassie

I woke up extra early Friday morning with the same nerves I used to get on the first day of school. I took a shower and cleaned up well for the doctor. I had read several things online about these kinds of appointments, but I was nervous about it regardless. At the same time, it was imperative that I get it over with because I wanted to make sure everything was going as it was supposed to. It was my first prenatal appointment, but they would also be doing a sonogram, and hopefully we would get to see the baby. Scott was going to be there, and I was both nervous and kind of excited to see him, though I would never tell him that. It would be the first time we had seen each other since I had told him we couldn’t be together. I knew there were going to be some mixed feelings about everything, especially since we were going to be seeing our child, together, for the first time. 

I grabbed an Uber and headed over to the doctor’s office, not feeling well enough to drive myself. The last thing I wanted was to show up covered in my own vomit because I was too busy driving to keep my nausea in check. When we pulled up, nerves rose up into my chest. Scott’s car was already out front, and when I walked in, he looked up from his magazine and smiled at me. I had to admit I was a bit surprised that he had beat me there and was waiting patiently for me in the waiting room. I assumed he was trying to make a good impression, which he had accomplished. I nodded at him as I walked to the counter and smiled at the nurse.

“Hi,” she said happily. 

“Hi. Um, I’m Cassie West. I’m here for my nine o’clock appointment.”

“Your first prenatal,” she said excitedly. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” I smiled. 

“Will you have anyone with you?”

“Yes, the father, Scott Davis,” I said. 

“Great. Here are a few forms. Fill those out, bring them back up, and we will get you right back,” she said, handing me a clipboard and a pen.

I filled out all my paperwork and waited by the door with Scott. He looked so hot, and he winked at me like he used to. It was his charm in full effect, and I had to say, it made me feel better about everything that was going on. 

The called me back almost immediately, and Scott nudged me in the side as we walked past a medical poster of a uterus. I looked at him, and he looked back with a terrified face. I had to hold my laughter in, not wanting to make a bad impression the first time I came to see the doctor. When we got into the room, Scott turned around so that I could get the gown on. He walked over and tied the tie at my neck since I couldn’t reach. I looked over my shoulder at him and smiled just as the doctor walked into the room. 

“Good morning, Cassie,” he said with a smile. “I am Doctor Abraham, and I will be your attending physician for your pregnancy. Let’s start out with me answering any questions you might have.”

We went through several questions, including ones on what to do with the nausea and with the fact that I was always exhausted. Scott sat to the side, smiling comfortingly and listening to the doctor talk about the future appointments. When we were done, Doctor Abraham did a quick pelvic exam.

“Everything looks good so far,” he said. “We’re going to take you over to get your sonogram done and some blood tests. Then you can be on your way. Please don’t hesitate to call us with any questions or concerns you might have.”

“Thank you.” I smiled and shook his hand. 

The nurse took us back to the sonogram station and got me all set up. As she moved the wand around, Scott’s eyes grew big, and without evening thinking about it, we grabbed each other’s hand. On the screen was our baby, no bigger than a bean, all comfy cozy inside. I could feel a warmth in my chest, and I glanced over at Scott and saw a tear form in the corner of his eye. 

I turned away as we finished up, not wanting him to know I saw his emotion. He smiled unabashedly, letting go of my hand and helping me off the table. The nurse walked us back to the other room where they drew some blood and gave me about a million different pamphlets. I felt a bit dizzy after they took my blood, so Scott helped me get my clothes back on. The entire time he was quiet and calming. There just weren’t any words to say that seemed right. It was incredibly emotional.

“You need to set up your next appointment?” he asked, walking me back to the lobby. 

“I should,” I said. “I won’t remember to call if I don’t.”

He walked me over to the nurse’s station and stood there as I made the appointment. I tried to schedule it during his lunch break but didn’t tell him that. He was there, and that meant a lot, so the least I could do was help make it easier for him to continue to come to the appointments without having to miss too much work. When we were done, he walked me outside. 

“You didn’t drive?” he asked.

“No. I took an Uber,” I said.

“Would you like me to give you a ride home? It’s no trouble,” he said. “I took the rest of the day off because I wasn’t sure how long it would take.”

“If it’s not too much trouble, then yeah, sure. I’d really like that,” I said. 

“Perfect,” he said, reaching out his hand. 

He helped me out into the parking lot and opened my door for me, holding my hand until I was inside. He shut the door and climbed into the driver’s seat, looking over at me with a charming smile. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had such a peaceful time with each other. It was long before the drama had started, that was for sure. 

“So how are things with you?” I asked, making an effort.

“Actually, really good.” He smiled. “Beyond seeing that beautiful baby, something else really good happened.”

“What?” I asked, smiling and raising my eyebrows.

“Well, Landon and I have been talking a lot, and he has decided that he wants to be my partner in the hardware business,” he said. “We met on Wednesday, went over all the financials—which we more than met—ideas for legal entities, and we started laying out a plan to get going on everything.”

“Wow,” I said. “Scott, that is really amazing, honestly. It’s been so long that you have been working toward that. I’m really happy for you.”

“Thanks,” he said, looking at me with a grin.

I was in shock. I didn’t think I would hear that from him for a long time, especially after getting fired from my father’s company not that long ago. Everything in his life was starting to work out, and instead of feeling any animosity toward him, I was genuinely happy for him. He deserved that. He had been working on it for over a decade, and when everything happened between us, he thought it would never come to fruition.

“What does Landon do now?” I asked.

“Well, he was an accountant,” he said, “but he has hated it since day one and finally got into it with his boss the other day and quit on the spot. He knew I had been really trying to make things work, and I had mentioned it to him before, but I never thought he would want to go through with joining me in the business.”

“That is awesome,” I said. “And you won’t need to hire an accountant. He can do it all for you.”

“I know.” He chuckled. “He’s a one-stop shop.”

“Well congrats,” I said. “That’s really awesome.”

I looked down at my hands, feeling awkward. I didn’t know what else to say to him other than congratulations. Everything in me wanted to reach over and hug him, be incredibly excited for him, but we weren’t a couple anymore. I had to remember to keep boundaries even though I really didn’t want those boundaries to be there. It was confusing and stressful, but that didn’t make me want to be away from Scott. It actually made me want to be even closer to him, to feel his arms wrapped around me and all the comfort that brought me.

“Can I ask you a question?” he said.

“Sure,” I replied.

“I haven’t received any death threats or sniper fire, so I was wondering if you had told your dad about the baby yet.”

I sighed. “No, I haven’t. It hasn’t felt like the right time. Not that there will ever be a good time to tell my father I’m pregnant.”

“And with my baby. I’m sorry you have to go through that. I thought about calling my aunt, who was like a second mother to me, and telling her, but I figured I would wait until after the first appointment.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” I said as he pulled up my driveway to the gate.

“Do you want me to drop you off here?”

“No. The code is 65289,” she said. “My dad is away on business all weekend, so you can drive up the driveway.”

“No booby traps?” 

I laughed. “No booby traps.” 

He pulled around to the front of the house and got out of the car, walked around, and opened my door. He reached down and took my hand, pulling me out. I tripped, and he caught me in his arms, our faces only inches apart. We stared at each other for a moment, and I cleared my throat, backing up.

“Thank you for bringing me home,” I said. “Much better than riding with a stranger.”

“No problem,” he replied. “I can always pick you up or drop you off.”

“I appreciate it.” 

“If you need anything, I want you to know you can call or text me no matter what time it is,” he said.

“I will remember that at three in the morning when I am craving pickles and ice cream.” I chuckled and tilted my head.

He smiled. “Please do.” 

I thought about inviting him in. In fact, I almost did. Then I hesitated. It was awkward, but I didn’t really want it to end. It was the first time in a long time that I was smiling and laughing with Scott. It felt right, especially with our baby growing in my belly.

“Well, I’ll see you at your next appointment,” he said. “Call me anytime.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks again.”

I walked up to the house and opened the door, turning around and waving at him as he drove away. There was sadness in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want him to leave. He had gone out of his way that day to be as attentive and interested as possible, and I had even seen the emotion in his eyes when we saw the baby for the first time. He was being such a good guy, and it reminded me of the man I fell in love with, the one I made the beautiful baby in my belly with. Maybe things would work out one day. Only time would tell.






Chapter 31

Scott

The radio was on, the music was playing, and my window was rolled down, letting the warm summer air flow through the car. It was a beautiful freaking night, and I couldn’t stop thinking about Cassie and that smile. She had been on my mind non-stop since I took her to the doctor, and as I was driving home from my Uber route that gorgeous night, all I wanted was to have her by my side. I knew it was silly to torture myself, but that night I was feeling free and wild. I thought about her at her parent’s house, all curled up on her bed wearing nothing but panties and a T-shirt. 

That was when it dawned on me. Cassie’s dad wasn’t going to be home until Sunday or Monday, which meant she was home all alone, and I remembered the gate keycode. I turned down the music and bit my lip, trying to decide whether I was brave enough. What was the worst that could happen? She could turn me away, but it wouldn’t be any different than the several times before.

“Fuck it,” I said, turning the music back up and steering the car toward Cassie’s house. 

I pulled up to the gate and put in the combination, hoping it didn’t change from day to day. When the iron gates started to slide open, I smiled, giving myself a mental high five. I pulled up in front of the house and turned off the car, looking up at the one light on in the house on the upper floor. It must have been Cassie’s room, but I hoped there wasn’t anyone else there. It looked like the staff had all gone home for the night, which was good because I didn’t want any witnesses running back to Mark. I got out of the car and rang the doorbell, looking around until the door opened.

“Scott,” Cassie said, looking surprised. “What are you doing here?”

I didn’t say a word, just walked straight inside, turned around, grabbed her by the arms, and kissed her as deeply as I could. She was stiff at first but quickly melted into me, and her breath began to quicken as my tongue swirled around in her mouth. I was the alpha like I had always been when it came to passion and lust between us, and there was no way she could resist it because I knew she still had feelings for me. Feeling her close to me, tasting her lips, smelling the sweet scent of the lavender in her hair put my skin on edge. The hair was standing up on the back of my neck, and I could feel how powerfully strong the attraction between us was. I was incredibly turned on, and all I could think about was getting her naked and feeling the warmth of her wet pussy.

 It felt like a million years since I had touched her, felt her in my arms, taken her into me, and I didn’t want it to ever end. I wasn’t going to let it end. I wanted her in my life, and I wanted her in it for good. No more games. No more heartbreak. Just the two of us. 

Her hands rolled up my sides and over my chest, her fingertips digging into my skin. She whimpered into my mouth, turning me on even more. I could tell she wanted me. She wanted me as much as I wanted her. Just knowing that made my dick hard, and I pressed my stomach forward, grinding my cock against her. She reached down and ran her hands over the bulge in my pants. I groaned into her, pulling her forward, closer to me. She was waiting for me to make the next move, to be the alpha, to take her however I wanted. But what I wanted was to turn her on so much that she couldn’t wait any longer, that she begged me for more. I leaned down and kissed her neck, moving my lips up to her ear.

“You know you were made for me,” I whispered. “Your body, every curve, every shiver, it was all made for me. You can’t deny it. No one can. It’s time I took you. It’s time we cut out all the bullshit and you become mine once and for all. No more running, Cassie. Your lips belong against mine, and this big, thick shaft belongs inside you.”

She whimpered, barely able to move. I smiled and leaned down, picking her up and cradling her in my arms. She wrapped her arms around my neck and ran her lips over me. Then she turned her head and pointed me up the large staircase and down the hall to her bedroom. I opened the door and kicked it shut behind us before walking over to the bed and laying her gently down. I reached up and unbuttoned her shorts, carefully pulling them over her perfect, soft curves. She looked up at me with dark eyes, lying there in a tank top and panties, her nipples hard and poking through her top. She sat up slightly and pulled her shirt off, letting her breasts fall out and bounce up and down. I bit my bottom lip and stood back to take off my shorts and shirt. I rubbed my hand up and down the bulge in my boxers. 

Slowly, I reached forward, grabbed the edges of her panties, and pulled them down and off, tossing them to the side. She was so sexy lying there naked, her legs pressed together, her body sprawled out in front of me, waiting for me to take it. I ran my hand up her thigh and bent forward, pressing my lips against hers, feeling her breathing heavily beneath me. I could taste the sweetness on her lips and smell the need pulsing through her veins. It was erotic, lustful, and I was more than ready to pleasure her in every way I possibly could. 

I moved down her body, kissing the side of her neck, the crevasse of her shoulder, the top of her breast, and down over her nipples. I pulled a hard nipple into my mouth, listening to her moan as I swirled my tongue around it. She was more sensitive there than before, and I loved hearing the tones in her voice as it echoed through her room. I flicked my tongue against her over and over before pulling my lips away and moving down her body. I lingered over her belly, rubbing my hands over it, kissing it gently with my lips. She arched her back and pulled her fingers through my hair, wanting more. I lay down on my stomach and pushed her thighs far apart, looking down at her glistening pink pussy.

I pushed two fingers inside her and flicked the tips, pulling a high-pitched scream from her chest. I growled, putting my face down into her folds and moving my lips through her juices. She was so wet, wetter than I had ever felt her before. She gripped tightly to my hair as my tongue flicked against her clit, my mouth following it up with a high-pressured kiss. She squirmed and moaned, digging her fingers into my head, thrusting her hips upward and swirling her beautiful mound against my mouth. She was going crazy, teetering on the edge of ecstasy, so I tipped the scales and sent her flying over the edge. She cried out, her chest arching into the air as she climaxed, her juices running down my fingers and her body shaking with passion.

I rubbed her clit with my fingers as she absorbed every vibration from her orgasm before falling back onto the bed, breathing heavily. I pulled off my boxers and climbed up over her, pulling her leg up to my side. She moaned as the tip of my bulging cock rubbed through her pussy and over her clit, sending heat from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet. I grabbed my shaft and slowly pushed into her, letting her wetness envelop me. She groaned, closing her eyes and grabbing my back, pulling me in deeper and deeper. She looked up at me with passion in her eyes.

“Fuck me hard,” she said. 

“Yeah?” I said, thrusting hard against her and stopping. “Like that?”

She moaned. “Yes,” she said. “Faster.”

I gripped her waist and bit my lip, thrusting my hips forward over and over. She leaned up on her arms, throwing her head back and growling as I fucked her deep and hard, just like she asked for. Heat gathered low in my belly as my body slammed forward and back again. I wanted to push every inch of myself inside her. I wanted to feel her soul wrapped around me as we gave in to the lust neither one of us had forgotten. I slowed my pace and leaned forward, kissing her lips gently and wrapping my arm around her waist. I pulled out and flipped her over on her stomach before reaching forward and helping her up to her knees. I rose up on mine and moved forward, pressing my forehead against the back of her head as the distance between us diminished. 

She reached behind her and grabbed my cock, pushing it inside her and moaning as she threw her head back onto my shoulder. I wrapped one arm around her chest, massaging her breasts, and slid the other around her waist and down between her legs. Immediately our bodies began to move in sync, her hips moving up and down, my cock slowly moving through her wetness. She moaned as my fingers rubbed her clit, pushing her toward another climax. The sound of her whimpering echoed throughout my head, and I knew I wasn’t far behind. As she grew closer, her movements became faster, rougher, until I was thrusting hard and deep over and over. She cried out as I rubbed circles around her clit, feeling her soft skin against my hand. 

“Fuck,” she whispered breathlessly, reaching down and pressing against my hand.

I growled as she began to shake against me, her body convulsing and writhing. Her pussy tightened around my cock, and her juices exploded down my shaft, dripping over my balls. I tilted my head forward and nibbled on her shoulder as I erupted in an orgasm. I thrust into her and let out a groan, my cock releasing my hot seed deep inside her. I pulsed my hips slowly until every wave of ecstasy had been extinguished. I pulled out and turned her head to the side, kissing her lips. She lay down in the bed and curled into a ball, reaching for me. 

I lay next to her and wrapped my arms around her. She gripped tightly to my wrist, and I smiled, leaned forward, and kissed the side of her head, taking in a deep breath of her shampoo. I lifted my head back up and realized she had already fallen asleep with a small smile on her lips. I pulled the blankets up over her and got comfortable next to her, feeling completely enamored by the woman in my arms. I was feeling triumphant for bringing Cassie back into my life, and I hoped that in the morning she still felt the same way. She and that baby were everything, everything I ever needed and wanted. I would never let either one of them go, and I would do everything I could to keep them happy, safe, and secure. They were my future.






Chapter 32

Cassie

The sun peeked in through my long, thick drapes, sending light throughout my room. I groaned, turned over, and snuggled in deeper, taking in a deep breath of Scott’s cologne. I opened my eyes, remembering he had been there, that I had fallen asleep in his big strong arms. But where he fell asleep, he no longer lay. I turned over and sat up slightly, looking around the room. His shirt was still slung over the chair, and as I went to get up, the door creaked open and in he walked carrying a tray with tea on it. 

“Good morning,” he said, smiling as he walked over and set the tray on the nightstand. “Don’t get up just yet. Let the nausea subside some. I brought you some tea and a couple pieces of toast. It’s ginger tea. I read that ginger is good for morning sickness, and one way to combat the full-on effects is to nibble on something before you get out of bed. The toast will soak up some of those acids in your stomach and give it something to digest. As far as the ginger, I don’t know why it calms the stomach, but everything I read said it’s the best all-natural cure for morning sickness. We can pick up some fresh ginger or pickled ginger, and you can eat it when you are feeling ill.”

“How do you know all that?” I asked, taking a piece of toast.

“Well, I have two pregnancy books at home, and the rest I read on forums online,” he said. “I wouldn’t suggest you read the forums. They will scare the shit out of you.” 

I smiled. “Noted.”

I couldn’t believe he knew all of that, or that he had been doing research to understand my pregnancy better. I couldn’t imagine him sitting in his house reading pregnancy books and digesting the information. I hadn’t done anything like that yet. Hell, I hadn’t even read the pamphlets they sent me home with from the doctor’s office. He sat down next to me on the bed and brushed my hair out of my eyes, smiling at me.

“The summer is nearly over,” he said. “When do you leave to go back to school?”

“I’m not. Not right now anyway,” I said. “I told my dad I wanted to take a year off from school. I didn’t tell him I was pregnant though. I thought one shock at a time would be better. I told him I needed to figure out my life, what I wanted to do with it, and then decide whether I was on the right path for college. I don’t want to be in construction.”

“How did he take it?”

“Relatively well actually. As far as the pregnancy, I wanted to be solid in where I stood, where we stood, before I told him. I’ve thought about it a lot, and the fact is, I don’t want to be a single mother. I want to raise this baby with you, as a family. I know I could do it alone if I really had to, but in the back of my mind, I was hoping we would work out. My biggest fear is how my father will react when he finds out. I want it to come from me, or us even, not from someone like Carl or the other people who like to stick their noses in other people’s business. This has to be handled gently. I mean, you know my father. Things like this are his worst nightmare. I’m scared he won’t approve of you, or us, or even us as a family.”

“I need you to stop worrying about things like that,” he said, kissing my forehead. “Even if the worst happens and he doesn’t approve of us, we will make it work. I hate to say it, and I mean no disrespect in the matter, but I don’t care what your father thinks. I care about what you think and what we think as a couple, because we are the ones who have to live this life.”

“I know.” I sighed. “I just wish it could go smoothly and not be a battle between us. He is my father, and with my mother always gone, he is the only other person besides you and Whitney who has always had my back.”

“I understand that, but you have to live for yourself at some point,” he said. “I know my worth. It’s something I didn’t give myself credit for last time around. We will be able to make a life for ourselves, and a good one, without his help. Even if the store thing never came to fruition, I would work construction every day if it meant you and that baby had everything you needed. I am no stranger to responsibility or taking care of the ones I love, no matter what.”

“I know you’re not.” I rubbed my hand over his cheek. “You are a saint for taking care of your mother for so many years. I don’t want you to always have that kind of burden.”

“It’s not a burden when you are doing it out of your own free will.”

“I’m just sad. That’s all,” I said, putting down my tea. “I love my dad despite all his shortcomings. You are right, though. I need to start doing what is best for me, for us, and for the baby. I can’t live under my father’s thumb for the rest of my life, and he is going to have to face the fact that I am not his little girl anymore. I am a grown woman with aspirations and dreams, and they don’t always fit with his.”

“I know this has to be hard on you,” he said softly. “I know your father is pretty much all you have as far as parents, especially with your mother having been away for so long. But this is important. It would be much better to tell him sooner instead of later. The sooner he knows about it, the more time he has to process everything. I want him to be a part of your life and this baby’s life, but if he makes it impossible, then that is on him. Once you tell him the truth, the ball is in his court, just like it was with me.”

I knew he was right, no matter how bad it pained me to realize it. I needed to tell my father, and I needed to do so before I got so far along that hiding the pregnancy would be impossible. He would need time. I already knew that. This wasn’t the kind of news he would see coming. This would blindside him, but I figured it was probably better that way. He would be caught off guard and not have the time to come up with a plan to ruin this for us. My father sounded like a terrible man, but I knew deep down he had my best interest at heart. He just couldn’t seem to remember what being in love was like. 

“My father is coming back from his trip today,” I said. “I say we do it tonight. We can talk to him about us, then about the baby, and finally about the future and what that all means. I’ve known my father my whole life, and he has always made his choices by figuring out the best possible outcome for the people he loves. I am the most important person to him, and he won’t want to lose me. Will you do that for me? Will you come and sit down with him?”

“You know your father better than anyone, and if you think that is the best way to handle this, then of course I will come with you,” he said. “We are a team now, a family in the making, and you don’t ever have to handle any of these things on your own again. You jump, I jump. Okay?”

“Thank you.” I said. “That means a lot, knowing I don’t have to face all of this by myself. I’m so glad you came over last night, that you decided enough was enough. I want you to know that my top priorities are this baby and you and transitioning us through all of this in the best way possible.”

“I know that,” he said. “I’ve always known that, even when I was trying to convince myself of the opposite.”

“I’m worried about ruining your life again,” I said. “You have done so much to get to where you are. You got a new job, you found a partner for your business, and you finally got us back together. My father is an angry man, and I don’t want to see him do what he did a couple weeks ago.”

“He won’t,” he said. “He won’t because he can no longer keep us apart, and not only because of the baby, but because we have a bond that can’t be broken now.”

“You’re right,” I said with a sigh. “I just don’t want to lose him in the process. It has to be done though. Every second we wait is another second he could be accepting it, moving forward, and being the man I hope my father truly is. You and I will never be at peace and ready to tackle a family if we keep hiding from him. We shouldn’t have to hide our love for each other or the love for our child.”

“For now,” Scott said, taking the toast and setting it down on the tray, “let’s enjoy the rest of the morning just being together.”

I smiled and curled up next to him, pulling the blankets over me and resting my head on his chest. It felt so good to be with him, to feel him close to me. I had missed him more than I could have known I would, and he was finally back in my life. I was going to tell my father that night, and I was going to stand my ground. Not only did I need Scott in my life, but our child would need him too. This was non-negotiable in every way imaginable. 

We spent the morning cuddling in my bed, trying desperately to keep our minds off what was going to happen that night. Then we threw on our clothes and headed to Scott’s house, figuring it was probably best that we weren’t there when my father arrived. I had to be careful about how we handled this, and being there curled up in bed together was not the answer. Besides, getting out of my father’s house and relaxing with Scott was exactly what I needed to keep the anxiety at bay. I knew it was unhealthy for me to go through this kind of stress, but it had to be done. There was no way I couldn’t be a part of it. I wasn’t going to let Scott face the wolf on his own. He would get torn apart. 






Chapter 33

Scott

We stayed cuddled up at my house for as long as we could on Sunday, neither of us wanting to face Mark with the news. It was important though, and it was better to rip the Band-Aid off than to slowly let him in on the secret. Cassie received a text from her father around three that let her know he had arrived home safely. She showed me the text, and I nodded at her, rubbing my hands over her back. We dressed in nicer clothes and fixed ourselves up before heading out to the house. The car ride over was silent, and Cassie sat there grasping my hand tightly, relying on me for support. 

She cracked her window and breathed in the warm summer night air as we pulled up to the gate and headed down the driveway. I parked the car and sat there for a minute, looking over at her to see her expression. She looked terrified, and I didn’t blame her. My nerves were on end as well. 

“Hey,” I said, smiling. “This is going to be okay. I am right here with you, and I will not leave you alone in this. We are a team, okay?”

“Yeah,” she said and smiled.

I got out of the car and walked around to open her door and help her out. She clung to me for dear life, and I held her hand tightly as we made our way up to the front door. By the time I reached the top steps, my breathing had escalated and my mind was running faster than my thoughts could catch up. I looked over at Cassie, grabbing her hand before she knocked.

“I want to ask you one last time,” I said. “You are one hundred percent sure that you want me here with you? I don’t want to make matters worse.”

“You won’t,” she said. “We are a family, and we will share whatever burden my father brings down on us. You are my family now, and though he is too, you are my future, and the future father of this baby. I want him to see that you are my partner and that I won’t back down from this.”

“I will always be there for you no matter what,” I said. “We can make it through this, and when we do, we will all be stronger for it.”

“Absolutely,” she said. “You ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” 

She reached up and rang the doorbell, then dropped her hand and grabbed mine tightly. The wait at the front door felt like it was an eternity, and when the sound of Mark’s shoes tapping across his marble foyer echoed in my ears, my heart pounded faster. Cassie looked up at me and smiled, tightening her grip on my hand. We both looked forward as Mark slowly pulled open the door and stared out at Cassie. 

“Cassie,” he said. “Why didn’t you just use your key?”

“Father, we need to talk to you,” she said. “This is very important, and I need you to take a deep breath before you react.”

He looked confused and shifted his focus over to me, and his jaw clenched. Slowly, his eyes trailed down between us to our hands clasped tightly. I was afraid she would fold and pull her hand away, but she didn’t. She stood strong by my side, grasping my hand even tighter. I took in a deep breath and looked over at Cassie and then back at Mark.

“Sir,” I said, nodding my head in greeting. “It’s good to see you again.”

“What the hell is this? You two come knocking on my door after I have been gone all weekend? What in the world changed in that short amount of time? I knew I should have never let you stay home without someone looking out for you,” he said. 

“Father, stop,” Cassie said firmly. “This is not up for debate. We came here to talk to you like adults. There is no reason, if you respect me, to blow up before you even hear us out. You and I have always been able to talk to each other, and I really need this to be one of those moments that you open up and let us talk, regardless of the fact that Scott is here.”

I looked back as a truck pulled up in the driveway and the landscaping crew jumped out, getting things ready to do their work. The head guy waved at us from the driveway, and I nodded as Cassie smiled and Mark waved back. We turned back to Mark and stared at him, waiting for him to make a decision. 

“We can talk right here if that is really what you want,” Cassie said.

“No.” He sighed, moving to the side. “There’s no reason to get so upset.”

Cassie smiled sweetly at me, and we walked into the house. I thought it was strange that he had a change of heart so quickly, but it could have been for other reasons. One thing I knew about Cassie’s dad was that he was an incredibly private man when it came to his family. In his entire career, even being one of the richest men in the country, he had never been known for a scandal. He kept his secrets close to his chest and somehow managed to keep the bad quiet every time. It was amazing what a large check could do in a small town like ours. He could buy just about anyone’s secrecy without much fuss at all.

“Let’s go into the living room,” he grumbled. Then he looked at the maid. “You can take a break, Melinda.”

“Gracias,” she said, bowing her head and smiling at Cassie as if they knew each other well.

I looked around as I walked through the big open front room and into the living room. There were pictures all over the walls of Cassie, her mother—who looked just like her—and the family all together. I wasn’t sure how I had managed to miss all of those when I was there earlier that day, but my mind had been preoccupied with other things at the time. When we walked into the room, I stood next to Cassie, and her father strolled over to the window and stared out at the perfectly manicured backyard, complete with an in-ground swimming pool and pool house in the distance. 

“Father, why don’t you sit down,” Cassie said.

“No. I think I’d rather stand,” he said, his eyes still fixed out the window.

“Fine,” Cassie said with a sigh. “Scott and I are here to tell you that we have made the decision that, against your better judgment, we are going to be in a relationship. Now, you made it perfectly clear when you fired him from the company that you do not approve of us being together, but that is something that is not your choice. This is my life, our life now, and I will live it how I please, whether it is down the route you wanted it to go or not. At some point, you are going to have to let go of the idea of always being in charge.”

“I knew you were a strong-minded girl when you were born,” he said, not looking at us. “You have the fire and spirit of your mother, never wanting to take advice, never wanting to do things the right way, never wanting to make choices that are actually in your own best interest. For a moment there, when you came home, I really thought you were serious about changing your future, pursuing something that had long-term viability, doing your family proud and carrying on the legacy that I built, but that was short lived. So, this is what you are deciding? To throw away your life on some random guy with no real future ahead of him? And if so, what did you even come here to ask me? It is obvious that you are going to do whatever you want no matter how I feel about it.”

“I didn’t come here to ask permission,” Cassie said. “I came here to tell you, to talk to you about it, to try to keep you in my life. You think Scott is just some random guy, some fling that will be over and done with in the blink of an eye, but you are wrong. If you think I would change everything for something like that, then you don’t really know me at all. The truth is, this is no fling. I love this man, and I am prepared to spend the rest of my life trying to make up for what you did to him.”

Cassie’s words surprised me. I knew we were back together, but I didn’t know she was so in love with me. It was the first time I had heard the words come out of her mouth. It was strange considering we had spent our entire relationship hiding from other people. To be open and out about it was like taking things to a whole new level. I smiled at Cassie as she pulled the sonogram from her pocket and held it in her hands. Her father was still not looking at her, but she was about to get his attention.

“And then there is this,” she said, tapping him on the shoulder and handing him the picture of the baby. “I’m pregnant. I thought you would want to know being that you are pretty much my only parent since Mom has disappeared from our lives. You will be the only grandfather this child has since Scott’s father passed away years ago.”

He looked down at the picture and walked over to the chair, plopping down and grasping the paper in his hands. He sat there silently, staring, and I walked over to Cassie and rubbed my hand over her back. This was hard for her, but I was hoping that picture was what it was going to take to snap him out of his selfish stance toward her and us. However, the longer he sat there, the more his expression changed. He went from straight-faced and calm to red-faced and livid in about three seconds flat. His hands shook as he clutched the picture of the baby. He whispered something, and we both stepped forward.

“What, Daddy?” Cassie said.

“I said get out,” he said calmly. Then he yelled. “Get the fuck out of my house, both of you!”

The calm smile disappeared from Cassie’s face, and she walked over to her father, grabbed the sonogram picture, and turned back to me. I sighed and followed behind her as she left the house and her father, who had nothing constructive to say at all. We walked out of the front doors and straight to the car, where I opened her door quickly and helped her inside. When I got in the driver’s seat, she looked at me, tears glistening in the corners of her eyes. Immediately, she started to sob, shaking her head and leaning forward into my arms. 

“I can’t believe him,” she cried. “Not even the baby was enough to sway him.”

“Give him time,” I said, running my fingers through her hair. “It’s a shock to him like it was to you and to me. Let the idea settle, and if you still haven’t heard back from him in a week, we will come back. Okay? It’s not good for you to be this upset.”

“All right,” she said with a sniffle. “You’re right. I expected this reaction. Now I just have to wait and see.”

I really hoped I was right. Cassie’s future happiness depended on it.






Chapter 34

Cassie

I decided to start staying with Scott. That was where I felt the most comfortable, and he liked to have me close. On Monday morning, we both got up, dressed, showered, and got ready for the day ahead. I felt wiped out after confronting my father the night before, but like Whitney said, life continued to go on and I had to as well, or else I was going to get left behind. I had to admit it was nice to have breakfast with Scott and kiss him good-bye before going our separate ways to work. 

The day itself was nice and quiet. The guys on the crew were getting work done for once, but I knew that had something to do with us being behind and everyone’s jobs being threatened. Bill was happy to see me there and sent me on my rounds of the site. Everyone was quiet and content. Even Carl didn’t say much to me. I assumed my father had told Carl how it was after he ratted me out and either threatened his livelihood or paid him off to leave me alone. Either way, it was nice to no longer worry about getting caught alone with him since he made a beeline in the opposite direction of wherever I was walking. I wasn’t particularly fond of the job, but it got me out of the house and got my blood pumping, which was good at that stage of my pregnancy.

I wished I could say the whole experience was worry free, but it wasn’t. I knew my father was on the warpath. There was no way he couldn’t be. He would have known from the morning briefing that I had decided to go to work. I was looking over my shoulder all day, wondering if he was going to show up out of the blue and fire me, or worse, yell at me in front of everyone and spill my secret to the people who worked for me. It was stressful hiding out in the different stations and peaking around the corner every time a truck pulled up out front. Happily, though, he never did show up to fire me or even talk to me at all. Maybe Scott was right. Maybe giving him some space to think things through was exactly what my father needed to come to terms with what was going on.

I barely made it through the rest of the day. I was exhausted, and it felt like instead of getting better, I was getting more and more tired every day. By the end of the day, I was ready to go back to Scott’s house and crawl into his bed and take a nap. I hailed an Uber, having left my car at my dad’s, and headed back to my new temporary home. While we drove through town and toward the house, I let my thoughts loose in my head. I started to question whether I had made the right decision to tell my father. Maybe I was too quick to jump on the horse and should have given it more time to establish a solid base in my relationship first. What was done was done, though, and there was no going back. My father knew. Soon my mother would know. It would spread like wildfire from there on out. 

When we pulled up to the house, I paid the driver and got out, then noticed a strange car parked in the driveway behind Scott’s. Not only was he home early, but he had someone in the house with him. For a moment my stomach flipped, but then I reminded myself how much Scott cared about me and that he would never do something like cheat on me. I was being emotional and paranoid, two things that had become staples since I’d gotten pregnant—a two things that were driving me absolutely nuts inside my own head. 

I stopped and grabbed the mail out of the box for Scott and headed up to the house. I took my boots off outside because they were so muddy from the site and then walked inside. I put my bag on the hook by the door and yawned, trying to wake myself up. If there was a guest here, I didn’t want them to think I was rude, but I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. It was getting harder and harder to keep up a normal routine, and not having my things in one place didn’t help. I couldn’t go back to my father’s though, so I would have to make do with what I had and get the rest when the time was right. In the meantime, I had some clothes and things at Whitney’s house I could bring over. 

“I’m home,” I yelled from the front of the house as I walked into the living room. 

I stopped and smiled, staring at an older woman sitting on the couch. She stood up and smiled big, looking over as Scott came out of the kitchen with a couple glasses of iced tea. He smiled at me, and we all stood there awkwardly for several moments. Finally, Scott snapped out of it and put down the drinks and walked over to me, wrapping his arms around me and hugging me tightly.

“Hey,” he said. “You okay? You look exhausted.”

“I’m okay.” I smiled. “Just a long, strenuous day at work.” 

“Hear anything from your father?” he asked. 

“No,” I said, shaking my head and glancing over at the woman. “He stayed away from the site today, and he hasn’t called me at all.”

“He will,” Scott said. “Don’t worry. It’s only been one night.”

“I know,” I said, kissing him on the cheek.

“But now that you are home, I want you to meet someone,” he said excitedly and pulled me over to the couch. “This is Aunt Ida. After my father died, she was a staple in my household. She has been like a second mother to me my entire life. She lives down the street from the house I grew up in and lived at until my mother passed away a couple years ago. I think you will find that the two of you have similar, stubborn personalities. She is one of the most important people in the world to me and one of my last living relatives. Aunt Ida, this is my girlfriend, Cassie, the one I have been telling you about all afternoon.”

“My sweet Cassie,” she said, walking over to me. “It is so good to meet you.”

She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tightly, and I couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of both happiness and jealousy. I didn’t have anyone in my life I was that close to, not anyone who would have given Scott that kind of greeting without knowing him. This woman was the typical older aunt who I could tell didn’t have any children of her own. She was petite with the same striking blue eyes as Scott, and she smelled like apples and cinnamon. 

“It’s nice to meet you too,” I said.

“Scott has never introduced me to a woman in his life before.” She giggled and took my hand, pulling me over to sit down. “You must be a very special young lady. He told me all about you, your schooling, how smart you are, and how much he loves you.”

I looked at Scott, who was both smiling and blushing with embarrassment. I had never seen him interact with anyone like he did with her, and I found it sweet and endearing. I could tell this woman was the most important family member he had, and I started to feel special to be able to meet her. Scott walked over and leaned down to my ear.

“Do you have the picture with you?”

“Oh,” I said. “Hold on one second. I put it on the dresser before I left for work. I didn’t want it to get wrinkled.”

I stood up and walked into the bedroom, grabbing the sonogram off the desk and smiling down at the sweet little baby in the picture. I held it to my chest and walked back into the living room. I handed it over to Scott and stood, waiting to see what the reaction would be. I was so used to the reaction being negative that I held my breath.

“Aunt Ida, we have some news,” Scott said proudly, handing over the picture. “We are going to be parents.”

“Oh my God, are you serious?” she exclaimed. “Oh God, look at that precious little baby. No bigger than a bean in this picture. Oh, Scott, this is absolutely the most beautiful thing you could have shown me.”

She got up and hugged Scott tightly. She whispered something in his ear and turned to me, hugging me again as well. She looked down at the picture with pure love, and a bit of sadness ran through me. I wished my own father could have had even a smidgen of happiness in his heart when he found out. 

“This is beautiful,” Ida said with tears in her eyes. “Congratulations, you two. Your mother would have been so happy. She would have already told the world she was going to be a grandma.”

“I was hoping that since Mom can’t be here, you could be the grandma,” Scott said. “I can’t think of anyone else in the world who would be better to have in our child’s life. You gave me so much growing up, and you were there through the toughest of times. I would love for you to do the same thing with our baby.”

“I would be honored,” Ida said, tears flowing down her cheeks. “This baby is going to have such a beautiful life with the two of you. I can see the love in your eyes when you look at each other. I am so proud of both of you.”

“Thank you.” I smiled, feeling good that our child would have such a lovely woman in its life. 

“I don’t have any children of my own,” she said. “My husband died very young, and I never met anyone else. He was the one and only for me. So, I never thought I would be a grandma. This is so very exciting. Thank you, both of you, for making me a part of this. Now, let’s get that dinner on the table. This young lady needs to feed that baby.”

“Oh, God yes.” I laughed and following them into the kitchen.

It was a wonderful evening, sitting around listening to stories of Scott from when he was a little boy. I learned about his mother and who she was and got to watch Scott interact with his aunt. I was trying to keep my spirits up, but I was devastated. My own mother was nowhere to be found, and my father hated me. I didn’t have anyone but Whitney in my life who was happy for me and hoping for the best for me. It was discouraging to be the person all alone with no one else to introduce Scott to. I had never felt like this before, and it really made me realize how important the people you loved were.






Chapter 35

Scott

On Tuesday morning, I got up before the sun rose and went out with Landon. We met the realtor who was helping us scope out possible locations for our new hardware store. Landon was motivated to get this done as soon as possible, and so was I. I wanted things to be up and running smoothly by the time the baby was born. So, there was no time to lose, but I had to work around my current job at the construction site. I wasn’t going to give that up until I was entirely sure I could support my family with the store. Our realtor knew Landon’s parents and was down to find us a fantastic deal. 

It didn’t take us long to find the perfect spot. In fact, it was the second place we looked at. It was a bit bigger than what we expected, but the price was right in our range. On top of that, it used to be a hardware store and was still equipped with a ton of stuff and would need minimal renovation to get up and going. We walked around the place, taking note of all the equipment that was included in the sale. I could see the excitement in Landon’s eyes, and I was trying to keep my feet firmly planted on the ground. That was part of why we worked so well together; we balanced each other out.

“Look at this, dude,” Landon said, calling me over. “They have everything set up for a checkout line, including the belts. All we would have to do is set up a point of sale and a cash drawer. That saves us a huge chunk of money. Not to mention all the shelving that is still here and the equipment in the stock room that is worth a fortune.”

“All of it is included?” I asked, wanting to double check.

“Yes,” the realtor replied. “Everything is included in the price.”

“It’s like winning the lottery,” Landon said. 

“That’s an expensive ticket.” I laughed. “But still, I totally can see this working out with little reconstruction necessary.”

“I agree,” he said. “Maybe some new flooring, some fresh paint, and clean up the stuff that is in here, and we would be in business, literally.”

“This place was a hardware store several years ago,” the realtor said. “It went under but not because of the location. This place was always packed. The problem was, one of the partners was crooked, stealing money from his own shop to pad his pockets. He was found out. One thing led to another, and before we knew it, they were closing the doors permanently to this place and leaving everything behind. The owner who was left, he didn’t want anything to do with it. I was told his partner was also his brother, and because of that, the whole family was torn apart. It’s really sad. This place had a lot of customers.”

“Wow,” Landon said. “That’s crazy. It’s pretty much like stealing from yourself.”

“Yeah.” I scoffed. “But you have to think that his brother knew he was capable of something like that. I guess things get complicated when you are family.”

“But not us,” Landon said, putting his arm around me. “Luckily I did not come from your gene pool.”

“Funny,” I said, punching him in the stomach. 

I wasn’t worried about anything like that happening between us. We were a solid team, and I trusted Landon with my life and my business. He was one of the most honest people I knew, and with the store being in a great location, I didn’t see how we could go wrong. It was like a dream come true, finding a gold mine like that, and even the realtor was impressed that it was sitting there like it was waiting for us. 

“What’s the name of your store going to be?” the realtor asked. 

“DJ’s Hardware,” I said proudly. “After both our last names.”

“That’s a good one,” she said. 

“It was the first idea we had. Since it sounded perfect, we stuck with it,” Landon replied. “Seriously, it is like freaking fate how easily everything has come together. The only hard part is getting this numb-nut to settle down and get to these appointments.”

“Hey, I have a job,” I said, laughing. “I took this morning off for this, so don’t bust my balls too much. I have a kid on the way, and I have to make sure we are financially good before I up and quit.”

“I know, I know,” Landon said. “I’m just giving you a hard time, dad.”

“That’s right,” I said, straightening my shirt. “Show some damn respect.”

“Okay, you two,” the realtor said with a chuckle. “So, this place is priced to sell. It’s been on the market for quite a while and hasn’t been snagged up yet. I guess not too many people around this town are looking to start a business these days. The price is significantly lower than market value, and I think if you guys are going to make a move, you should put an offer in as soon as possible.”

“Right,” I said. “We were going to grab lunch after this. Can we talk it over and then call you when we are done?”

“That sounds perfect to me,” she said. “I’ll give you guys the file on the property when we leave so you can look over it during your lunch meeting.”

“Lunch meeting,” Landon said. “I like the sound of that, very professional.”

I rolled my eyes and wrapped my arm around his neck, pulling him from the store. “Come on, dummy. Let’s go get some food,” I said. “I’m starving, and I have to get to work after lunch.”

“Hey, watch the hair,” he said, laughing.

We took the file from the realtor and headed over to the diner right outside town. We grabbed a booth at the back and sat down before ordering some sodas, burgers, and fries. We talked about the building for a while but had pretty much already decided to put in an offer. The place was too perfect to pass up, and we were ready to get going. 

“So,” Landon said after calling the realtor and telling her to submit the offer. “How is Cassie doing?”

“She’s doing good,” I said. “Tired, but good. She met my aunt the other day, and we told her about the baby.”

“Wow, meeting the family,” he said. “So, you two are doing good?”

“Yeah, awesome,” I said. “I decided one night I just didn’t want to be without her anymore, so I made it happen. The next day, we went over to her house and told her father about the baby.”

“Oh yeah? How did that go?”

“Like I expected from Mark,” I said, shaking my head. “He completely lost it and told us to get the fuck out. I could see how bad it crushed Cassie. She is struggling with it; that’s for sure.”

“It’s her dad,” Landon said. “She is bound to have feelings about that. You think he will come around?”

“I sure hope so,” I said. “I’ve seen her pulling away recently, and I think it has to do with him. I wasn’t worried about it until this morning when she barely said two words to me before leaving.”

“Well, she is pregnant, so you need to cut her a little slack,” Landon said. 

“I know,” I replied. “But with everything we have been through, I don’t want to lose her again. Her father is important to her, and the longer he takes to come around to the idea of us being together with a child, the better. I don’t really know what to do to make her feel better.”

“Give her the D, bro,” he said. “That always makes a woman feel better.”

I laughed. “That’s how we got into this situation to begin with. I don’t really think anything is going to make her feel better short of her father coming back into the picture. I’m trying to be patient with her, but every moment that passes, I’m worried I’m losing her.”

“So go to Mark’s house and talk to him yourself,” he said. “Do it man to man, no bullshit, no putting on airs for Cassie’s sake. Just tell it like it is. He is a businessman. He will appreciate the candor and honesty, I’m sure. All he has to know is how you feel and that you aren’t going anywhere. You need to make him see what he is doing to his daughter.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Mark really isn’t the kind of guy that is going to sit down and have a heart to heart with me—unless he is eating the heart from my chest. He hates me—that’s no secret—but he is also one of the most stubborn people I have ever met.”

“Even more than you?” Landon asked, gasping. “No way!”

“Funny.” I sighed. “Maybe you are right, though. I need to sit down with this man and let him know how his interactions with me are affecting Cassie. He needs to understand what kind of pull he has on her so that he can stop hurting her feelings at every turn.”

“Sounds about right,” Landon said. “Stand up for her, especially from a man like Mark. She will never be able to do it because of that attachment.”

We finished up lunch, ending the conversation on a good note and hoping our offer on the building was accepted. We were both ready to get going. I headed over to work and put in about six hours before the end of the day. When I was done, instead of heading straight home, I pulled out my phone and gave Mark a call. 

“What do you want,” he said with a growl. “I thought I made it very clear last time I saw you that I don’t want anything to do with you. You are pretty stupid for going against everything I told you from the beginning.”

“Mark, I didn’t call to fight,” I said. “I’m calling about Cassie.”

“Is she all right?”

“She’s fine physically, but mentally she is messed up over the way you are acting toward me, her, and the baby,” I said. “I’m just being honest here. I wanted to call and see if I could meet you tomorrow night for drinks or dinner, or whatever, and try to have a conversation man to man.”

I knew the chance of him saying yes was slim to none, but I had to give it a shot. Cassie was struggling with her father’s disappearance from her life, and I was afraid that because of that, I was starting to lose her. I had to make the effort.

“Fine,” he said to my surprise. “There is a bar called Ely’s on Park Avenue. Meet me there at seven tomorrow evening. And I want to make it very clear: I am doing this for my daughter and my grandchild, not for you.”

“Understood,” I said. “Thanks for meeting me, Mark.”

He growled something inaudible and hung up the phone. I pulled it away from my ear and chuckled, shaking my head. He was a real-life Scrooge, but I could tell his heart beat true for his daughter. There was no guarantee that this meeting wouldn’t end in a giant, bloody showdown, but getting him to agree to meet me in the first place was a huge step forward. I didn’t want to tell Cassie about it just yet. It would worry her to death the entire time I was gone. I’d go out there, meet Mark, and see what he had to say about everything. From there I could fill her in. Hopefully, what I was trying to do would work, because I wasn’t ready to lose Cassie all over again.






Chapter 36

Cassie

I came out of the trailer and stretched my arms high over my head, wincing at the pain in my lower back. I put my arms down and sighed, feeling like I was ninety-nine years old. I walked over to the picnic table and sat down. I felt like I could fall asleep right there. My motivation for the day had gone right out the window, and there was nothing I could do to get it back. I just wanted to get through that internship and be done with it. I needed the money though, especially since my father still hadn’t spoken to me and I wasn’t sure he ever would again. I had to admit, the last few days had been hard on me. My mind was whirling around everything that was going on, thinking about my father, wishing my mother had been a caring mom, and generally feeling sorry for myself. I knew it wasn’t healthy, but with the hormones, nothing emotional was able to escape my brain. 

“Hello, girlie,” Bill said, sitting down across from me. “You okay? You have been looking blue lately.”

“I’m all right.” I sighed. “Just tired, want to sleep all the time, and life keeps throwing me curveballs.”

“That is true. Life has a way of knocking you when you are already down,” he said. “Look, if you want to take the rest of the day off after lunch, go ahead. I got this. I won’t even clock you out.”

“Thanks, Bill,” I said. “I might take you up on that.”

“Good,” he said, standing up. “I’m going to go bust some heads and get them movin’.”

I smiled and watched Bill walk across the site. No one at work knew I was pregnant, but it wasn’t hard to figure out that something serious was going on in my life. I couldn’t hide it anymore. I felt like I was about to burst. I thought when I finally got Scott back in my life, I would feel better about everything, that things would go back to being happy and exciting. But when my father kicked me out of his life, I’d felt like someone had punched me in the gut, and I couldn’t seem to recover from it. It honestly was a terrible feeling, almost like depression, but I knew things would get better, or at least I hoped they would because I felt awful. I wanted everyone to be as excited as Scott’s aunt, to be there for us, motivate us, push us to do better, but instead, my side of the family gave up and walked in the opposite direction. It didn’t make any sense to me.

I had never felt alone like I did then. It felt like the only people I truly had were Scott and Whitney most of the time. My mother hadn’t talked to me in ages, and my father was off on his stubborn, angry kick, making me feel like total shit. Sometimes I started to think I only found happiness in the situation because I had to. My father only acted like he loved me when I was making the choices he supported, and there was no one else. Scott had stuck by me through all of this, but even he had been acting strange lately. 

I went back to work, wanting to get the first half of the day done and over with. I was tired of thinking, tired of worrying all the damn time. The sun was hot that day, and I kept a bottle of water on me at all times, not wanting to pass out at the site. When the bell tolled for lunch, I opened my Uber app and ordered one over to me. I barely even said a word to anyone, just hopped inside and headed toward the Chinese restaurant close to Whitney’s parents’ house. We were meeting for lunch that day, and I needed a friendly face. 

“Hey, girl,” she said from where she was standing out front. “Where is your car?”

“I left it at my father’s that one day, and now I’m too afraid to go get it.” I smiled. “It’s not a big deal. I’d probably fall asleep at the wheel if I were the one driving.”

“Yeah, let’s keep you in a cab,” she said. “You hungry?”

“I’m starving, like eat-a-rhino starving.” 

“Wow, calm down.” She laughed and opened the door. 

We sat down and ordered drinks and appetizers, and Whitney watched as I skimmed through the menu, picking out enough food for three grown men. She laughed and shook her head.

“What?” I said. “I can take home what I don’t eat and have it later for a snack.”

“I think it’s cute,” she said. “You are an adorable pregnant woman.”

“I don’t even look pregnant. I look like a really hungry small woman.” I chuckled, feeling better being around Whitney. 

“So, how have things been?” she asked.

“Okay,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “I met Scott’s aunt, who is the closest thing to a mother he has.”

“How was that?” 

“It was great. She is an incredibly sweet woman, and I can tell Scott really does care about her. She was ecstatic about the baby, hugged me a million times. It was nice having someone like that around, although it did make me a little sad. It left me feeling kind of jealous and alone on my side of the family.”

“Did you try calling your mom?”

“Yeah,” I said. “No answer, no call back. And what’s even worse is that over the last couple of days, Scott has been acting weird. I can’t describe it, almost standoffish, making me feel like everyone—except you, of course—is against me. It’s a very lonely feeling.”

“Did you fight?”

“No. Not at all,” I said. “I don’t know, maybe I’m imagining the whole damn thing. Either way, I can’t shake this feeling that something is up, and I don’t know what to do about it. I can’t go accusing people of things they didn’t do just to try to find the answer. My spidey senses are tingling though, girl. Something is up, and I really want to know what it is.”

“Okay, so has he said anything to you?”

“No. Nothing out of the ordinary,” I said.

“Has he stopped doting on you like usual?” 

“This morning he seemed a bit distracted, so I kind of sat back and let him do his thing,” I said. “He almost left without kissing me like normal. Usually he makes it a point to tell me to have a good day and kisses me on the forehead.”

“Cassie,” Whitney said, flashing a smile, “that’s pretty weak to go off. I’m pretty sure that in the span of time you to will be together, he will have more than one distracted day, and I doubt him not kissing you good-bye will have anything to do with how he feels about you.”

“So I’m going nuts. Great,” I said.

“No, not nuts.” She chuckled. “But it might be the hormones playing tricks on you. Like PMS on crack, messing with your emotions and making you dissect every little thing. You need to take a deep breath, calm down, and think before you jump to conclusions. If I walked in here and said what you just told me, what would you think?”

“You were a crazy bitch.” I laughed. 

“Right. So if that is the thought of a non-pregnant person, you can probably assume your obsession is completely based on the chemicals going crazy in your body,” she said. “It sucks. I’m sure when I get to that point you will be talking me off a ledge every five seconds. It’s normal to be that way, or so I’ve heard from everyone over the years. You aren’t going crazy, but you do want to watch yourself so you don’t do or say something you will regret later, especially to the man who obviously loves you so much.”

“You’re right.” I sighed. “I’m so glad I have you to talk to. If I didn’t, I don’t know how I would get through all of this. I would be trapped in my own mind, making enemies out of everyone. I want this stage to pass so I can start to feel normal again.”

“You were never normal to begin with.” Whitney laughed. “Just know that I am always going to be here for you. I will always be right here, waiting for your phone call. Even when I go back to school, I’m not that far away, and I can talk to you about anything.”

“I’m going to miss you when you go back,” I said. “A lot.”

“I’ll miss you too,” she said. “But I will call you every day and make sure you are staying sane.”

“You better.” I looked down at my buzzing phone. “It’s Scott. Give me just one second.”

“Of course,” she said. 

“Hello?” I said.

“Hey there, sweetie,” he said. “How is your lunch date with Whitney going?”

“Good.” I smiled. “She is the best therapist on earth.”

“Remind me to send her flowers for being such a good friend to my baby,” he said and laughed. “And for saving the day most days.”

“I know, right? How’s work?”

“It’s good, normal work, just trudging through it,” he said. “I wanted to call you and let you know that I won’t be home for dinner, but I will be home later on. I have something I have to take care of.”

“All right,” I said suspiciously. “I ordered enough Chinese for an army, so I’ll eat some leftovers.”

“I’ll have my phone on me, so if there is anything you need, just send me a text, okay?”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. 

“Okay. I’ll see you later, sweetie,” he said.

“Right,” I replied, hanging up the phone.

I sat there tapping my phone against my lips, thinking about what Scott had said. It was strange that he wouldn’t be home for dinner. He always made sure to come right home after work. Whitney looked up at me and tilted her head.

“What’s up?” she asked.

I sighed. “I don’t know. That was Scott. He wanted me to know he wouldn’t be home for dinner and that he would see me later tonight. He didn’t tell me what he was going to be doing either. It’s strange because he never misses dinner.”

“I think you are over thinking it,” she said. “It could be drinks with new friends from work or dinner with the boss. Didn’t you say he was getting ready to open his hardware store?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Maybe he’s meeting with his best friend for that,” she said. “Just talk to him when he gets home. Find out the answer before you start overthinking everything. Don’t drive yourself crazy with this, okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “You’re right.”

There was probably a simple explanation for why he was leaving me alone for the evening, but I couldn’t help but be suspicious. In the back of mind, I worried I had made the wrong choice putting all my faith in Scott. Maybe he wasn’t ready to give up his freedom. Maybe all of this was too much for him and he needed to be away. I didn’t know what it was, but I did know that the feeling in my chest was telling me something different than the one in my head.






Chapter 37

Scott

Work ran late, and I rushed to get out of there, not wanting to be late to the meeting with Cassie’s father. He was a stickler for punctuality. I knew that well after working for him for so long. Still, the bar didn’t take long to get to, and even though I was early, I was surprised to see Mark already there, sitting at the bar sipping a glass of whiskey. He didn’t look up at me as I pulled out the stool next to him and took a seat. I was nervous to talk to him, but it was important I stayed and stood my ground with him. 

“Thank you for meeting me here,” I said, putting out my hand to shake his.

“What else would I possibly have to do with my time?” he said rudely, looking down at my hand and then back at his glass. “What did you drag me all the way out here for on a Wednesday evening?”

I pulled my hand back and looked up at the bartender, ordering a beer and a shot of Jameson. Mark rolled his eyes and sipped his drink, staring up at the muted television above the bar. I waited until my drinks got there, needing some liquid courage to get out what I wanted to say. I took the shot first and chased it with a swig of my beer. I nodded to the bartender and turned slightly toward Mark, wanting him to take me seriously.

“I know you don’t want to hear this, not from me, but you need to,” I said. “I’m madly in love with Cassie. She is the woman of my dreams. I knew and she knew we were right for each other from the first moment we met, and that hasn’t changed, no matter how much you have tried to keep us away from each other. She is the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with, and that has nothing to do with the baby. The baby is an added bonus, the family I’ve always wanted with the woman I love.”

I took a long sip of my beer, gathering my thoughts and giving him ample time to respond. It was obvious this was going to be a one-way conversation, and I was fine with that. In fact, it was probably better that way. I put my beer down and continued. 

“We didn’t plan to get pregnant,” I said. “It wasn’t some evil plot hatched to make your life a living hell. It had nothing to do with you. We were as surprised as you were, if not more, and no one in this world can be a bigger critic of himself than me; trust me. But life is funny that way. It throws you curveballs and then sits back and waits to see how you will handle them. I should know this better than most. Life has definitely thrown me some serious curveballs, but you roll with them, and you make the best out of it.”

I chuckled, thinking about all the different ways my life had gone over the last thirty years. I used to think I would be a construction worker like my father for life, never thinking that one day I would grow up and be my own person. This was another change, but I welcomed it with open arms.

“As far as Cassie and that baby go,” I said, “I will always be there for them, for both of them. It might all be new to me, but it was once new to you, too.”

“What was?” he said in a grumble.

“Being a father,” I said. “And I know in the very pit of my soul that I will be a damn good father to this child. I know I will do everything I can to give them the opportunities I never had growing up. They will not become a child of their environment, whether it’s my environment or yours. And I know Cassie is going to be an amazing mother. There is no question in my mind. She is the most caring and wonderful woman I have ever met, and that will translate back to the baby.”

“Cassie has no idea what she is doing,” he said. “She is just a girl.”

“That’s where you are wrong,” I said. “Cassie is a strong, beautiful woman, the kind of woman any man would die to have by his side. She is strong-willed, caring, smart, and when she wants something, she doesn’t hesitate to go after it. She is capable of making her own decisions and making the best out of any situation. She isn’t a little girl anymore, Mark. She is a grown woman, and you have got to stop treating her like she is a child. You need to understand that she has grown up, and she is going to live her life whether you participate or not.”

I ordered another shot and sat there thinking about my next words. I wanted him to know that we weren’t just some young kids hanging out there in the wind, flying by the seat of our pants, that we had a plan and we were moving on with our lives. The bartender handed me the shot, and I took a sip.

“I have been saving up since I was sixteen years old,” I said. “I have been saving up so that I could start my own business, and it’s finally come to fruition. I will be the owner of a hardware store very soon, and after that, a chain of hardware stores. Cassie has decided that she is going to transfer to a college in Denver and finish her engineering degree, but she doesn’t want to be in construction, just like I don’t. We both are making something out of our lives, and with the company, and with my other job that I will work as long as I can, we will be financially okay. I can’t give her a mansion, not yet at least, but I can give her a good, comfortable life. I will have enough money to see her through college, to take care of our child, to buy a small home somewhere, and to settle down as a family. I know that in your world money is king. It means everything to you and to your friends, but we have something else that keeps us going, and that’s love. It might be foreign to you, but I promise it is definitely more important than any amount of money.”

I took another sip of my shot and watched his face, knowing he was hearing me but not sure if it was getting through to him. I knew there was a good chance I would leave the bar having not changed his mind in the least, but I had to try. I had to try for Cassie, and I had to try for our child. Cassie hadn’t been the same since he’d kicked us out, and I wanted her to be happy.

“Look,” I said. “I can’t make you be okay with all of this. I really can’t. I wish I could, but I know you are your own man. My hope is that you will hear me, that you will think of your daughter and your grandchild, and that you will see that being without them is not the right choice. I hope you will forgive Cassie for whatever you think she did that was so wrong. I hope you will repair your relationship with her so that you can be the grandfather our child deserves to have. I hope that you do it for them and you do it for yourself, because I know deep down, you don’t want to stay angry over this. Deep down, you want to be there for Cassie and that child.”

“Just stop,” he whispered. “That’s more than enough of a lecture from you. I’ve sat here listening to you for over twenty minutes now tell me a whole lot of things, and I have sat back and watched you fight for my daughter, pulling her into your life. You don’t need to say anything else.”

He looked up and nodded his head at the bartender, who poured him a shot and sat it in front of him. Mark asked to close out his tab and looked down at the whiskey. He picked it up and threw his head back, taking the shot and turning the glass over on the bar. He signed the credit card slip and put his card back into his pocket. I was sure he was going to get up and leave, but instead, he turned toward me and looked me straight in the eyes.

“Scott, I applaud you,” he said.

“For what?” I asked carefully.

“For not being afraid, for coming to me like a man, for telling me how it is and how it is going to be,” he said. “For standing up for Cassie and that baby.”

“That’s how it is supposed to be,” I said. “I am their protector now. It’s my job to do what is best for them.”

“You’re right.” He smiled. “The other day when the two of you came to the house, I was in shock. The last thing I expected was for my daughter to tell me she was pregnant. Flashes of my memories of her as a little girl flew through my mind, and I got scared. I got scared that she was going to make the same mistakes I made, that she would fall in love, have a family, and, in the end, watch it fall apart. As a parent, you want what is best for your child, no matter how old they are. And when you see them going down another path, you scramble, clawing to pull them out of it. I have made some serious mistakes recently, ones that have affected her, you, and my relationship with her, and I am sorry for that. You’re right. Cassie is a grown woman, capable of making her own choices in life, and I need to start treating her like the adult she is.”

My mouth hung open slightly, and I didn’t know what to say. I had been fully prepared for him to say something terrible and then leave me sitting there alone. Instead, he surprised the shit out of me and actually listened to what I had to say. He smiled at the look on my face.

“You know, I’m not as bad as you might think I am.” He laughed. “I am capable of seeing the truth when it is right in front of me.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, nodding my head.

“I am not going to cut Cassie and the baby out of my life, or you for that matter. But I will tell you that if you do wrong by my daughter and my grandchild, I will make your life a living hell,” he said with a smile.

“I don’t doubt that, sir.” I chuckled. “And if that were to happen, I would hope you would make my life hell because I would deserve every second of it.”

“Well, I will reach out to Cassie,” he said. “For now, get home to my daughter and make sure she is cared for.”

“I will do that, sir,” I said, nodding to the bartender and handing him a twenty. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, shaking my hand. “And thank you.”

I nodded and headed out, feeling like I had won the lottery. I drove straight home, excited to see Cassie. When I got there, though, she was already asleep. I pulled the covers over her and kissed her forehead, knowing I would go to the ends of the earth for her.






Chapter 38

Cassie

When I woke up on Thursday morning, I lay there for a moment, staring out the window at the sun starting to come up. I felt a weight in the pit of my stomach and a fluttering in my chest. I crawled out of bed and hopped in the shower, trying to wash away the bad feeling inside me. When I was done, I got out and looked in the mirror, and I noticed that my belly was starting to grow. So far it looked like I’d had a big dinner, but I knew it was coming. I sighed and pulled on my clothes, hearing Scott up and moving around the house. I walked out into the bedroom and grabbed some socks and shoes. 

“Good morning, beautiful,” he said, leaning down to kiss me, but I turned my head.

“Morning,” I said with a wisp of coldness in my tone. 

“Do you want me to take you to work today? We have more than enough time,” he said. 

“No,” I replied. “I’d rather grab an Uber. You shouldn’t really be near the site. I don’t want any trouble from my father if he happens to be there when I get there.”

“I don’t think there would be any trouble.” He smiled. 

“Right.” I scoffed and stood up, buttoning my shirt collar.

He could tell I was being short with him, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t in the mood to play nice that morning. I hadn’t been asleep like he’d thought when he got home the night before. I had smelled the liquor on his breath and decided it was best that I stayed pretending. I didn’t want to get into an argument with a drunk guy or hear his excuses. They would have only made me feel even worse. I was tired anyway, having eaten a shit-ton of Chinese and worried myself into an almost full-on anxiety attack. I wasn’t used to living with him. Nor was I aware of any habits he might have that he wasn’t going to break for the baby and me. In reality, I had no idea where he had gone the night before or what he had done while he was there, but it made me upset. 

My hormones were wreaking havoc on my brain, and the only thing I could think about was him doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing with a pregnant girlfriend waiting for him at home. I didn’t go through all of this to get stuck with a man who couldn’t let his single-guy tendencies go. And God help him if he was stupid enough to talk to any other women. The town was small, and I would know about it in a heartbeat. I tried to tell myself that he was not that kind of guy, that he had proven he wasn’t that kind of guy, but my chemical imbalance was playing tricks on my normally non-jealous mind. 

I came into the relationship with the understanding that he and I had some of the same goals. We didn’t want to live how everyone else did. We didn’t want a generation of construction workers or a generation of spoiled rich children. We wanted to show our child that life could be different, that real love was out there, and that they could be anything he or she wanted to be. The last thing I needed was to have him out all night drinking all the time when the baby was born. If I wanted to do this myself, I wouldn’t have fought myself so hard to accept Scott back into my life. 

I moved around the house, gathering my things and waiting for the coffee to be ready. I tried to stay out of Scott’s reach, as physical affection was not what I wanted that morning. He walked over and stood next to me, our hands almost touching. I looked down and moved my hand, turning and walking away. He watched me walk through the living room and sit down for a moment to tie my shoes.

“Cassie,” he said, “I’m taking the bait.”

“What?” I said, not even looking up at him.

“What is wrong with you?” he asked. “You are obviously upset. You are not even looking at me, and you are incredibly distant. What is going on?”

“Nothing,” I said, not wanting to fight with him. “I’m just tired.”

“Right,” he said, walking over and standing in front of me so that I couldn’t go anywhere. “I know we haven’t known each other for decades, but I know when there is something wrong with you. I know when that little brain is running overtime and you are holding back from me. We are in a relationship now, Cassie. That means we talk to each other when things are wrong. We will never survive a lifetime together if we can’t talk to each other about what is going through our heads.”

I stayed quiet, staring at his shirt. He reached forward and lifted my chin, looking deep into my eyes. I knew he was right, but I didn’t want to sound like I was crazy.

“Come on,” he said. “Let it out.”

“I wasn’t asleep when you got home last night,” I said. “I could smell the liquor on your breath. You were out all night drinking, which I understand is a normal Wednesday thing for you and Landon, but you told me a few days ago that you weren’t going out this week because he was out of town. I don’t want a man who is going to be out all the time drinking at bars and coming home smelling like a bottle of whiskey. I can’t deal with that when the baby gets here. It wouldn’t be fair to our child or to me. So if that is something you can’t handle, then you need to tell me now. I won’t spend my life like that, and I thought that was how you felt about it too.”

He chuckled. “You are so adorable when you get on a tirade like this. Seriously, that fire is something I love most about you.”

I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. I wasn’t going to stand there and be placated like a child. He let out a deep breath and smiled at me.

“You’re right. I was at the bar last night, but the reason for it was supposed to be a surprise,” he said. 

“As you can see, I am not in the mood for surprises,” I said. “If you weren’t there with Landon, and you don’t really have any other friends, who were you there with?”

“Your father,” he said with a smirk. “I was at Ely’s with your father having shots of Jameson and beers.”

“Bullshit,” I said. “Do you think I am a complete idiot or a partial one?”

“I am dead serious,” he said. “I was at the bar with your father. He drank whiskey neat and stared up at the muted television the whole time.” 

“Where did you say you were?” I asked.

“Ely’s,” he replied. “It’s a restaurant and bar on—”

“I know where it is,” I snapped. “My father and mother used to go there for their anniversary every year.”

“If you don’t believe me, then call your father.” I smiled. “He will tell you that I was there with him, then left and came straight home to you.”

“No. I’m not calling my father to settle some argument between us,” I said. “Besides, why in the world would my father meet you at a bar? He can barely stand to look at you in his own home. Now you two are best friends?”

“Just call him,” Scott said, leaning forward and kissing my forehead. “I have to go, and your Uber is waiting out front. I’ll see you after work.”

I groaned, walked over and grabbed my bag and wallet, and headed out to the car. Scott was amused by the whole situation, which made me think maybe he was telling the truth. I pulled out my phone but shook my head and shoved it back in my bag. My father would be preparing for meetings, and I knew he wasn’t going to want to talk to me about this right before going into discussions with the board. So, I went to work and made it through the morning. On my lunch break, I pulled my phone out, ready to finally talk to him, but before I could dial the number, he pulled into the site. He got out of the truck and looked over at me, pulling a bag from the car. I stood up, my nerves twitching as he walked over to me.

“I brought you something,” he said, pulling a Tupperware container out. “It should still be hot. I made it this morning before leaving for work and warmed it up before coming over.”

“What is it?” I asked, taking the container from him.

“It’s chicken noodle soup, one of the few things I know how to make,” he said. “Your mother always liked to eat it when she was pregnant with you, at least in the beginning because it calmed her stomach and kept her warm. She was constantly cold when she had you in her belly.”

“Thank you,” I said, walking over to the picnic table and sitting down with him.

“Scott came to see me last night at the bar,” he said. “And he made a lot of sense about a lot of things that I didn’t want to admit. I have made quite a few mistakes, Cassie, and I’m sorry for that. Scott is right. You are an adult, and you are incredibly intelligent. You are capable of running your own life. I was just too afraid to let go. I feel like I lost your mother years ago, and I didn’t want to lose you too.”

“You’ll never lose me, Daddy,” I said. “I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetheart,” he said. “And I will be keeping an eye on Scott. I want to make sure he is a good father and a good partner to you.”

I laughed. “I would expect nothing less from you.”

“What I won’t do anymore, however, is attempt to keep you and Scott apart,” he said. “I can tell he loves you more than anything in this life, and I can tell you feel the same way. I don’t want to be the person who stands in the way of your happiness or your future family. I want to be a part of my grandchild’s life. That is extremely important to me.”

“Of course,” I said, tears pulling at my eyes. “Of course, Daddy. I can’t imagine a better person to be in my baby’s life. I never wanted to push you away or see you angry and hurt. I didn’t know how to get through to you anymore, to make you see that I was an adult and I was going to make my own choices. You have been an amazing parent to me my whole life, and I have never wanted or needed anything. Now, though, it’s my time to take the reins of my own life.”

“I get it,” he said and smiled. “But always know that you will never be too old to be my baby girl. I am always here for you, and if you ever need anything, all you have to do is ask.”

“Thank you,” I said, wrapping my arms around him.

“I love you, sweetheart,” he whispered. “You picked a good man.”

I smiled, knowing he was completely right about that.






Chapter 39

Scott

All day Thursday, I wondered if Cassie had called her father or if he had reached out to her. She’d been upset that morning, but I knew she wasn’t thinking clearly. Deep down, she knew I would never be the guy who went out all night, leaving her at home pregnant and alone. I wanted to call her on my lunch break and reassure her, but things were so hectic at the site that I barely had time to breath. By the time the day was over, I was just glad to be able to go home and be with Cassie. Whatever was going on with her, I could handle it better in person anyway. When I got home, I parked in the driveway and looked up at the windows. The sun was starting to set, and from the looks of the lights fluttering inside, Cassie had lit some candles. That was a good thing. It meant she was probably relaxing. When I walked in, though, I realized she had cooked me dinner. 

I was shocked to say the least. I had left that day with her completely put off by me. She was standing at the table and smiling over at me, looking absolutely radiant. Shadows flickered across her face, and she had changed into a pretty black dress. Her hair cascaded over her shoulders like the first night I saw her at the bar. 

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“Starving. This looks amazing.”

“I’m sorry for overreacting this morning,” she said as we sat down across the table from each other. “I should have calmed down, but I get so wound up sometimes that I don’t know how. My father came to see me today at the site. He brought me chicken noodle soup and had a heart to heart with me about everything. It was the first time in a long time that he has admitted to any mistakes he has made.”

“I’m glad he came to see you.” I smiled. “He is important to you, and therefore he is important to me.”

“Thank you for talking to him,” she said. “That really means a lot to me.”

“It was my duty as the man who loves you,” I said. 

“Well, it really meant a lot to my father too,” she replied. “He was impressed that you reached out to him, that you spoke your mind, and that you stood up for the baby and me. He isn’t used to people being candid with him, and when you did that, it showed him where your loyalties lie—with me and with the baby. He may be tough sometimes, but he does love me very much.”

“I know,” I said. “He does love you, and it made me see that he is human too and makes mistakes just like the rest of us. I never thought he would own up to those mistakes, but he did, and that made me respect him a whole lot more than before.”

“I think it did the same thing for him, you going there,” she said. “You proved a lot to him. You showed him how much you cared for us. He always told me that actions speak louder than words, and I didn’t understand what he meant by that until I met you. He needed to see that action and not just hear the words we were saying to him.”

“Good,” I said. “I’m glad things are starting to settle down, get back to normal.”

“I know I have been weird the last week or so,” she said, looking down at her hands. “I have to confess that I was jealous.”

“Jealous?” I said, surprised. “Of who?”

“Not really of who, but of the whole situation,” she said. “Meeting your aunt and seeing how happy she was for us, her true and total happiness, made me jealous. You have this wonderful person in your life, someone who isn’t even your mother or father. The only parent I have that pays any attention to me was acting like he wanted nothing to do with me or our baby. It was hard to swallow, and it hurt a lot, but it wasn’t your fault. I didn’t know how to express it, so I retreated inside myself.”

“I can understand that.” I smiled at her and took her hand. “I have never been very good at expressing my feelings, so over the years, I learned how to bottle them up nice and tight and save them for later. But what I started to realize when I met you was that it was better to talk about those feelings as they came than bottle them up and explode later. We are a team, Cassie, and for us to run smoothly, you have to get to a place where you feel comfortable talking to me about anything and everything.”

She put down her fork and sighed, pushing back from the table and standing up. She walked around and sat down on my lap and stroked my hair. I could tell she was tired, but she was trying so hard, and that warmed me up inside.

“I know I need to do that,” she said. “I’ve spent my whole life hiding from conversations, terrified of talking to my father, so I struggle with letting things out, even to you. I know it is one of my faults, but I promise I will try harder to communicate with you when something happens—not two days later or five days later, but right then and there when it happens. I want us to be strong, a unit that is unbreakable.”

“I think we already are.” I smiled at her and brushed a piece of hair from her face. “And it will only get better from here.”

“I love you,” she said, putting her hands on my cheeks.

“I love you, too,” I said, closing my eyes as she leaned in and kissed me.

She pecked her lips once on mine and then stared into my eyes, both of us surprised by the sheer electricity immediately flowing between us. She leaned forward and kissed me again, only this time it was with passion and heat. I put my fork down on the table and wrapped my arms around her, opening my mouth and taking her into me. She was beautiful, sensual, and I was instantly aroused. There was no way she couldn’t feel my growing hard-on beneath her. She whimpered into my mouth, pulling away and staring into my eyes. Where her once caring and sweet stare sat was now pure lust. She leaned back in, kissing me hard and fast, pressing her ass down against the bulge in my pants. I groaned, grabbing her hips and moving her just slightly forward and back. She sucked my lips into hers and pulled her head away, a small mischievous smile crossing her lips. 

She stood up and took a couple steps forward and then turned around. Slowly, she pulled the straps of her dress over her shoulders and let it fall to the floor in a pile at her feet. I stared up at her, surprised as she stood there completely naked, her breasts perky and hard. She reached down and grabbed my hand, pulling me to my feet and leading me back to the bedroom. She stood me at the foot of the bed and took my clothes off, not stopping for anything. When I was down to nothing, she looked me up and down, biting her bottom lip. She put her hands on my shoulders and pushed me down on the bed before lowering herself between my legs and smiling up at me as she grabbed my rock-hard cock in her hand. She lowered her head, rubbing her pouty lips across the tip and then pulling it into her mouth.

I groaned, feeling her tongue roll over my cock as she gently played with my balls. She lifted her head and grabbed my cock, running her tongue up the underside from the base to the head. Without a pause, she sheathed her teeth and pushed her head down, taking my entire cock into her throat. I gripped tightly to the bed and closed my eyes as she bobbed up and down my shaft. The suction at the back of her throat sent chills down my spine, and all I wanted to do was fuck the hell out of her. I grabbed her face and moved her up and down my shaft, watching her eyes water and a smile curl up her lips. I pulled her head off and grabbed my cock, looking her in the eyes.

“Get on the bed,” I whispered. “Play with yourself until you come.”

She bit her bottom lip and smiled, reaching up and taking my hand as she stood up. She crawled across the bed slowly, giving me a show before turning over and propping herself up against the headboard. I stood at the end of the bed stroking my cock, watching her as she used her hands and roamed all over her body. She squeezed her breasts, rolling her nipples in between her fingers. She moaned loudly, making my cock even more erect. She teased herself, dipping her hand down almost to her pussy but then pulling it back up until she couldn’t wait any longer.

She reached down and spread her mound open, immediately sinking two fingers inside herself. She cried out in ecstasy as her other hand pressed firmly against her clit. She licked her lips and tilted her head back, closing her eyes and enjoying every moment of it. I growled, watching her pleasure her own body, her fingers moving fast and hard inside her. She wailed, looking up at me as she sat forward and began to pulse against her clit feverishly.

“You gonna come for me?”

“Fuck, yeah,” she moaned. 

“Rub that pussy, baby. Rub it really good,” I said. “Pretend it’s my tongue swirling through your juices.”

“Yeah,” she wailed. “Yeah, I’m gonna come. Fuck. Fuck, I’m coming, baby.”

I rushed forward and buried my face in her pussy. As I listened to her scream, I licked her as fast as I could. Her body shook wildly above me, and her sweet juices dripped out onto my tongue. I groaned, my cock throbbing, and crawled up her, letting her pussy pull my cock deep inside. She cried out in pleasure as I pumped my hips fast and hard against her. I grabbed onto the top of the headboard and thrust into her, feeling her breath hot on my chest. She reached down and grabbed my ass, moaning loudly as she rolled right into another orgasm. I groaned, feeling her pussy tightening around my dick, but I didn’t stop. I needed and wanted more.

“Fuck,” she moaned. “Keep going, baby.”

She was so wet that I could barely control myself, and I had to slow down to not bust right then and there. I pulled out and took a moment, breathing heavily and collecting myself. She looked up and smiled, running her fingers down my skin.

“Lie down,” she whispered. “Let me do the work.”

I lay down on the bed and watched as she sat down on my cock, facing backward. She groaned, sliding up and down my big shaft, bending forward and showing me her ass. I reached up and ran my palm over her cheek, slapping it hard and jiggling out the sting. She began to grind her hips against me fast, groaning and moaning louder and louder. The heat in me built back up, but this time it was uncontrollable. I growled, pressing down on her back as she slid her body up and down me while holding on to my calves. I rubbed my finger over her ass before slowly pushing it inside, listening to her gasp.

“Fuuuck,” she cried out, immediately bursting into an orgasm.

I groaned, throwing my head back and thrusting my hips upward, pulling and pushing my cock inside her. As her pussy overflowed and tightened hard on my shaft, I lost control, putting both hands on her waist and gripping down hard as I exploded inside her. I closed my eyes and let the waves wash over me, tightening my body until the last one had passed. I relaxed back down on the bed and shook my head, chuckling. That had been some fucking amazing sex.






Epilogue

7 Months Later

Cassie

I opened my eyes and groaned, feeling my bladder tingling again. I carefully pulled myself out of bed and up onto my feet, grabbing the bedpost with one hand and my big round belly with the other. I shuffled across the room and to the bathroom for the fourth time that night. It was getting harder and harder to get any sleep with the baby sitting on my bladder. When I got back to the room, I looked at the clock, which read one in the morning, and shook my head. I lay down and pulled the covers over me, sighing as I laid my head on the pillow. My eyes were only closed for a second when I felt a gush of water between my legs. I turned over and stood up, looking down at my wet pants. Suddenly another gush came, spilling out and running down my legs. My eyes grew wide, and I stood there for a second trying to get my bearings.

“Scott,” I whispered, trying to wake him up. 

He groaned and shifted in his sleep.

“Scott,” I yelled.

“Huh?” he said, sitting straight up in bed. “What’s wrong, baby? You need something? Why is the bed wet?”

“Scott, my water broke,” I said, a slight panic in my voice. 

Just then, pain waved through my body. It started at my back and moved around over my belly. I gasped, grabbing my stomach, feeling it tighten like a rock. The contraction was sudden and deep, and it was at that moment I realized the baby was coming that night. Scott’s eyes grew huge, and he ran over to my side, taking my hand.

“Is it a contraction?”

“Yeah.” I groaned, nodding my head. 

“But we still have two days,” he said.

“Tell the baby that.” 

“Right,” he said. “Stand right here. I’ll get our bags, put them in the car, and then I’ll come back and get you. 

“Okay,” I said, still clenching hard.

As the contraction subsided, I took in a deep breath, realizing I was in for a rough night. I watched Scott run around the house as I walked over to the dresser and pulled out some clean pants. I waddled over to the bed and sat down, changing my clothes and pulling on socks one at a time. Scott came back in and looked at me, smiling as he bent down and put on my slippers. He helped me to my feet, and we got in the car, heading quickly toward the hospital. 

I reached down and grabbed his hand, feeling another contraction coming on. They were way more intense than I had thought they would be, and I gritted my teeth and held my breath, squeezing his hand as hard as I could. 

“Remember what the nurses told you,” he said calmly. “It’s hard, but use your breathing. It will help you get through the contractions.”

“Right,” I said breathlessly as I nodded my head.

I started to breathe in rhythms through my mouth, pulling in air and letting it out in short bursts. As the contraction reached its climax, I cried out in pain, collapsing back into the seat and closing my eyes as it began to lessen. I looked over at Scott with tears in my eyes. 

“I don’t know if I can do this,” I said, panicked. “This is so painful. I can’t even focus through it like I wanted to.”

“You can do this,” he said sweetly. “You are the strongest woman I know. The nine long months are over, and now you get to help our little baby come out into the world. You tell me when your next contraction is starting, and we will breathe through it together, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, shaking my head and grabbing my stomach. “It’s coming now.”

“Okay. Calm down and listen to my voice,” he said. “Relax your shoulders and absorb the pain. Take a deep breath in through your nose and let it out in short bursts from your mouth. Imagine the pain moving from there and flowing out of you.”

I did exactly what he said, feeling the calming effect of his voice. He was being so encouraging and so kind, and it was bringing tears to my eyes. As the contraction began to wane, I let out a deep breath and looked over at him.

“Thank you,” I said. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, baby,” he said, grabbing my hand tightly. “We are going to meet our baby tonight.”

We pulled up in front of the hospital, and from there on out everything seemed to go so fast. They took me upstairs and got me set up in the bed, checking my dilation and seeing that I was progressing quickly. I decided against the drugs, wanting to give birth as naturally as I could. The contractions came and went, getting more and more intense as time passed. Scott stayed right there next to me the whole time, rubbing a cool cloth over my head and feeding me ice chips. Every time a contraction came, he would talk me through it, keeping his face close to mine and breathing with me. I didn’t know what I would have done if he hadn’t been there. He was my rock through the whole labor. 

When it was time to deliver, he held my leg and my hand, coaching me all the way through it. After only three hours of full labor, our beautiful little boy was born. We decided to name him Sean after Scott’s father, and I could see the love on Scott’s face as the doctor handed the baby to him. He walked over and put the baby in my arms, kissing me on the forehead. Tears ran down my face as I stared at the perfect little boy I was holding. At that moment, everything I had been through was worth it. Every tear, every pain, every struggle had brought me to this moment, and I couldn’t have been any happier. 

“You did an amazing job, Momma,” Scott said, kissing my lips.

“So did you, Daddy.” I smiled. “He couldn’t be more perfect.”

Once they got me cleaned up and taken to the room where I was going to spend the night, there was a knock on the door. 

“Come in,” I said.

“Hey,” Scott said, poking his head in and smiling over at Sean in the bassinet by the bed. “There are some people here to see you.”

“Hey, sweetie,” my dad said, coming into the room and over to the bed. 

He kissed me on the forehead and smiled big, looking down at his new grandson. He reached down and rubbed his finger across his cheek like he had done to me so many times before. He looked back at me with tears in his eyes.

“You did good, Cassie,” he said. “He is beautiful.”

“Thank you, Daddy,” I said, looking up as I heard a gasp.

Scott’s Aunt Ida, Landon, and Whitney were standing in the room, all three of them with tears in their eyes. It was a beautiful moment, having us all together, and I couldn’t help being filled with joy. They took turns holding the baby, and I smiled as he cooed at his new grandmother. Landon sat down in the chair, and Whitney carefully walked over with Sean, gently placing him in Landon’s arms. She sat on the edge of the chair and looked over at the baby, pulling his blanket tighter around him. She nudged Landon and smiled, shaking her head. From the looks of it, Whitney and Landon were more than just acquaintances, and I could only assume he was the secret mystery man she had been seeing quietly in the background. I looked up at Scott, and he shrugged his shoulders with a slight smirk. 

“How is the business going?” my dad said to Scott.

“It’s doing good,” he said, shaking his hand. “We’re going to close today, but Landon is going to be running things for a while so I can stay home and help with the baby.”

“Good,” he said, patting him on the back. “We are really happy to have partnered with you guys. You have really given us some exceptional service.”

He smiled. “We want everyone to think that. Thank you for giving us the opportunity. I know we weren’t able to come down as low as some of the wholesale places.”

“Yeah, but the wholesale places don’t provide customer service,” he said. “It’s hard for someone in China to run a tool over to a job site when it is an emergency, and that is exactly what you guys do for us.”

“It was my pleasure,” Scott said. “Besides, I got to visit with Bill, and that was nice. He told me he is retiring at the end of the year.”

“Yeah. Hell of a guy. The company is really going to miss him, but I understand. He is tired of the run,” he said. “One day I’ll feel the same way.”

“Hopefully not anytime soon,” I said from the bed.

“Nah.” He chuckled. “I’m still young and virile. Now that your mother is back home, you know she won’t let me be some lazy retiree. Oh, and she will be over later. She had to go to her group and spread the good news.”

“Right.” I chuckled.

Everything had been going so well. Scott’s business had been up and running for two months. They were constantly getting orders and opening day had been crazy. The town had really looked forward to having a tool shop with that hometown feel again. My father partnered with the them, and they provide discount tools to my dad for the company. It was a win-win for everyone. 

I looked up and smiled as Whitney handed Sean back to me. I pulled him close to my chest and looked down at him and then around the room, thinking about how perfect my life had turned out to be. 

Everyone stayed for most of the day, bringing me in some non-hospital food and sitting around quietly chatting. I felt like I was really part of something big. My mom came by, but she was awkward and short as usual. That was okay with me. I had learned to not let her get to me. That evening when everyone left, Scott climbed into the bed with Sean and me. 

“This is the perfect life,” I said.

“That it is,” he said. “But I can think of one thing that might make it even more perfect.”

“If you say another baby, me and you are going to fight.” I laughed.

“No,” he said, laughing. “This.”

He pulled a diamond ring from his pocket and held it up in front of me. I gasped, holding Sean close to me, tears beginning to stream down my face. I looked over at Scott in shock.

“It was my mother’s,” he said. “You are the most amazing woman I have ever met, and I want us to be a real and true family together. I can’t promise you the world, but I can promise you that I will always try to get it for you. Will you make me the happiest man on earth and be my wife?”

“Yes,” I said, crying. “Yes!”

Maybe I was wrong after all. Maybe there really was a happily ever after out there for me. As I leaned in and kissed Scott softly, I realized I had finally found mine, and it was with Scott and our baby, Sean.

***
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Hot Man Wanted
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I'm going on a dating site to get myself a real O..

 

I did it.

I posted the Hot Man Wanted ad.

I'm looking for a man - with skillful hands and a nimble tongue.

And I think I found him.

Mason's full lips and bedroom eyes make me want to lick the screen.

And I'm wet from just reading his texts.

My legs are shaking with anticipation.

He's going to make a huge entrance - and give me a grand finale.

But can a girl just pick up a man on a dating site?

Have s*x with a stranger?

It's so naughty.

But I want it.

I want Mason to give me my first O.

Is that so wrong?

*

 

 

 

 






Chapter 1 

Mason

“You need to get out, Mase,” Winston said. “Loosen up. Get some strange. You know, live a little!” 

The lavish wedding reception was in full swing around us, but for some reason, Winston felt like now was a good time to break my balls. It didn’t bother me. Winston had been my best friend for years, so I was used to his random criticisms about my life.

“I am out, Winston,” I said. “We’re here at a perfectly nice party, in a tent bigger than most people’s homes, and we’ve got a great view of the L.A. skyline. Just have a drink, and stop fucking with me already.”

Winston laughed. “I’m not fucking with you. I’m just trying to help. And this isn’t getting out, my man. You’re still surrounded by the wealthy elite.”

“You’re one of these wealthy, elite, too,” I reminded him.

He waved my comment away. “Not in spirit. I go out into the world and hang out with real people. You should try it. It’ll change your life.”

“I’m not trading my tailored suits for your ratty jeans,” I said. “Just to go into town and slum it? That’s not what I call living.”

“I’m not slumming it. I’m just doing research on how the others live.”

I loved Winston like a brother, but man, was he an idiot. We came from billions of dollars’ worth of money, and he spent his time running around the streets of L.A. in a t-shirt and worn out jeans while he rubbed shoulders with people who gawked over others carrying more than fifty bucks in their pocket. It was insane.

“You’re too fucking uptight, Mase,” Winston urged. 

“Yes, you keep saying that, but repeating it isn’t going to help loosen me up.”

“You have your whole life mapped out already,” Winston said. “Almost to the day.”

I snorted. “No, I don’t.”

Winston laughed. “How’s this? Later, you’re gonna take that hot little thing you brought to the wedding back to your hotel. You’ll probably fuck her, but you’ll leave her there and never talk to her again.”

I grinned. “Probably, but that’s not having my life mapped out. I just call that a fun evening.”

“Okay,” Winston said. “In about two weeks, you’ll jettison off to St. Bart’s, spend your winter in Aspen pretending to like skiing, but you’ll part ways around Christmas time to spend it in New York. But between Barty’s and skiing, you’ll travel to Milan to get some shopping done for the next chick you’ll have on your arm, because this nameless model you brought to this wedding will be long gone by then.”

I felt my hand clenching around my scotch glass while Winston continued to rattle off my life. Sure, it was planned, and sure, I did some of the same things every year, but why the fuck did that matter? 

My dick sunk itself into countless beautiful women from all walks of life: models, heiresses, Hollywood up-and-coming sweethearts. I loved spoiling them, and then I loved burying myself between their legs when they wanted to show their gratitude for that spoiling.

“You’re predictable, Mase.”

“And you’re an asshole, Dub.”

I sipped my scotch and looked out at all of the people gathered at this wedding reception. I pinpointed celebrities with movies coming out this year and politicians who’d just shown up in the news for fucking prostitutes in coke houses. I saw people with old money rolling their shoulders back and silently making predictions on how long the couple would stay together, and I saw people with new money glittering in the evening sunset sunlight. 

I could always tell when people come from old money versus new money. People with old money walked with sticks up their asses and had perpetual divots in their lips from the silver spoon constantly hanging out of it, and people from new money were hard to look at because all they did was glitter and shine with the new shit they’d bought on a whim.

Both are pathetic, in my opinion, just for different reasons.

The newly-wedded couple looked happy, but their smiles didn’t quite match their eyes. That was the thing about wealthy families. They kept arranged marriages alive. Talk about having your whole life planned out. 

My life would end up just like these two unhappy people. My dick throbbed for any tight piece of ass that came into my vision because, eventually, I’d be forced to settle down with someone my age who also had money, just so we could keep that money between the families. No marrying someone beneath us so they could spend it all, and no staying single so we could destroy the family reputation.

I wonder if the bride knew her husband had been fucking her maid of honor just before he walked down the aisle today?

“So, how long do you think it’ll last?” Winston asked.

“Depends on how much of his money she gets to spend,” I murmured.

“You think there’s a prenup?”

“Jesus Christ, there better be,” I said.

“I wonder if he knows she was sucking old man Richardson’s cock in her bridal suite earlier,” Winston mused out loud.

“Wait,” I said. “The man who makes homemade ice cream all summer for the kids?”

“Yep. She was sucking his cream down just fine a couple hours before the wedding.”

“Oh, so it’s a match made in heaven?” I asked, shaking my head.

“You think so?”

“Yeah. Because the groom was totally plowing the maid of honor a half hour before she walked down that aisle.”

“Oh, shit!” Winston said.

“They’ll be just fine,” I said. “Marriage is probably easier when neither spouse gives a shit about the other.”

I took a sip of my scotch and slowly turned my view towards the sun setting over the skyline. L.A. was beautiful when I didn’t have to deal with pathetic individuals. But everyone here was pathetic in their own way. 

The bride and groom would live in a loveless marriage and spend way too much money to cover up their unhappiness. All because neither of them could say ‘no’ to mommy and daddy dearest’s demand to marry within their high society circles. The people wining and dining here at the reception plastered on their fake smiles while people whispered in the corners about whose mouth was wrapped around whose cock. It was all such a fucking joke.

“You like them rolling green hills?” Winston asked. 

I stared out over the scenery, and it really was beautiful. Green hills rose and fell like giant waves frozen in time. They were here long before these jackasses teetering around on the dance floor, and they’d be here long after.

“Yeah…” I trailed off. 

The lights of L.A. were beginning to pierce a sky that was quickly dimming, and I couldn’t help but think that it would be nice to live out here. It was quiet, it was picturesque, and I could stay away from these drunk, dancing idiots that were starting to give me a headache.

“Those rolling hills are something,” Winston said. “Like those curves of that beautiful woman staring you down at the bar.”

“Is my date pissed or what?” I asked before I looked over at her.

“I’d be, too, if I wore that type of dress and didn’t have your hands on me,” Winston quipped.

“Oh, you want these hands on you, huh?” I smirked. I trotted towards him and batted my eyelashes, and I slipped my arm around his waist as he tried to wiggle away.

“Dude!”

“Oh, Winston!” I said in a mocking voice. “Your dick is so big! Put it in me, please! Look at my dress, Winston! Do you like it?”

“Get off!” Winston exclaimed.

“You said you wanted it,” I said. 

I brought my glass back up to my lips before I turned my gaze back to the skyline. Nighttime was taking over, and the clomping of people on the dance floor was growing to a dull roar. Pretty soon, I’d make up some excuse to grab my date and get out of here. 

She wasn’t very interesting. I asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up, and she would just giggle and pet my arm. I knew what she wanted. A fancy night out while hanging off the arm of a rich man, and to feel, just once, like she was the center of someone’s world. She wanted me to buy her something that glittered on her neck so she could go back to her world and tell all her friends about how she had a tryst with a billionaire.

And I was willing to give her all of that, as long as she gave me that pussy between her long, fluid legs.

“You’re really missing out, Mase,” Winston said.

“Not this again,” I murmured.

“No, really. And you know how I know?”

“I’ll bite,” I said. “How do you know, omniscient Winston, that I’m missing out on my life?”

“Because your date is being hit on by a groomsman, and you don’t give a single fuck about it.”

I panned my head around and saw what Winston was seeing. My date was gripping the collar of one of the drunk groomsmen, and part of me wondered if he was about to puke on her. Yeah, he looked rich. After all, the groom’s party were all wearing Armani tuxedos, but the man she was clinging on to was the groom’s best friend from college who owned a coffee shop in the valley.

Didn’t make more than forty grand a year, I’d suspect.

“She’ll get a rude awakening in the morning,” I murmured. 

But Winston was right. I didn’t care. If I was really having fun dating bimbos like her, I would probably care a little bit that someone else was trying to steal her away from me. But I just didn’t.

And then, Eva St. Stevens walked by and flashed me a bright smile.

“Hey, Mason,” she said in a silky voice.

“Eva,” I acknowledged, before I tip my glass to her.

“Now, there’s a relationship you should be focused on,” Winston said when she was out of earshot. “Why haven’t you taken Eva anywhere? You know it’s inevitable that the two of you will end up together.”

“You think my mother is already picking out wedding colors?” I asked.

“If I know Belinda like I think I do, she’s probably already planned out how many children you’re going to have, and what their names will be.”

“So, let me get this straight,” I said. “I’m supposed to have a real life before coming back and doing what’s expected of me, right?” 

I turned toward Winston who was taking a long pull off his drink. He finally set his glass down on a tray moving by us, and he cleared his throat.

“A ‘real life’ doesn’t mean not doing what you’re told,” he said. “You and Eva would be good together, and you know it. She’d be really good at pumping out kids and spending all your money, and you’d be good at filling her with kids and giving her that money. Also, she doesn’t give a shit that you sleep with a new piece of ass every other week. That is true love.”

“Yeah, love for money,” I murmured.

“What I mean is, you’re missing out on experiences. You go to the same places and do the same things, and you even sleep with the same kinds of women! Dude, change it up. Go tropical in the winter. Screw Barty’s. Find a fat girl, and drill her into your mattress! Do something new for once!”

“Calm down, Sir Drinks-a-lot. The alcohol’s clouding your hearing.”

“Yeah, you and Eva are expected to be together and pop out kids,” he said. “It just comes with the territory. We were born into a life where financial responsibility isn’t a thing, and in return, we follow orders so we don’t have to worry about where our lives will be going. Do you know how many of them worry about that on a daily basis?”

Winston was pointing out to the skyline, and I knew he meant everyone else that didn’t have the wealth that our families did.

“Find that out in your research?” I smirked.

“As a matter of fact, yes. It plagues millions every single damn day, and it’s something you’ll never have to worry about.”

“Then why are you dick-deep in the routine of my life, Winston?”

“Because routine doesn’t mean you have to stay comfortable,” he said.

“All right, I’ll bite,” I said. “So, what should I do to get out of my comfort zone?”

“We’ll start small,” Winston began. “If I can carry that tray of full champagne flutes across this crowded floor without spilling or tipping them over, you have to date a real woman. Not some model and not some rich bitch, but an actual, bona fide, regular woman.”

“And if you spill?” I asked.

“Then I’ll move back in with my parents, stop my research, and no longer talk about your sexual escapades with random people I meet.”

“You what?” I sputtered.

“Be right back!”

I watched in shock while Winston gallivanted over and picked up a tray of drinks. I found myself clutching my drink stronger in my hand than I should have been. I watched him quickly dart in and out of the drunk and stumbling idiots on the dance floor, and I felt my heart sink to my toes. 

He really wasn’t going to fucking make it across that damn floor, was he? I mean, he was carrying like twenty fucking glasses full of champagne. And he’d been drinking all day. 

I watched him skirt through the dancing people, and even though he teetered a bit, he set the tray of glasses down at the other end of the reception tent. The drinks remained untipped and unspilled.

Fuck me.

I watched Winston stride back over with his cocky smile, and then it finally dawned on me.

“Fucking research,” I said.

He grinned. “I waited tables last summer at one of the premier restaurants in downtown. Pay up, you rich bastard.”

“What the fuck am I supposed to do now?” I asked.

Winston took my empty scotch glass from me and placed it haphazardly on a nearby table. He plucked two more glasses from the tray of a passing waiter. 

“Take out your phone,” he said. 

I shoved my hand into my pocket and pulled it out. He stripped it from my palm and began doing something on it. He typed in some letters and then waited for a while, and when he turned it back around, I saw the home screen for some sleazy dating website.

I shook my head. “No fucking way, dude.” 

“Make a profile,” he said. “And I’ll know, because I’m gonna look at it before you leave. By the end of the weekend, you have to take some regular, unknown girl out on a date. Just one. That’s all.”

“Fuck me,” I said.

“That’s the plan, Stan,” Winston said.

I sat down at an empty table and made this idiotic profile. I added a picture, filled in some stupid details, and answered some of the asinine questions it wanted me to. Shit like “what’s your favorite food?” and “do you enjoy traveling?” popped up. If Winston wasn’t lurking over my shoulder, I would have just thrown my phone back into my pocket and ripped my date away from that asshole whose lap she was now on.

“Done,” I said. 

Winston took the phone from my hand and surveyed my handiwork. When he was satisfied, he hit a button and gave me my phone back.

“Those are the profiles of all those regular women in the city. Find one, and let me know when the big date is!”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“No, fuck her,” he said, smiling.

I finished my scotch and gripped my phone in my hand. When I was done, I set the glass on the table and made my way to my limo. I was suddenly very tired, and I didn’t feel like fucking someone’s sloppy seconds. My date was all over a guy who probably couldn’t even afford the hotel room to take her back to, and it made me laugh at the rude awakening coming her way.

“Serves her right,” I murmured. 

Having that second scotch wasn’t a good thing, but I knew the ride back home would sober me up enough to enjoy sleeping tonight.

But it didn’t stop me from taking out my phone and flipping through the profiles and ads.

Most of these girls were boring, with stereotypical answers for everything. 

“What do you like to eat?” Pizza! 

“Do you travel?” If I could afford it! 

“What’s your dream vacation?” Two weeks in Bora Bora! 

They were all clamoring for men to take care of them, and it only reminded me of the women I shrugged off on a daily basis.

However, a profile with the title “Hot Man Wanted” appeared on my screen, and I couldn’t help but click it. My eyes scanned the ad, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at it. It had some humor, a bit of quirkiness, and the owner of the ad even went on a few tangents I found interesting. But it was the last line of the ad that caught my attention and prompted me to send a message:

“I’ve got big dreams, big hopes, big aspirations, and big goals. But, the big ‘O’ has yet to appear in my life. Up for the challenge?”

“Oh, most definitely,” I said to myself.






Chapter 2 

Ash 

The craft store was slow today, which was a good thing because I needed time to declutter. Annoying customers had thrown everything, everywhere, and it felt like I was drowning in a sea of glitter and yarn. 

I didn’t really enjoy working in the craft store, but it gave me the money I needed to save up for my own business, and my job gave me discounts on all the things I needed to make my jewelry. It was a decent tradeoff for now. 

While I worked, my phone kept buzzing. I couldn’t answer it while I was out on the floor, but when I went into the back for a break I opened up my phone. I’d posted my “Hot Man Wanted” ad a few days ago. I expected many men to message me when I posted it, but some of them were annoyingly persistent.

I’d check out their profiles and read what they wrote. I passed on most of them without sending a return message. Some of the men got angry because I wouldn’t message back, and others just kept messaging until I responded. I’d get responses like “I could rock your world” or “Is this thick enough?” coupled with a picture of some cock he probably pulled from the internet. All I would do is shake my head and tell the person I wasn’t interested.

Some would get mad, and others would call me names, but all that did was solidify the fact that I’d made the right decision in turning them down.

Unfortunately, what I’d written in my ad was true. I’d never had an orgasm. Not my fault. According to my best friend, Frank, I’d only been with boys. Never men.

“You need a man who knows what he wants, not some boy who’s still impressed by the size of his cock,” Frank had told me. 

She was the one who convinced me to post this idiotic ad, but I had to admit the attention was nice. And it’s not like I’d never experienced an orgasm. I mean, I knew how to work a vibrator, but I’ve never had one in bed with a man. Apparently, they were a thing that was supposed to happen, but they just never had for me. 

Frank told me that my fingers don’t even come close to what a man’s tongue could do, so she sat me down, and we wrote up this dinky little ad on this random dating website.

I fished through the messages and blocked some of the guys on the app. I was about to close out my phone and get back to work when a message from Mason Masters popped up. My knee jerk reaction was to exit the conversation and get back to work, but his profile picture caught my eye. His eyes were dark, and his hair was luscious. His skin had this sun-kissed tan that was sexy, but didn’t dominate his strong features.

God, he was hot.

But his introduction message made him perfect.

Sounds like the stress of those goals and aspirations are interfering with your love life. Care for me to intervene?

It was cocky. I had to give him that, but it didn’t come with a dick pic, and that was a plus. There wasn’t any bragging on how thick his shaft was, or any horn-tooting about how every woman he’d ever been with would come multiple times over.

I liked it, and I enjoyed his profile, so I responded.

I suppose it depends on your method of intervention.

I was shocked at how quick his response was, and I slowly leaned back into my chair and smiled at his message.

I could spout off some stuff about my tongue or the size of my cock, but something tells me you’d prefer a few drinks first.

He wasn’t wrong. I wrote him back. Straight to the point. I like it.

But straight to the point doesn’t really cut it for women in bed sometimes, he responded. 

That statement made me think back to all the other guys I’d been with. How eager they were to stick it in so badly that sometimes I had to bust out the lube because they hadn’t taken the time to work me up. I thought about the times I’d woken up to my boyfriend grinding his nasty morning wood into my back, hoping I’d just spread my legs and he’d slip right on in.

What cuts it for you in bed? I asked.

When a woman yells my name.

That statement made me shiver. Sure, I’d had sex that felt nice, but I’d never felt the need to scream out into the room or anything. Part of me thought that stuff was fake, that women only said they did that just to give the impression that their sex lives were awesome.

Ah, so you like a grand entrance? I wrote.

He responded. No, just a grand finale. The entrance means nothing if you can’t deliver.

God, every response was perfect. If his body was just as perfect as that mouth, I had no doubt in my mind that this man could be the one to give me that one thing I’d been missing in bed for so long.

I must’ve waited too long to respond, because he shot me a message before I could formulate an answer.

Care to get drinks tonight so you can tell me all about these big goals and aspirations?

You give a shit about those? I asked.

If they’re getting in the way of enjoying sex, then they’re probably pretty important.

My lack of orgasm is probably due to being with men who don’t know what the hell they’re doing, I quipped.

Then let me buy you a drink and show you how it’s done. Then, you can tell me about those dreams.

Jesus, my pelvis was burning.

I write back. There’s a place called Low Light downtown. You familiar with it?

I could be, he answered.

Could you become familiar with it by 8 tonight? I asked.

For you? Yes. He wrote.

I physically groaned at that last message.

I’ll see you there at 8. I wrote.

I felt my phone buzz with his response, but I clicked it closed before I could look at it. My boss, Luna, had come into the room, and I knew she had caught me on my phone texting.

“New-fangled technology,” she said, shaking her head. “No wonder you kids don’t know how to keep jobs.”

“Not everything that’s modern is bad, Luna,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Many technological advances have helped many people. Like robotic arms and online web stores.”

“Ugh, not this again,” Luna said.

“You could make an online store and advertise your products,” I said. “You could reach an audience broader than L.A. We could provide shipping services, and we would have the capability of tripling what you bring in monthly now.”

“We do just fine,” Luna said, sighing.

“But we could do better,” I urged. 

I tried to reason with her, to get her to understand that the difference between being fine and being comfortable was the fact that she didn’t have an online store. Hell, she didn’t even have a website. She relied solely on word-of-mouth and foot traffic to get people into the store, and some months, that just wasn’t enough.

“That’s what a savings account is for,” she’d reply. 

I knew it was a lost cause, but I wasn’t giving up that fight with her. I needed to convince her somehow that having a website would be the best thing this shop did for itself, even if I had to design it myself. I have no idea how to, but I’d figure it out.

As my work day continued, I found myself thinking about the night to come. The last message he sent me was a brief description of what he would be wearing: a dark red button-down shirt with black slacks and no tie. 

God, my mouth was already salivating at the idea that this man might actually be between my legs before the night was out. Most men I’d been with had things like washed-out mohawks and piercings up and down their ears. Put together men in tailored suits didn’t look my way, but I had a feeling that was about to change.

But I couldn’t help that I was worried. My ex, Jason, was the definition of emotionally unavailable. He had a grown-out blonde mohawk with dark roots, a tall and slender build, and piercings I couldn't rip my eyes from. I loved watching his hands play his bass whenever I got the chance to watch him perform, and his arresting blue eyes always lit up whenever he was plucking away at his instrument. But Jesus, was he lazy.

And a mooch.

He didn’t appreciate me. He crashed on my couch and ate all my food, and whenever he did get money from his gigs, he didn’t even think about taking me out anywhere. He’d buy some new piercing or he’d get some new clothes, and then I was responsible for paying the bills he racked up but never helped with.

That meant I needed to keep the upper hand tonight. I needed to make sure I stayed in control so I wasn’t taken advantage of. I was the one who posted the ad, so I was the one who got to dictate what happened. All I want is an orgasm, and if he doesn’t want to give that to me in the way I think it should be done, then he’s gone.

“Easy as pie,” I breathed to myself.

“Ash!” Luna called out.

“Yeah!?”

“Time to go home,” she said.

 






Chapter 3 

Mason 

 

 

My limo pulled up to the front of Low Light, and part of me felt a bit unnerved. The outside was fairly dirty, and someone needed to fucking change the bulbs in the sign. Was this what Winston was talking about? Was this his idea of the “real world?” If so, I wasn’t impressed.

I got out and slammed the limo door. Judging from the look of the place, I was probably overdressed. No matter. I smoothed my shirt down and walked through the front door. The smell of cheap alcohol hit my nose, and I couldn’t hear myself think above the dull roar of people yelling over their backwash drinks.

Yep. This was exactly what Winston was talking about.

The establishments I was used to have painted walls and dimly lit table lamps. The tablecloths were crisp, white linen, and people conversed in hushed whispers. Women ate their miniature salads with small forks that accentuate their delicate hands, and men cut their marbled steaks while sitting back leisurely in their velvet chairs.

This place had the name Low Light, but it was anything but. Harsh, unflattering lights lit the scene. The chairs didn’t have padding, and the food came in massive portions. Women shoved their faces full of greasy appetizers, and I don’t think anyone was even being seated with silverware. What kind of woman had I talked to that wanted to come here? Jesus, at least have some class.

“Can I seat you somewhere, sir?” a woman said, all but shouting at me. 

My eyes scanned the dimly lit bar, taking in the tacky paintings on the walls. I shoved my hands into my pockets before I turned myself for the door. Screw this night. I’d be able to find someone to date before the weekend was out that didn’t require me to come to a place where the floors looked like they’d never been cleaned. 

But then, I saw it. That flaming blue hair from her profile picture. She was sitting at the bar with her forearms resting on the poorly varnished wood. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 

Her floral-printed dress sat slightly off her shoulders, and her bright blue hair was piled high on her head. I could tell the ruby red pearl necklace she wore around her neck was obviously fake, but it highlighted the graceful lines of her neck. 

She turned to one of the bartenders and laughed at something they were saying, and I got a nice shot of the tits she had stuffed into that dress. It hugged her all through the dip in her waist before it sat just below her knees, and her brightly-colored heels matched the necklace that draped around her neck and settled in the crook of her bosom.

The women that usually surrounded me were copycats of Eva, tall, lanky, with stick straight brown hair. They were the prized pigs of their fathers who couldn’t wait to marry them off before boasting of the rich man his only daughter snagged. But this girl was different.

Just then, I realized I didn’t know her name.

I found myself removing my hands from my pockets and disregarding the woman yelling at me to be seated. I walked up to the girl at the bar and stood just behind her. When she turned around and looked up at me, her effortless beauty stole the breath from my lungs. 

Her big green eyes were topped lightly with a painted streak of black, highlighting how high her cheekbones were on her face. Her apple red cheeks and her button nose were peppered in freckles I felt the insatiable need to kiss. Her lips were stained with the same color red as the accessories of her outfit.

I was hooked, and my urge to leave dissolved.

I flashed her a smile. “Mason,” I said, introducing myself.

She nodded. “Ash.”

“May I sit?” I asked. 

“Be my guest,” she said, gesturing at the stool beside her.

“What’ll it be?” the bartender asked.

“Scotch on the rocks, please. And another for Ash, whatever she’s having.”

I looked back over to her, and she smiled at me. For a quick second, I caught a glimpse of a very nervous side to her. It was strikingly different from the confident woman I saw laughing at the bar earlier, so I decided to try and make her more comfortable.

“It’s wonderful to finally meet you.” 

I stuck out my hand for her to shake, and she promptly wound hers with mine. The warmth that cascaded up my arm took me by surprise. Her skin was so soft and delicate for someone so confident and outspoken, and for a moment, I felt my pelvis begin to tighten.

“Another appletini,” the bartender called out. “And a rocked scotch.”

“Thank you,” I said back to her. I picked up my scotch and turned to Ash. 

“To the evening,” she said and raised her martini glass. 

I smiled. “To the evening.”

“Did you have problems finding the place?” she asked. 

I watched her red lips wind around the rim of the glass, and I had to shift in my chair to keep myself under control. I was already growing hard underneath the fabric of my pants, and I didn’t want to scare her off.

For whatever reason, that had become important to me. I walked in here, ready to leave immediately. Now, I refused to go home until I locked things down with Ash.

“My driver knows his way around the city,” I said. “So finding this place was easy.”

“Oh, fancy! So, you have a driver? Do you also have a chef and a maid? Maybe one that prances around in a fun little number?”

“Depends on the time of year and how much we pay her,” I said, grinning. 

Her giggle fell from her ruby red lips, and all I could think about was getting them wrapped around my cock. I felt my pants tightening, and I gave myself a massive pat on the back for wearing black slacks that would hide my growing arousal.

“So,” she began. “What’s a man like you doing on a site like the one you found me on?”

“I suppose I could ask you the same thing,” I countered.

“Well, not really, since I don’t have a dick,” she said, smirking. 

Ash didn’t hold back, apparently, and I enjoyed that about her. It was a nice change to get away from the mindless drone of polite conversation, and women talking about remodeling their kitchens for the seventh time this year.

“Well, that’s good,” I said. “I’m better with clits anyway.”

“I would hope so. I’m putting a lot of my faith in you.” She winked. 

God, she was killing me. The freckles on her little nose shifted when she winked, and if she stayed this flirtatious, I’d be walking out of here with a wet stain on the front of my pants.

“So, tell me,” I said. “You expect me to believe that a woman as beautiful as you has never had an orgasm?”

She shook her head. “Not with a man, no.”

“So, you give them to yourself just fine?” I asked.

“I give everything to myself just fine, thank you very much.”

“Ah, so sexy and independent, got it. Does this mean you’ll be paying for drinks?”

“Nope. You get to buy the drinks and do the work,” she said, giggling.

Her smile lit up her face, and her green eyes twinkled whenever she laughed. Our conversation continued like this all evening, and by the time we were sipping on our third drinks, I was hard as a rock sitting beside her. 

I tried crossing my legs and shifting my body away from her, trying to shield the blatant reaction I was having to her mere presence. Eventually, her eyes flickered down and stayed there just a bit too long.

“Like what you see?” I asked.

“Depends on what I’m looking at,” Ash said. “Is that a sock, or are you just happy to see me?”

“What if I told you I was ecstatic to see you?”

I watched her eyes soften, and there was an innocence that overtook her face. This thick, luscious woman, with eyes like the sea and pillowy ruby lips, might think she knew what she was getting into. But she sure as hell had no idea that she was only scratching the surface. 

Of course, her mind was on getting a man to make her come. She probably had one of those best friends like mine who constantly told her what she was missing out on in life. Winston ragged me about never doing anything new, and her best friend probably ragged her about never having an orgasm. 

Ash had probably been with immature boys who simply stuck their dick in her, pumped a few times, and then blasted their loads on her chest because, “oh my god, look at her boobs!”

She had no idea what it meant to be with a man. To be with someone who wanted to run their hands along her curves and pepper her breasts with kisses. She had no idea what it meant for a man to feast his tongue on the insides of her thighs before licking her clean. She had no idea what it meant to wrap those soft thighs around someone’s head and lose control of her fucking mind, only for her back to drop back down onto the mattress, and into the hands of someone who would do her no wrong.

“You’re ecstatic to see me?” she asked, ripping me from my thoughts. 

Her eyes begged for an answer she wasn’t sure would come. I took her hand within mine just to feel that warmth again, and to make sure it wasn’t a fluke. Electricity shot up my arm, and I was thankful for wearing a long-sleeved shirt. I didn’t want her to see the goosebumps puckering my skin, just from touching me.

After all, I was introducing her to things. Not the other way around.

“I’m ready if you are,” I said quietly.

I saw the hesitation wash over her face, and that wasn’t a surprise. We’d only just met, and it hadn’t even been in an organic way. It was through a random website. And this wasn’t even a date. We’d met up with the explicit intention of me bringing her to orgasm. 

If things moved forward between us, I’d make sure she was screaming and writhing in pleasure the rest of the night. I watched the debate rage behind her eyes, and I was glad it was happening because it gave me a chance to lose myself in their green depths.

“I live a couple blocks that way,” she said. “If you’d like to head out?”

I smiled and took her hand before I slipped my arm around her waist. We meandered out of the bar and took a hard left, and we slowly began to walk through the nighttime of downtown L.A. 

Winston was right. This was definitely different than what I was used to, and I wasn’t sure if I felt completely comfortable knowing this innocent, doe-eyed woman was living off a dark alley like this. I felt my grip harden on her waist, pulling her closer to me, and the surge of my protective nature caught me by surprise.

“We’re here,” she said. 

I looked up the building and wondered how in the world her family felt all right with her living here. The door she opened had bars on it, and she had to shove her shoulder into the door before it finally creaked open.

“I’m on the first floor,” she said.

She led me down a dim hallway before we came to a lone door. When she opened her apartment up, it was surprisingly bright. Her mismatched furniture came in all shapes and colors, and the curtains that draped the one window in her living room were sheer in texture, but tie-dyed to match her colorful nature.

“Let me show you around,” she said, smiling. 

She pointed out paintings on the walls I didn’t recognize and a few sculptures that seemed interesting, but foreign. I found myself a little uncomfortable. I wasn’t used to looking at art I didn’t recognize, but when we emerged into her small kitchen, she said something that caught me completely off guard.

“Don’t hurt yourself if you don’t recognize them,” she said. “I did all that stuff.”

“Wait, you painted those?” I asked.

“And did the sculptures, too.” 

She handed me a bottle of water with a cute smile on her face, and I didn’t try to hide the shock that rolled over my face.

“My dream is to one day make a living with my jewelry line,” she said. “And I’d really love to study jewelry making in Milan at some point in time.”

“I go to Milan quite a bit to shop,” I said mindlessly. I couldn’t take my eyes off the artwork on her walls, especially knowing she had painted them.

“That’s a shame,” she said. “Milan has so much more to offer…”

The way she trailed that statement off caught my attention, and I whipped back towards her and set my unopened bottle of water on the table.

“Maybe I just need to travel there with someone who understands that, then,” I said lowly. 

She brought her bottle of water to her lips and paused, the bottle not quite filling her mouth with its liquid. I could tell she was analyzing me, and she resumed her drinking before she set it down onto her small kitchen counter.

“Come here,” she beckoned. 

She held out her hand and I took it, and she navigated me through the small one-bedroom apartment. She opened a door and led me in, and when she flicked on the light, I saw her bed in the middle of the room.

But for the first time in my entire life, the bed wasn’t what I was focused on. Her walls were covered in beautiful murals, and each surface held something different. The wall behind her headboard was painted in something akin to a black chalkboard paint, and the wall that I had my back to had a painted sunrise on it. The wall to my left had swirling designs of bright colors that matched the bright decorum of her entire home, and the wall to my right held a massive painted quote written in bold, capital letters:

“The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams,” I read off.

“It’s my favorite quote,” she said lightly.

“Did you do all this?” I asked.

“In my spare time, yeah. My best friend, Frank, helped me. But I came up with all the designs and colors we used.”

“It’s incredible.”

“Thanks,” she said.

Whatever dam that was holding me back burst in that very moment. This quirky, vibrant woman, with her swirling curves and her witty banter, was clawing at a part of me. I wanted to bury myself between her legs so badly I would burn up if I didn’t. 

I strode over to her and wrapped one arm around her waist. I pulled her flush against my body, and I heard her lightly gasp. She had drawn me in with her personality, and I was about to drill into her with my body.

I thrust my lips onto hers, and she willingly parted them for me. Her tongue danced along the roof of my mouth, and my hands took on a life of their own. I gripped her back and picked her up off her feet. I backed up toward the bed, and when I felt my knees hit the edge, I dropped her quickly to the mattress and climbed in beside her.

Her hands ran through my hair, and I kissed her. I could feel her lipstick covering the bottom half of my face. When she drew the skin of my neck in between her teeth, I couldn’t help the low groan that escaped.

My hands cupped her massive tits, and I pulled the fabric of her dress down, revealing the nakedness of them underneath the thin fabric that had shielded her from me all night. I wrapped my lips around them and felt her buck into me. I knew then and there this prize wouldn’t take me long. She’d been wanton and begging for far too long, and I would make her body mine, time and time again, before I left her to her own devices.

Her breaths turned into pants while my hands migrated lower. I pushed up the fabric of her dress, and I could already smell her womanhood wafting from between her legs. My cock throbbed in my pants, and I had to reach down, unbuckling my belt and freeing it from its strained confines. My lips grazed over her plump thighs while my fingers danced along her naked stomach, and every time her body jumped, I couldn’t help but smirk.

And then, that magic word fell effortlessly from her lips, and I knew I’d give her exactly what she wanted, over and over again.

“Please, Mason,” she moaned. “Oh, please.”

I hooked my fingers into her panties and slowly slid them down her legs. I discarded them, and her legs already parted for me. She was so ready for what she knew I could give her, and her glistening pussy was begging to be stroked by my tongue.

And who was I to deny the burning lust of a begging, attractive woman like Ash?

 






Chapter 4 

Ash 

 

 

I felt him slide his tongue up my slit, and already, I could feel my clit swelling. His hands were firmly planted on my legs to keep them apart, and he was massaging my thighs with his strong fingers. Dear Jesus, he felt so good. His tongue kept diving into my depths while my hands wrenched his hair. I wanted him closer, harder, and faster. My hips bucked into his face, and I felt myself teetering close to the edge.

“I’m so close,” I groaned. “Yes, Mason.”

He backed off, and my back hit the mattress. It was happening again. I had been so close to reaching my climax, and then he stopped. Just like it always seemed to happen. But he proved me wrong when I felt him slowly press a finger inside of me.

“Oh, god,” I moaned. 

He slowly slicked his long finger with my juices before he slipped another one in. That was when I felt the tip of his tongue start to dance right where I wanted him. I bucked and writhed on my bed while my juices dripped onto my sheets. 

I no longer cared what I looked or sounded like. Electricity coursed through my veins, and I felt that burning fire deep within the pit of my gut. Just as I started to climb that mountain again, he stopped.

“No,” I whined. 

I heard him chuckle between my legs. He was clearly doing this to me on purpose, although I had no idea why. All I wanted to do was come, and he was torturing me instead.

A knock came rattling through my apartment.

I ignored it. Mason sucked my clit between his teeth, and my legs trembled around his head. I locked my ankles to pull him closer. I wasn’t going to let him stop this time. I needed to come so fucking badly that I was about to lose my mind. 

The knock at my door sounded again, becoming ferocious. My body was now distracted, holding me back from the precipice. I groaned in frustration. Then I heard the sound of Frank’s voice shouting from behind the door, and I shot straight up in my bed.

“Who’s that?” Mason asked, his voice muffled against my pussy.

I scrambled off the bed and apologized furiously. I slid my dress the rest of the way off and grabbed a robe hanging off my door. What the hell was my best friend doing knocking down my door at ten o’clock at night? I could hear the exasperation in her voice, and for a split second, I forgot about the task at hand for the night. I wrapped the robe around me, and I hurried to my front door. 

I tossed the door open, and I clocked the sheer amount of luggage Frank had at her sides.

“Oh my god, Ash, thank god you answered.” 

She threw her arms around me, and then she started kicking her stuff inside. All I could do was get out of her way so I didn’t get blasted by the bags she was kicking around.

“So, my roommates are dicks,” she complained as she flounced into my apartment. “I mean, I told them I’d be late on my rent again, and they had the balls to yell at me. I mean, what’s the big surprise? I’m always late with my rent. It’s their fault, really, for not expecting that by now.”

I shut the door behind her. “That’s an interesting way to look at it, but you being late with rent makes them late on rent,” I said lightly.

“Yeah, but I mean, I’m gonna fucking pay it!” Her red curls bounced when she tossed herself on my couch, and that’s when I saw Mason slowly come out of my room. Dear Jesus, he looked incredible.

I felt my core throb with unsatisfied lust before I turned my attention back to Frank.

“Why are you late on rent again?” I asked.

“Always with the ‘again’ part!” she exclaimed. “Look, my boss at work is also a dick and keeps paying me late. The place is going out of business soon, I guess, and the man can’t even keep a regular pay schedule. He said he’d pay us next week and—”

Her eyes panned over to Mason, standing in the arch of the hallway, and I could see the shock roll over her face.

“Well, hello there,” she said, smiling. She turned her body toward him, and Mason eyed me carefully before proceeding.

“Who is this, Ash?”

“Mason,” I said. “This is Frank, my best friend. Frank, this is Mason.”

“Pleasure,” Mason smoothly. “That’s an interesting name.”

“Well, the name’s Georgina Franklin,” she said, grimacing. “But that’s too ridiculous for me. So it’s just Frank.”

She turned her head back to me and ran her eyes up and down my robed form. She snorted a laugh and smirked.

“But don’t mind me,” she said. “I can just relax here. Please carry on.”

I felt my cheeks redden with embarrassment, and then I felt a hand slip around my waist. Of course, my best friend would fucking bust into my apartment during the one night I took for myself. And of course she would interrupt one of the best sex sessions I was probably ever going to have with one of the most handsome men I was probably never going to see again.

“I’ll message you later,” Mason murmured lowly in my ear. 

I nodded and had to physically hold back tears when I felt him step behind me. My apartment door shut closed with him on the wrong side of it. I sighed and turned my gaze back to Frank.

“So, how was he?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, sulkily.

I went and sat down by Frank while she rattled on about the rest of her dramatic evening, but I couldn’t keep my mind off Mason. His tongue was thick and rough, and the way he touched me was unlike anything I’d experienced. 

The touches from other men were just to get me naked and ready for them, but his touches were different. They didn’t hold pretense or expect me to do anything except whatever I wanted, and he had gotten me so close. He pushed me to the edge of that fire before pulling me back, and I was two seconds away from telling him I’d do anything if he’d just throw me to the flames and let me burn.

I was mindlessly grinding into the couch before Frank’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

“Anyway, thanks for letting me crash here. You want the bed or the couch?”

“What?” I asked.

“Because if I’m in the bed, I’m changing those sheets,” she said, yawning.

“You’re on the couch,” I deadpanned. 

She held her hands up in mock surrender, and I sighed as I peeled myself from the couch. I stood there for a second while she curled up onto the cushions. She was soundly snoring almost immediately. I dragged myself off to bed, envying her ability to fall asleep like that.

I wouldn’t be able to get to sleep with how aroused I still was, and I knew it. My nipples were painfully erect, and I couldn’t get Mason’s broad shoulders and seductive brown eyes out of my mind. His hands were so large, they easily cupped the inside of my thick thighs. 

I laid down and spread my legs wide before I parted my pussy with my own fingers, and I imagined Mason’s tongue lapping me up again.

My juices spilled out onto the bed while I began to buck into my fingers, and I imagined Mason moaning into my pussy. I could have sworn I felt his hands still massaging my legs, and when I reared my hips off the bed and came, his name fell in whispered moans from my lips.

My back dropped to the bed, and tears rose in my eyes as I stared at the ceiling. Every single time I thought I was getting ahead, something popped up that threw me back. Boyfriends sucked me dry for money, and my best friend didn’t give a damn that she was interrupting in my life, and I always found it very funny how when I needed her, she was nowhere to be found.

I was everyone’s fucking doormat. Well, no more. No more nights where I laid here unsatisfied and depressed. No more plans thrown to the side because someone came knocking at my door. No more divvying out money I didn’t have and sacrificing my store just so someone could get what they wanted.

But that still didn’t help the fact that I fell asleep that night fully unsatisfied and very, very alone.






Chapter 5 

Mason 

 

 

“So, I did it,” I said.

Winston was huffing and doubled over, trying to catch his breath. We’d only been playing squash for like ten minutes, but he was already exhausted. He lifted his head to look up at me, and I saw the blatant confusion on his face.

“Did what?” he asked.

“You know, the bet? I met up with some chick off that site like we said.”

“Dude!” he said. “Tell me all about it. How was it?”

“Well, she had this ad posted about how the guys she’s been with never made her come, and she was looking for a man to make her come for the first time.”

“Oh, god,” Winston groaned. “That sounds like heaven. What’d she taste like? What’d she look like? Dude, I need details!”

“We were fucking interrupted by some foul-mouthed intrusion named Frank,” I said.

“She had some dude bust up into her place while you were face-planted between her legs?” he asked.

“Nope. Frank’s a girl, but yeah. Just shoved her way into Ash’s apartment.”

“Ash?” Winston asked.

“The girl I was tongue deep in.”

I hit the squash ball, and we played a round. The ball sucker-punched Winston in the gut, and I couldn’t help but double over and laugh.

“You’re shit at squash,” I said. “No matter how much you play.”

“Squash is a shit game,” Winston gasped. “I’d rather play poker.”

I couldn’t help but think about the possibility of meeting up with Ash again. Part of me wanted to see how she was after last night, and part of me just wanted to feel those thighs shake around my face. 

Jesus, I almost fucking had her. She was locked and loaded, and I could feel her clit physically throbbing against my tongue. I would've sent her over the edge time and time again, and then when she was spent, I would’ve rolled her over and fucked her until she passed out and fell asleep.

“Well, you still gotta meet up with her,” Winston said. “If you didn’t fulfill what she wanted, then you weren’t really with a real girl yet.”

God, I was hoping he’d say that.

“Well, her apartment is now double-booked with her foul-mouthed friend, so I’m not sure where the hell I’d take her. Mother would wonder why I needed a hotel and go on a tangent about taking Eva instead, and I sure as hell am never bringing her back to my room.”

“I still can’t believe you live with your mom, dude,” Winston said, chuckling.

It wasn’t that I wanted to live with my mom, but I knew how she got when she was alone. My father passed away a few years back, and ever since then, her icy demeanor just got colder and colder. 

She isolated herself more and rarely left the house, and when she did, she always came back with more botox in her face or another face lift she obviously didn’t need. When push came to shove, I was worried about what she’d do if I left her alone. So I stayed and put up with her bullshit.

“Just bring her to my place,” Winston offered. “I’m hardly at it anyway.”

I shoved his shoulder when he smirked, but the idea did hold merit. But what did I tell her? Did I say it was my best friend’s space and admit I was still living with my mom? Did I tell her it was my place and risk lying to her? I mean, I wasn’t gonna see her after our unfinished business was resolved, but a woman like her deserved more than that. She was warm and kind, and the last thing I wanted to be was a liar.

“Thanks,” I murmured. I pulled out my phone, opened up the dating app, and sent Ash a message.

I believe we have some unfinished business to attend to.

I’m really sorry for last night, she responded.

Don’t be. I have a best friend and he can be a real dick. I get it.

She’s not a dick. She’s just…

Selfish? I finished.

She didn’t respond for a while, and I got worried that I made her angry. But the next message that popped up relaxed me quite a bit.

What are you doing tonight? she asked.

I was just about to ask you that same question. How would you feel about coming over to my place?

I cringed when I read that sentence before I sent it. The pit of my stomach sank to my knees, and something inside of me was screaming to correct it. I mean, it was just Winston’s place. Who the fuck cared if I told her it was mine? It bypassed a conversation I didn’t want to have with her anyway, so what did it matter?

Apparently, it mattered to my conscience. It was nice to know I still had one.

I feel that we could bypass Frank doing that, she messaged.

So, would you like to come over tonight? I asked.

I’d love to.

Good. I’ll send a car for you, and it’ll take you to my place.

A car? Fancy stuff. Will it have champagne or is this get together BYOB?

I smiled at her banter, and I almost didn’t realize Winston was looking over my shoulder.

“Atta boy!” he cheered.

Just bring yourself. I’ve got everything else, I sent.

“Looks like you got a phone call to make,” he said with a wink. “Let me know how it goes!”

I went home and cleaned up before taking the car and going straight to Winston’s. I told the driver what time to pick Ash up and where, and told him he was free to do whatever until then. I set out making this apartment perfect and kept rehearsing what I’d tell her when she got here: I’d tell her it’s actually my friend’s place, but that I didn’t want to get into the story of why I didn’t have my own. 

I’d apologize for lying, and I’d tell her I hoped she would forgive me, and if she had questions I’d be an open book. I wanted to taste her again, and I’d tell her anything she wanted to know if it meant I could.

I set up candles on the table and lit some in the window sills of his apartment, and after I was done cleaning some things down and removing some of Winston’s personal effects, I called around to some of the eateries in town. I found someone who could bring over some finger sandwiches and some baked bread crisps and dips, and I left the apartment to go pick up a bottle of wine. If I was going to reveal to her that this place was actually my friend’s, then I needed to make sure I schmoozed her nice in order to make up for it.

My phone vibrated fifteen minutes before she was supposed to be here, and when I saw she was on her way, I went and found a mirror. I smoothed out the suit coat I had on before buttoning it, ran my fingers through my hair once more, then turned on the music playlist I put together once I’d picked up the wine. 

I wanted everything to be perfect because I wanted this to be a night she would never forget. I wanted her to remember the first time my tongue made her come, and I wanted every encounter she had from here on out to pale in comparison to this.

But something in the pit of my stomach still continued to flop around.

The knock at the door sent shivers down my spine, and when I opened it up, I couldn’t fucking pick my jaw off the ground. Ash was dressed in this polka-dotted dress that shoved her tits up to her chin and cinched her waist in, and the dotted heels she was wearing flexed her meaty thighs in ways I didn’t think were possible.

Dear Jesus, I wanted to throw her onto the couch and bury myself into her right then and there.

“Fancy meeting you here,” she said, smirking.

“I know, I was expecting someone a little more perky,” I quipped.

“Oh, I can be perky,” she said as she stepped in.

“Is that so?”

I turned around and watched her pop a crisp into her mouth, and I was in awe of how confident she felt around me. She just barged right in with her smile and her swaying hips, eating food she knew was set out for her and looking around an apartment that wasn’t mine.

Shit, how was I gonna start this conversation?

“Wine?” I asked.

“I’d love some,” she said, smiling.

I poured us each a glass and went to stand by her side, and we stood in silence for a while before I took in a deep breath through my nose. But she beat me to the punch before I could admit to her the truth behind “my” apartment.

“I believe someone mentioned some unfinished business.” 

I watched her eye slowly glance over to me, and the way she bit her lip would be the death of me. The innocence behind her eyes was a stark contrast to the nipples I saw puckering underneath her dress, and I felt myself growing rock-hard for her.

I set my wine glass down and slowly took hers, and when I set it down, I wrapped my arms slowly around her waist. She stood to her tiptoes and pressed into me instantly, and soon my lips were encompassing hers in a slow, fiery kiss. 

Her lip gloss tasted of vanilla and cherry blossoms, and I ran my tongue along her lips so I could taste every inch of her. My mouth swallowed her groans, and my cock was throbbing against her leg, and when I finally pulled back from her swollen, pouty lips, I took her hand and slowly began to lead her to the bedroom.

Her eyes held mine while I backed toward the door, and when I tossed it open, a yapping sound emanated from the corner. Something small buzzed by my legs and caught me by surprise, and when my eyes landed on the dog, Ash was already squealing with delight.

“Oh, my god! She’s so cute!”

My eyes were wide with horror at the sight of the small, scruffy rat dog, and my mind began to whirl at a million miles a second. A dog? Why the hell didn’t Winston tell me he had a dog? Why the fuck did he not tell me he’d lock the damn thing up in the one place we were gonna end up tonight?

“What’s her name?” Ash breathed.

“His name is… Huck,” I spewed. “I, uh, found him on the street and decided to take him in. He was pretty good and obviously malnourished, and he just sort of stuck around.”

“I don’t blame him.” She smirked over at me. 

Shit, I’d just dug myself a deeper hole than intended. I rubbed my hands along my face and tried to cast the thought out of my mind, but I couldn’t help but feel my stomach begin to lurch at the idea of lying to her once again.

My god, I didn’t want to tell this woman about my mother. If she knew the apartment wasn’t mine, she’d ask where I lived. I’d have to tell her I lived with my mother, which would prompt her asking why, and I sure as hell didn’t want to talk about any of that bullshit.

Fuck.

My cock was straining against my pants as I watched Ash set this yapping rat down, and when she turned toward me, I watched her eyes flicker down to my pulsating dick.

“Looks like someone’s happy to see me again,” she said. 

I strode over to her and picked her up off the ground. She squealed and giggled in delight, and the noise sent shivers of happiness down my spine. Her smile was infectious, and I could smell her juices already flooding her luscious thighs, and soon, I was dropping her onto the bed and nibbling down her neck.

“Oh god, Mason,” she breathed.

I sucked in thick patches of skin while my hands traveled all along her body, but that damn dog came up behind me and nipped at my feet.

“Hey!” I yelled before I turned around. Ash was panting and her chest was flushed, and the moment I reared up, the dog stopped.

“Thank you,” I breathed, but when I bent back down to pull Ash’s tit into my mouth, the dog started yapping again.

“Dammit,” I said.

I felt my blood boiling. Fucking Winston and his damn rat-dog. Here I was with a throbbing erection and a thick, beautiful woman ready and waiting for me to ruin her for anyone else, and this dog couldn’t keep his trap shut long enough for me to do anything. I got up and tried to toss the dog out of the room so I could shut the door, but every single time I took a step toward the dog, it would run away.

“Jesus, really?” I exclaimed.

“Poor thing,” Ash pouted.

“Yeah,” I mumbled. “Poor dog.”

I was at my wits end with this entire situation. First, her loud-mouthed, rude-as-hell friend barged into her apartment, and now this unprecedented fluffy-rat wouldn’t shut up and leave me alone long enough to taste the sweet pussy I was working so hard to have! But, like the angel she was turning out to be, her voice filled the foreign bedroom with the greatest idea I’d heard in months.

“Why don’t we just go for a drive?” she asked.

 

 






Chapter 6 

Ash

 

I felt so bad for him. Here this handsome man was, trying his hardest to wine and dine me, and everything seemed to be getting in his way. I felt terrible for him, and god knows I wanted him more than anything, but a part of me did find this all a bit funny. 

He looked incredible in his suit and jacket, and I found myself wanting to rip it off him and run my fingers down his skin, but I’d settle for just getting out and away from this cute little dog that didn’t seem to enjoy my presence in his apartment.

I knew he could give me what I needed. I knew he was more than capable of throwing me over the edge. I mean, he’d almost done it twice back at my apartment. He was pulling out all the stops to try and make me feel welcome and wanted, so the least I could do was suggest we get the hell out of here.

“That sounds like a good idea,” he said.

“Let me grab my things.”

I shuffled off the bed and skirted by the yapping dog, and when I had my purse, I turned toward him and smiled.

“You ready?” I asked.

“Would it be possible to take your car, by any chance?”

“That was the plan,” I said. 

I pulled my keys out and dangled them in the air, then I tossed them his way. Honestly, did he really think I’d just expect that driver he hired to sit out there all night? God, that would’ve cost him a fortune. I mean, I assumed he was well off, but no one I knew was that well off.

I mean, no man with that kind of money would seek out a girl like me.

We headed out of his apartment, and I started searching for my car. I was hoping he wouldn’t laugh at my older sedan. My friends always picked on me for being an old woman driving this kind of car, but when we found it and slid into the seats, he did nothing but crank up the engine.

“Thank you,” I murmured.

“For what?” he asked.

“For not making comments about my car.”

“What the hell would I do that for?” he asked.

“Most people do. They call me an ‘old lady’ and stuff because of it. Especially after what you picked me up in.”

He nodded but stayed silent, and part of me wished I hadn’t opened my big mouth.

We drove through downtown L.A., and he seemed to know where he was going so I didn’t ask. We wound through the streets and quickly passed the lights that lined the road, and when we breached the outer edges of the city, we started winding up a thin dirt road. 

The city sunk below us and a smile broke out across my cheeks, and before I could catch what I was doing, I reached over and took his hand. I knew exactly where he was taking us, and I was very excited to be able to take in the view with him.

He slowly brought my old ass car to a stop, and when he turned the car off, we sat and looked at the Hollywood sign as it shone over top of the entire city of L.A.

“It’s beautiful up here,” I breathed.

“Why don’t we climb in back?”

I turned and looked at Mason, and his eyes were dark with excitement. I nodded and unbuckled my seatbelt and the two of us scrambled to get into the back of the car seat. Part of me was absolutely thrilled. I mean, it felt like I was in my own movie.

We slid in next to one another, and I cradled myself into him. We gazed out the windshield at the view below us for a few more minutes, and then I felt his lips graze the shell of my ear.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

God, he was so perfect.

“Plenty of girls have experienced their first orgasm in the backseat of a car,” I said. “Kind of a rite of passage, isn’t it?”

I turned my gaze toward him, and I could feel his breath on my lips. My body was already heated and ready to go, and when he crashed his lips against mine, my hands flew to his hair. Time after time, we had been interrupted, and my body was buzzing for him. My tits were hard peaks, and my inner thighs were wet with desire, and all I wanted to do was experience everything he had to give me.

I felt his dick hard against my thigh as I parted my legs for him, and I could tell by the way his lips connected with my neck that he was just as frustrated as I was. I wound my fingertips into the tendrils of his hair, and my hips began to roll into his body.

I pulled him up to me and took his lips again. He tasted so sweet, and his lips were to luscious, and I couldn’t help but draw it in between my teeth and suck. He groaned and it shot electricity all the way to my core, and I felt his hands quickly slipping up my dress. I felt his fingertips graze the fabric of my underwear, and I could feel my wetness permeating the fabric before he buried his face into my tits.

“Jesus, you’re so wet,” he groaned.

His fingertips slid the fabric of my panties to the side, and he dipped his fingertips into my entrance to slick them up. My body was buzzing with delight as I lobbed my head back and rested it on the car seat. His fingers pumped in and out of me, and just as my walls started to flutter around him, he pulled away. His belt buckle clattered, and he shifted around in the car, and when I opened my eyes and looked up at him, I caught a glimpse of the raging cock he held in his hand.

Its tip glistened with precome while my juices dripped down the crack of my ass, and I watched while he lined his cock up with my entrance. His chest was heaving, and his eyes were predatory, and when he pushed into me, I could feel my body molding against his.

He dropped down and started to thrust into me, and my eyes started to roll into the back of my head. He was thicker than any man I’d ever been with, and he brushed up against a spot inside of me that made me shiver every single time he did it. He placed sloppy kisses on my cheeks and neck, and then be buried his face into my breasts and picked up his pace.

The car was rocking, and his balls were slapping me in the ass. Before I knew it, I felt that familiar burning sensation begin to brew in the pit of my gut. The windows were beginning to fog, and I propped my leg up onto the back of one of the car seats. Before I could catch my breath, I was flying over the edge.

My body pulled taut, and the sounds that poured from my lips stopped. My pussy milked him for everything it was worth, and silver stars burst in my vision. I felt my nipples tighten, and my body started to tremble, and just when I thought it was over, I felt his fingers part my pussy folds.

His smooth, dexterous fingers circled my swollen nub while I tried to catch my breath. I felt the build of a second fire as I clenched my thighs down around him. I drew him into me and threw my arms around his neck, and I clung to him for dear life while he sank his teeth into my neck.

“Come for me,” he whispered. “You can do it again, I promise.”

 






Chapter 7 

Mason 

 

Her body was sprawled out for me in the back of her car, and something primal took over my system. Her thighs were glistening with sweat and pussy juices, and my cock was buried deep within her. The way her walls clenched down around my dick made every other woman I’d been with pale in comparison. My raging cock was throbbing inside of her, and her entire body was trembling underneath me. I knew I could edge her to another one if I encircled her clit.

Her thick tits were heaving, and her chest was flushed in lust, and the way she spread her legs for me in the back of her car told me everything I needed to know about how I was doing. She was mine tonight, and I was going to make sure she never forgot the experience.

“Come for me. You can do it again, I promise.”

My words came out more demanding than I wanted, but the moan that poured from her lips told me she loved every second of it. I pounded into her hips so hard I could feel the car rocking with our motions, and sweat started trickling down my back when it no longer had room to cling to the windows of the vehicle. The Hollywood sign was no longer the most beautiful thing about this view, and I couldn’t help but watch her face contort as she slammed her hips up into mine, meeting me thrust for thrust.

“Yes. Jesus, Mason. Oh, god. What have you done to me?”

Her pussy was greedy for what I could give her, and I wanted her to rocket off that ledge again. I wanted her body to shake until she physically couldn’t catch her breath, just so I could feel her walls massage my cock again. 

She was reaching for anything she could grab, and I felt her clit swelling larger underneath the pads of my fingers. I reared back to get a better angle, and I saw her mouth peel open in silent ecstasy.

The way her pussy milked my dick again brought me to my knees, and I fell towards her and buried my dick deep inside of her. Her body was so soft and bounced so good to the timing of my thrusts, and I captured her lips in mine as her tits heaved against my chest.

“Oh, my god,” she breathed.

I didn’t give a shit that I didn’t come. That wasn’t the point of the evening. The point was to give her something no man had ever given her before, and I wanted to make sure she never forgot what that felt like. I wanted to make sure that every man she was with from this point on was compared to me and what I gave her tonight. A part of me even hoped all the men to come would pale in comparison.

I laid there with my hands beside her head, seated in her swollen heat as I watched her slowly come down from her high. Her eyes fluttered open, and a shy smile crossed her cheeks. A small part of me was wondering if she’d be up for another round. Her body molded perfectly to mine, and I wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye to her, so when I slowly slipped out from between her legs, I pulled her into my lap and held her close.

The condensation on the windows made her sedan very humid, but I honestly didn’t care. I loved how pliable her skin was underneath my fingertips, and the way she curled into me just felt right. I sat there for a while and held her while the condensation slowly dripped away from the windows. When we could finally see the Hollywood sign again, she broke the silence.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

“That good, huh?”

“Oh, can it.” 

She elbowed me playfully in my stomach, and I feigned being hurt. The giggle that fell from her lips prompted me to capture them in a kiss again. It was soft, nothing like what had just occurred, and when she awarded me entrance into her mouth, I got a taste of just how sweet she was.

“You’re a good kisser,” she murmured into my lips.

“Apparently, I’m good at many things,” I quipped.

“Oh, so you got jokes?”

“I’ve always got jokes. I’m the king of jokes.”

“Then tell me a joke, hot stuff.”

I looked into her eyes and racked my brain for a joke I thought would make her laugh. Her eyes searched mine, waiting patiently for me to fulfill the challenge I had taken on, but the only thing I could think about was how effortless this was for me. How effortless it was to hold her close and how effortless it was to talk with her. We weren’t even talking about anything important. We were just chatting mindlessly. About nothing.

I’d never experienced that before with a woman.

I studied her face and took in everything about her. The slope of her curves and the way her makeup was smudged just enough to piss her off when she realized it was. Her bold, fake jewelry that was hanging cockeyed on her body, and her boldly-printed fabrics that probably cost less than the socks I was currently wearing. She was different in every way from any woman I had ever been surrounded with, and it drew me in.

Everything about her drew me in.

But the truth was she’d never fit in with my family. My iron-fisted mother would take one look at the shoes she strode into the house with and toss her back out onto the street. Men like me were meant to marry women like Eva so we could have more children like ourselves who could inherit more money than they’d ever be able to spend in their lifetime. We were meant to have the perfect wedding, and Eva was meant to never rise above a size six, no matter how many children she pumped out for our nanny to raise. I needed to have money on deck for her tummy tuck after each child, and I was expected to go into the office and work late hours so Eva had something to complain about when I got home.

That was my life, and Ash had no place in it.

“Well, I’m waiting?” she said.

I guess I could hang out just a little while longer.

“Why do you think Santa is always so jolly?” I asked.

I watched her crinkle her nose before she darted her eyes around. I could tell the question confused her, and I could see a part of her trying to work it out.

“You’re one of those people that love riddles, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I do my crossword puzzles in pen, thank you very much,” she nodded.

“I don’t do crossword puzzles at all.”

“I don’t blame you,” she said. “You could probably just pay someone to do it for you.”

“How much money do you think I have?”

“More than me, but that’s not too hard.”

It didn’t make me uncomfortable that she understood I had money. That was nothing to be ashamed of. I don’t think she realized the extent of my wealth, but that wasn’t important. What was important was that she didn’t figure out whose apartment she had actually arrived at. We wouldn’t ever work. We lived in two different worlds, governed by two very different lifestyle expectations, and there was no use getting into all the drama surrounding my mother and the type of person she had become. There was no use hashing out my father’s death, and there was no use trying to figure out if this could work.

Because it couldn’t.

But that revelation only made me want to sit here longer with her in my arms.

“You never told me,” she said.

“Told you what?”

“Why Santa’s always so jolly.”

Her big, green eyes were juxtaposed against her bright blue hair, and for the first time I could ever recall, I actually didn’t want to take her back. I wanted to crank up her sedan and drive until we ran out of gas, and then I wanted to fill her tank to the brim in the backseat of this car before I put gas back in her tank. 

Scenes of memories that would never happen buzzed through my mind: watching the sunrise over the ocean, digging sand out of the cracks of our body after I took her on the beach, licking her pussy clean in the shower once she was done soaping herself down.

I really could see something with her, and that was what made this so hard.

“It’s really easy to figure out,” I said. “It’s because he knows where all the naughty girls live.”

I smirked down at her and watched her eyes crinkle with her smile. Her light giggle turned into a full-fledged laugh, and pretty soon, the two of us were trying hard to catch our breath in the backseat of her rickety car. 

My pants were still down around my ankles, and her tits were still spilling over the top of her dress, and it was the rawest I’d ever seen a woman: fully exposed and still light-headed from her orgasm. This was probably the most vulnerable she’d ever been with a man, and I was about to drive us back to an apartment that wasn’t mine before waving goodbye and never seeing her again.

I swear, I used to be so much better at one-night stands than this.

“I suppose we should be getting back,” she sighed.

“I guess.”

We put ourselves back together and got out of the backseat. When we slid into the front of the car, she instinctively took my hand. I looked down at the embrace before I trailed my eyes back up to her, and when she looked over at me, I committed her eyes to memory. I didn’t want to take her back. I didn’t want to go back to the life I was living, and that’s when I started to realize why Winston was doing his “research.”

Things were simpler down here, in ways I had never experienced, and I didn’t want it to stop.

I brought her hand to my lips and kissed it lightly, and then I dropped her hand and cranked the car. The ride back was silent and tense, and something told me she wasn’t quite ready to go either. We slowly inched to a stop in front of Winston’s apartment, and when I got out of the car so we could switch places, I had to stop myself from climbing into the passenger seat.

“Thank you again,” she said, smiling lightly. “For everything.”

“Trust me. The pleasure was all mine.”

She sat there for a while, debating on what to do, and I leaned in one last time and gave her a kiss on her cheek. I could have sworn I heard her sigh quietly, and when I felt her cheek press into my lips, I knew she was thinking exactly what I was.

“Goodnight,” I murmured against her skin.

I clenched my fists in my pockets as I watched her drive off. Fuck my family and their stupid fucking standards. Fuck marrying Eva and having an office job. I didn’t want to go to Barty’s, and I didn’t want to fucking go skiing in the winter. I began to hate the standards I was expected to live by. I began to hate Winston for this bullshit bet. Had I never done it, I would’ve never met her. Had I never done it, I would’ve never known how they lived. Fuck this nonsense and this “she wouldn’t fit in with my family.”

She fits in with me. Doesn’t that fucking matter?

I ripped my cell phone from my pocket and called the driver. I told him to come pick me up before I shot a text message to Winston, thanking him for letting me use his apartment, and when the driver pulled up, I slammed myself down onto the seat.

Everything about this situation was bullshit.

 






Chapter 8 

Ash 

 

I could hardly keep my eyes open at work. My back ached, and my pussy was still sore, and I just couldn’t get him out of my mind. I dreamed of Mason last night, of how good it felt to have his arms wrapped around me, and I woke up hugging my pillow. 

Sure, I’d gotten my first man-induced orgasm in the back of my beaten-up sedan, but there was something powerful about it. The way his eyes darkened and the way his hips rolled into mine. My insecurities faded away when I was with him.

Stocking the shelves was a blur, and I was sitting more than I was working. Every time I tried to lift my arm to grab something, my shoulder started to tremble. By the time lunch came and went, I’d already had four cups of coffee. I kept having to reapply my eyeliner because I kept yawning, and the tears from my bombastic yawns were streaking the eyeliner down my cheeks.

“You look like hell,” Luna said.

“Your glasses are too thick,” I threw back.

“Who pissed in your coffee?”

“With the way it tastes, I’m assuming the entire block.”

“Don’t like my coffee?” Luna asked, grinning. “Go get some of your own. You can go after you sort the buttons.”

“I sorted the buttons last week,” I said. “What happened?”

“Someone brought their kids in.”

I sighed and got up from my chair only to step down onto a lone crochet hook.

“Holy sh—”

“Language,” Luna smirked. “What’s go you so tired, hun?”

“Just up late,” I sighed.

“Sounds like a guy to me.”

I felt tears prickle the back of my eyes and decided to just shrug it off. I picked up the plastic bins of buttons and set them down onto the table in back. I started sorting them out, and my mind wafted back to the dream. 

We were walking through downtown L.A. before we found ourselves at the end of a pier. We had ice cream cones in our hands, and it was dripping down my fingers. Mason handed me a handkerchief that felt like silk and honey. I wiped my hand off, and he plucked the ice cream cone from my hand. Before I could protest, he started wiping the cone on my chest.

He bent over and began licking it off, and the people from the pier faded away. Our bodies floated over the ocean, and I watched as his eyes darkened the same color they did in the back of the car that night.

I had to take deep breaths so my hands would stop shaking long enough to sort out those damn buttons.

The truth was, he fulfilled the ad. I’d taken it down, and men stopped messaging, but I didn’t understand why that had to be the end. I mean, he held me for what seemed like hours afterward. Men didn’t have fun doing that, right? Technically, I’d taken the lead. I mean, he’d set up his apartment and everything. At least, I thought it was his apartment. It was kind of odd how that little dog barked at him if it was his. He seemed kind of startled by the fact that it was there at all.

Why would he lie about that being his apartment if it wasn’t?

Now I couldn’t get that question out of my mind. Yeah, I really wanted to see him again, but I also wanted to ask him about the apartment. Maybe I was just overthinking things, or maybe he was dog-sitting, but he told me it was his.

Jesus, this man had really gotten under my skin.

I decided to whip out my phone and open the app to message him. I mean, it was my idea to go on the car ride that led to our ad-fulfilling encounter, so I didn’t think it would be odd if I sent him the first message afterwards.

Right?

I had a really nice time last night, I sent. 

That was a good message, nice and general, in case he didn’t want to respond, but a really good opening of a door if he wanted to step through.

And I was ecstatic when he messaged back a few minutes later.

I could tell, he wrote.

How do you know I didn’t fake it? I’ve gotten pretty good at that in my lifetime, I said.

Because I saw it in your eyes. You can’t fake the way your face looked.

You looked at my face? I asked.

Well, most men just look at their dicks going in and out, but I can do that with my hand.

“How’re those buttons coming along?” Luna asked. 

I was only halfway through sorting them out, and I knew she probably needed me out front.

“Twenty more minutes?” I asked. 

I watched her look down her nose at me before she eyed my phone, and I saw the disdain for technology wash again over her face.

“I’m gonna make you a mock up one of these days for the website,” I said, smirking.

“Yeah, yeah.”

I felt my phone vibrate, and my heart leapt with excitement.

If I’m being honest, that was my first time, too, he said.

Wait, that was your first time having sex?

No, that was my first time fooling around in the back of a car, he replied.

Well, then I one-upped you there, because it wasn’t for me.

Sounds like I was in the arms of a pro, then.

That makes two of us, I wrote.

It felt to natural, talking with him this way. I was able to focus long enough to get the rest of the buttons sorted, and I smiled every time I saw a message back from him. He asked me how my day was going, and I told him I was ready to pop every single button off my clothing and replace them with zippers, and his response was priceless.

I’m sure I could help you pop off all those buttons, if you’d like.

The electricity that coursed through my veins when I read that message could’ve lit up the city block, and when I was finally done sorting those damn decorative buttons, I sent him one last message.

I suppose that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. After all, you seemed to be pretty adept at getting that zipper of yours down in such a cramped space.

I took the buttons out and put them back on the shelves and saw the sheer amount of people in the store. Luna was fuming in a corner that I’d taken so long with those buttons, so I left my phone behind the counter and walked over to a group of old women looking at yarn. They all had knitting bags with needles poking out, and I chuckled when I realized what they were doing.

The women were debating on the type of yarn to use for their projects, and Luna was terrible at suggestions like that.

“Can I help you ladies?” I asked.

“Finally, some help,” one exclaimed.

“Yes, yes. Could you, by any chance, tell us the difference between these two yarns?” The woman was holding up two colors of the same brand yarn, and the only thing I could do was bury my giggle that was threatening to burst forth.

“Besides the color, nothing. They are both the same weight and both have the same polyester/cotton blend.”

“Ew, polyester. That won’t ever breathe for a blanket, Eunice.”

“What yarns do you have here that breathe?”

“You must be Miss Eunice?” I asked. 

The woman had a cockatoo hairstyle of gray and white hair that sat on top of a broad forehead. Her glasses hung down on her nose, and her fingers were curled and deformed with what I could only assume was arthritis. I was so entranced with trying to help these ladies find what they want that I didn’t hear my phone buzz underneath the desk.

I talked these women through the difference in weighted yarns, as well as the different types of materials our yarns were blended and woven with. I let them know that the best yarns for blankets that breathed were either one hundred percent cotton or blends that were eighty percent cotton and twenty percent silk. 

I knew they wouldn’t enjoy the price of the silk-blended cotton, so they settled on the full-cotton yarns and began dumping skeins of it onto the counter. Luna was watching from the corner with a slight smirk on her face, and I assumed it was just because she had gotten out of helping these ladies with something she absolutely detested.

She privately called them “yarn snobs.”

“Do you ladies want to split this, or is this all on Miss Eunice’s tab?” I smiled.

“It better not be,” she said. “I’m eighty-nine today!” 

“Well, happy birthday, Miss Eunice! Ladies, it sounds like you better help her out with this bill.” 

“How much is it?” the shorter one asked.

“All in all, $87.62. I can split it however you wish.”

“We can split it three ways,” the taller woman said.

“You mean I’m paying for my own yarn on my birthday!?” Eunice exclaimed.

“You had breakfast and you’re getting dinner, so calm down,” the shorter woman said. 

I couldn’t help but chuckle at them while I took their cards and rang them up. I could tell they’d been friends for quite some time, and when we finally got all the yarn bagged up, Luna offered to help them all to their car.

“You have a very lovely store,” I heard Miss Eunice say. “We tried looking you up online, and we couldn’t find you. We thought you’d shut down.”

At that comment, I laughed out loud, and Luna shot me a look before the door closed behind her.

I looked at the clock and realized how long I’d been talking to those women. I scrambled for my phone to see if Mason had messaged back. Sure enough, I had a notification for my messages, and his response made me smirk.

You should see me with the snaps of a bra. Lightning speed, I tell you.

His message was sent over an hour ago, and I wanted to continue the bantering. I enjoyed the outside stimulation, and the man behind the messages wasn’t half bad himself. But I sort of felt like the mood might have passed, and I didn’t want to bother him too much. Then, as if someone in my life had a sixth sense about things going well, my phone rang, and Frank’s name popped up.

“Yes?” I sighed.

“Oh, my god. You’ve gotta pick up dinner when you come home. I went grocery shopping and picked up all this awesome stuff, and then I fucking dropped it coming into your apartment!”

“Calm down,” I said. “Are you all right?” 

“Yes. I took all this fucking shit up the stairs before I remembered you were on the first floor.” 

“You’ve been on my couch for a few days, and you’ve constantly busted in for years now. Why the hell did you suddenly think I was upstairs?”

“I don’t know. You just gotta pick up some dinner, all right? The milk dropped on my toe, and I think I broke it, and it just hurts so much.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m about to leave in a bit, and I’ll swing by somewhere and get something.”

“Could it be that Indian place?” she asked. “I’m craving some curry in a bad way.” 

“Anything else, princess?” I mocked.

“Do you have any medical tape? It might be dislocated.”

“Goodbye, Frank.”

I laughed at Luna one last time when she came in, and then I excused myself for the rest of the day. I checked my bank account and realized I didn’t have enough to swing by that Indian place, so I ended up at the store walking up and down the aisles. Of course, I had to tell Frank I’d pick her up some food. It wasn’t like she didn’t have a car or money or the ability to function as a human, yet I always got put out on my ass because I didn’t know how to say “no.”

I guess I just wanted the people around me to be happy.

But when was I ever going to be happy?

I ended up settling on some curry sauce, some discounted chicken, and some jasmine rice in a premixed flavor package. I decided I was going to take this time with Frank to tell her she needed to find another place and soon. I loved her to death, but I needed my apartment back. 

I needed my own space back where I could retreat and be myself, and her busting in on Mason and me that night and not taking the hint to leave meant I wouldn’t have any time that was “me time” until she was gone. She’d probably take it as some sort of insult and storm out and be pissed for weeks, but I’m sure I’d find a way to do just fine without someone sleeping on my couch, eating my food, and not helping much with bills.

Hell, she sounded just like one of my fucking exes.

I talked through my entire speech in my head as I came home. I came through the door, and she frowned when she saw the grocery bags, but I stopped her before she could get anything out of her mouth.

“Didn’t have the money,” I murmured.

“We need to talk,” Frank said seriously

“Actually, yes, we do,” I said when I slammed the bags down. “We need to talk about you finding another place to live.”

“None of that right now. I have to tell you something about Jason.”

Was she fucking kidding me? My blonde-tipped, lazy ass, mooching ex-boyfriend. She wanted to talk about him now?

“Frank, I don’t—”

“Apparently, he’s gunning for some reality television show position, and he wants to talk about your relationship on the air.”

“Oh,” I said. “He wants to broadcast to the world how he slept on my couch and how I had to fake my orgasms in bed with him?”

“I don’t know, but he wants you to sign some sort of release so he can talk about it on camera. The TV station needs your permission or some shit.”

“And when did all this go down?” I asked. 

I started slamming things around and bent down to look for a pot, but when Frank opened her mouth, I froze in my spot.

“He came by earlier and I let him in.”

I raised up and banged my head on the counter, and when tears rose to the back of my eyes, I had had enough.

“You fucking what, Frank?” I hissed.

“I let him in. I don’t know. I figured you guys rekindled or some shit.”

“Why the hell would you think that?” I yelled.

“Because things didn’t pan out with Mason,” she said.

“Because you barged in on us!” I exclaimed.

“Wasn’t my fault you opened the door!” she shouted.

“Damn it, Frank!”

God, if it wasn’t one thing, it was another. I didn’t have enough money to feed myself beyond tonight because I couldn’t say no to my fucking “friend” who was couch surfing and racking up my bills, and now my toxic ex wanted me to sign some stupid sheet of paper so he could probably talk about how shit I was in bed and all this crap on national television for the world to see.

“Can you make dinner tonight?” I sighed.

“Sure,” Frank said.

I dragged myself into my room and let my tears fall. My mind was in overdrive, and I couldn’t think straight, and I had no idea how I was going to approach Jason. It made me sick that he’d even come here, much less stepped foot back into this apartment, and I knew then and there that Frank had to go.

But first, I had to figure out whether or not I was going to sign that release.

 

 






Chapter 9 

Mason 

 

I couldn’t get my mind off her. We bantered through most of my lunch while I sat out on the restaurant’s open veranda, but she dropped off the planet, probably because of work. I cursed myself for not knowing what it was she did for work, but then again, that wasn’t the arrangement. We met up, we hooked up, she came hard twice, and then we parted ways.

But she did message me to tell me she had a good time, and that had resulted in conversation that seemed easy and natural. Usually, when I talked to the women around me, it was forced and uneasy. Hell, even talking with my mom nowadays felt forced and uncomfortable. 

Every time I talked with her, Eva’s name came flying out of her face, and what the fuck was I supposed to do with that? Sure, Eva was beautiful in a classical, trophy-wife kind of way. But, not Ash. She was luscious and sweet, and those curves held miles of depth I could sink into at any given moment.

Not any given moment. Just that one time. But damn it, I really wanted another go.

“Hey there, Mase!”

I ripped myself from my thoughts while my half-full plate of food was getting cold. Winston was walking up with his hand in his pocket and a sucker sticking out of his face. He sat down across the table from me before he crossed his leg over his thigh.

“How’d last night go?” he asked.

“Oh, hold on.” I reached into my pocket and dug around for his keys, and I slid them over the table before they fell into his lap.

“Thanks for the warning me about the dog, you little shit. Since when did you own a hairy rat?”

I watched Winston’s eyes grow wide before he threw his head back in laughter. “Holy fuck, what did it look like?”

“Like a hairy rat bastard, you dick. Why didn’t you tell me you locked your science experiment up in your room?”

“Oh man, that’s the neighbor’s dog. He tunnels between apartments sometimes and gets in through the window.”

“You’re on the second floor, Mase.”

“Didja even bother to look out the window? I’m at the side and there’s a ladder that scales both sides of the building. You know, in case of a fire.”

“You mean to tell me some nasty, smelly dog digs underneath a fence and scales two flights of metal steps until he gets to your apartment?”

“Usually, he doesn’t make it up that far because my neighbors keep their windows open. They must’ve not been home.”

Tears were brewing behind Winston’s eyes while he tried to keep a lid on his laughter, and I just couldn’t believe it.

“Oh my god, that’s priceless. All right, so did it happen. How was it?”

“Yes, it happened,” I bit. “And it was really nice.”

“Right on, Mase! I’m proud of you. How’d it feel to step out of your comfort zone?”

I wanted to tell him it felt great. I wanted to tell him I wanted to see her again and get to know her. I wanted to tell him that the women we surrounded ourselves with had nothing on Ash and how she talked and how she walked and how she felt.

But something told me Winston already knew that shit.

“You gonna see her again?” Winston prodded.

“What’s the point? I’m supposed to marry Eva, right? What’s the point of starting a relationship if it’s only gonna fail?”

“Dude. Your mother doesn’t run your life. Just tell her you don’t wanna marry the ice queen.”

“The ice queen?” I asked.

“You mean you’ve never noticed how Eva’s smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes?”

“The fuck are you talking about?” I asked.

“Sir, would you like anything?” the waitress asked Winston.

“Just some water is fine.” He smiled up at her.

“I mean, just take a look at her the next time she smiles. Her cheeks move, but her eyes don’t. Gives me the creeps.”

“Jesus,” I breathed.

“Anyway, you should come out with me tomorrow night. There’s this show-play-thing in town, and it’s supposed to be pretty cool. Got some sort of funky vibe going on, and a new band will be there doing the music.”

“I don’t know. We can see. I’m supposed to meet my mom for dinner tomorrow night.”

“Then come after dinner!” Winston said before he grabbed his glass of water. “It’ll be fun! We gotcha this far. Let’s keep going!”

“We’ll see,” I said. 

Honestly, it didn’t really sound like my scene, and I didn’t know if I wanted to step back into town and risk seeing Ash. I didn’t really know where she went to hang out, and that thought made me feel even worse.

I didn’t know shit about this woman I couldn’t get out of my head.

“Well, just keep it in the back of your mind. Enjoy your dinner with the ice queen.”

“I’m not having dinner with Eva, I’m having dinner with my mother,” I said.

“I know.” Winston winked. “Catch ya later!”

I admired Winston’s ability to throw caution to the wind. Lord knows his mother was in the middle of a heart attack every time I saw her. She knew exactly what he was doing, and they threatened to take his fortune away every time they encountered one another. But they never did, and he never stopped.

I admired his ability to never stop.

The next evening, I joined my mother for dinner. Winston’s ‘ice queen’ comment was rolling around in my head, and I couldn’t shake it, even when I sat down with her. Her fact was pulled taut with her latest face lift, and her cold eyes kept me in her vision the entire time we sat and ate. 

Dinner with my mother was like taking a test with a teacher: you ate, she evaluated you while she ate, and then at the end, she asked questions you needed to know all the answers to while she fed her two identical Pekingeses. People teased my mother because they looked just like her: she dyed her hair the same color blonde the dogs were, and she tied blue bows around their necks that matched the color of my mother’s eyes. But she didn’t care.

“So, I was going over the itinerary for our Milan trip, and there are a couple of things I need to ask.”

“Shoot, mother,” I said.

“I know we usually go for one week, but how would you feel about making it ten days?”

“Any particular reason?” I asked.

“I figured Eva might like this art exhibit that’s being displayed, but it isn’t set to open until the day after we usually leave.”

I felt my back brace and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

“But Eva isn’t coming, mother,” I said lowly.

“Oh, well, I thought about inviting her,” she said coolly.

“This has always been a family trip. Ever since dad was still with us.”

“Well, Eva’s practically family. She might as well start getting used to blocking off this time during the year anyway.”

“I’m not sure I’m comfortable that Eva comes along, and I think we should just keep the trip at the traditional week-long duration like we usually do.”

“Mason!” my mother gasped.

“Mother, you asked my opinion, now there it is. Now, if there isn’t going to be dessert, I have somewhere I need to be.”

“But of course there’s dessert! I—”

I didn’t stick around long enough to hear what she was about to say. Of course, she’d try to wiggle Eva in on this trip, like it wasn’t obvious enough my mother had already arranged my marriage with her family. I felt my vision closing in on me, and it was getting hard to breathe, and when the driver pulled around, he rolled down the window and asked if there was anywhere I wanted to go.

I opened the backseat and slammed the door behind me, and I told him to just drive while I dialed Winston’s number.

“Hey, Mase! What’s up! How did the dinner go!?”

I had to hold the phone away from my ear to keep Winston from blowing my ear drum.

“Where are you!?” I asked.

“At the place where this show-thing is taking place! Sure I can’t convince you to come?”

“Text me the address.”

“Atta, boy! I’ll shoot it over!”

He hung up the phone, and I saw the address pop up, and I leaned over and knocked on the partition window of the car.

“Where to, Mr. Mason?” the driver asked.

“This address, please.” I held up the phone for him so he could type it into his GPS, and just as I sat back down, I felt him take a hard left and start back into the city.

Anything would be better than thinking about Eva at this point.

 






Chapter 10 

Ash 

 

“I don’t know if I can go tonight,” Frank said.

“Are you serious? My ex, who broke my heart and wants me to sign a release to bash me on some reality television show, has invited me to his gig to sign the papers, and you can’t find the time in your schedule of couch-surfing in my apartment to go with me?”

Frank shrugs. “What? I’m not feeling well.”

“Then take some Tylenol, because you’re going,” I said.

“Come on, Ash. Just tell him to come by after the gig. It’s not that bad.”

“He’s not stepping another foot into this apartment.”

“Fine, but you owe me,” Frank said.

“No, you owe me for me letting you stay here rent and bill-free. Now get dressed.”

Frank stared at me as I stomped to my room, and when I turned around, I could see the smirk on your face.

“Orgasms change you girl,” she said. “I’ve never seen you this assertive.”

I grimaced. “Get dressed.” 

Jason left a note with Frank that she forgot to tell me about. He had some gig with a play that his band was doing the music to, and he said he’d have the paperwork there for me to sign. He didn’t ask me to come, really, he just assumed I would, since it was convenient for him.

Nice to know he was a changed man, I guess.

I got dressed in some leggings and a brightly-colored tunic top and slipped my feet into some ballet slippers. I pinned my blue hair up that was starting to fade, and I figured I could probably go green, and it would be a pretty color that matched my eyes. 

I heard Frank stumbling around in the living room, probably trying to find that one crop top shirt she wore everywhere she went. She loved how it fit her boobs and showed off her stomach, and it almost always got her laid wherever she went.

“You’re not bringing anyone back here to screw,” I pointed out to her when I saw the shirt.

“Why not?” she exclaimed.

“Because I couldn’t have Mason in my own apartment when you came busting in, that’s why.”

I really didn’t want to sign this release. I didn’t want my private life paraded around on television. But who the hell cared about me? As long as they didn’t show any pictures of me on television or anything, it wasn’t like I was going to see it. I didn’t even own a television, much less watch it. I worked too much at the shop, and when I wasn’t working, I was putting together my jewelry pieces.

And I figured if I could sign this release, I could get him off my back for good and never worry about him knocking on my door again.

When we got to the auditorium, I realized we’d have to sit through the whole play in order to get to Jason. He left a note at the front desk letting me know where his room was backstage, but of course, there were no tickets in the envelope. I handed the woman my card to pay for tickets for Frank and me, praying to god my card wouldn’t decline. When it didn’t, I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Thanks for the ticket,” Frank chimed in.

We took our seats and waited for the play to start. The thing was absolutely abysmal. The wooden seats were uncomfortable, and the play was in a mixture of different languages, and I didn’t even know what was going on. There was an Asian character speaking in her own language and an Italian always yelling his lines in his motherland tongue or whatever, and I watched more people have fake sex on stage then I ever did listening in on the porn Frank watched on my couch late at night.

There was some random sword fighting and some off-key songs that were sung, and every once in a while, I heard the band in the pit kick in and diddle on their instruments while people shouted in all sorts of languages on stage.

“What’s this supposed to be about again?” Frank murmured.

“Maybe it’s the orgy recreation of the Tower of Babel,” I whispered.

“I think the Italian guy has AIDS or something,” Frank lulled.

“I thought he had cancer.”

“He’s dying, right?” Frank asked.

“I think so. And he’s dating the French girl?”

“I think it’s the American one,” Frank said.

“Does it really matter at this point?” I asked.

That was the thing about Frank. She really wasn’t there when you needed her, but when you wanted to have fun and know how she really felt about something, she was there in a heartbeat. And sometimes, what she had to say was incredibly funny, which meant she was really good at delivering expert advice with a spicy twist that left a smile on your face. I swear, she could tell you that you had ball cancer and still find a way to make you smile before prepping you for surgery.

I was sure there was something novel about the play, seeing as the auditorium looked sold out, but I didn’t get it. My eyes started scanning the crowd to see if anyone was just as confused as I was, but when my eyes landed on the chairs in the corner, I saw a familiar face.

Mason.

“Oh, my god,” Frank whispered. “Look, look, look.” She was pointing and jabbing her elbow into my side, and I knew exactly who she was looking at as well.

“That’s orgasm guy,” she said.

“He’s not a superhero.” I rolled my eyes.

“That’s a terrible superhero name. I’m ashamed of you, Ash.”

“Whatever,” I murmured. I kept flickering my eyes over that way, hoping he would look over and see me, too. But before I lost myself in his profile, Frank jiggled my leg to catch my attention.

“I think I get it now. All of these people on stage are the unprepared understudies and the band forgot their sheet music, so they’re winging it.”

I stifled a laugh, and someone in front of us turned around and shushed us. Frank flicked them off, and I had to slap my hand over my face to keep from laughing. Thankfully the lights rose for what was apparently an intermission.

“Jesus, you mean there’s more?” Frank groaned. “You think there’s alcohol in the lobby?”

“I don’t know, but my ass doesn’t have feeling anymore.”

I looked over and saw Mason getting up as well, and that’s when Frank grabbed my arm and ripped me down the aisle.

“We should definitely go talk to him,” she said.

“Whoa, we are not going anywhere.”

“Oh, come on. What’ve you got to lose? You had a good time, right?”

“Of course, I did. But it’s not like he’s gonna want to see me after that.”

“And why not?”

“Because,” I squealed.

“Because why?” Frank asked.

“I’d be interested to know the answer to that question, too.”

I spun around on my heels and found myself face to face with the man I couldn’t get off my mind.

“Hey,” I breathed.

“Hello, Ash.” He smiled. “Frank.”

“Nice to meet again,” she nodded.

“And who do we have here?” A tall man with kind brown eyes and a head full of jet black hair walked up beside Mason, and I could tell Frank’s eyes were instantly drawn to him.

“Hello,” Frank said and held out her hand.

“Ash, Frank, this is my best friend, Winston.”

“Ash! Oh. Hello! It’s very nice to meet you.” Winston beamed. He dropped Frank’s hand prematurely and picked mine up, and I smirked at the disappointment on her face when both men’s attention was turned toward me.

“I’ve heard a great deal about you,” Winston chimed.

“All terrible, I hope.” I winked.

“So, what brings the two of you to this production?” Mason asked.

“Ash’s ex is in the pit band,” Frank blurted out.

“Seriously?” I whispered. I looked back at Mason whose eyes were locked onto mine, and my attention was so wrapped into his stare that I hadn’t realized Winston had gone to get us glasses of wine.

“For the ladies,” he offered.

“Thanks.” Frank smiled. 

I tipped the glass up to my face and closed my eyes, downing the glass within seconds. Of course, she had to go and say some shit like that. I dropped the glass down and swallowed hard one last time, and just as Mason went to take a breath through those luscious lips of his, the lights in the auditorium began to blink.

“Looks like it’s back to the entertainment,” Winston lulled.

“Maybe we’ll see you afterwards.” Frank smiled. 

I handed my glass to Frank and thanked him for the wine before avoiding Mason’s gaze and pulling Frank back to our seats. The play started up, and I could feel my eyes rolling so far back into my head, I could gaze at the electrical circuits in my brain.

And then, I felt my phone buzz.

Did the wine take the edge off the awkwardness? Mason messaged. 

I looked over at him, and I could tell his head was cocked towards me, and I dipped my head back into my phone after I shoved Frank off my shoulder so she couldn’t read my conversation.

You should be ashamed of yourself, texting during such an important piece in our country’s history.

I wonder if this is how everyone felt watching MLK, Jr. speak, Mason quipped.

Maybe more like Richard Simmons.

I heard a stifled chuckle rise up from the crowd, and I felt a big smile creep across my lips. It was nice, talking with him again, but guilt suddenly set in that I’d forgotten about him and our conversation earlier in the day.

I’m sorry for not responding earlier. All this sort of creeped up on me after work.

I figured once Frank blurted it out. Wanna talk about it over some drinks tonight?

My gut lurched with happiness, and I did a little tap dance with my feet on the floor. The play, the music, and Frank all faded into the background as I typed my response back to him, and I couldn’t seem to send it off quick enough. 

But then, the reality of the night struck. I had to wait around for Jason after the show to see this paperwork, and I wasn’t sure if he’d stick around that long and wait for me. So, I backspaced my message and drew in a deep breath.

Well, I’m sort of stuck with Frank tonight.

It wasn’t a lie, I suppose. I just didn’t want to talk about Jason with him anymore.

Or at all, really.

Then bring her along. She seemed to like Winston, and he can handle a girl like Frank.

I tipped my message over to Frank for her to read and she couldn’t nod her head quickly enough. She slapped my knee in happiness, and I elbowed her in her rib cage to stop, and I shot him a message back letting him know that we had plans, then.

Where would you guys like to meet? I asked.

We could take you guys there, if you’d like.

Well, we technically drove, and we can’t keep the car parked here for more than three hours at a time, I shot back.

We debated over a location, and I told them we’d see them there after the show. Assuming it didn’t take too long to see Jason, I’d never even have to tell him why I’d come to the show in the first place. After all, when you’re going somewhere with a hot guy, you don’t ever talk about your exes. I didn’t know shit about dudes, but I knew that much.

The show ended, and everyone gave a polite clap, and when Jason shot up from the pit and took a bow, I just rolled my eyes and groaned.

“He should just blow it out his ass,” Frank said.

“Preach,” I breathed.

We made our way backstage while everyone else filed out of the doors, and when I told the backstage director why we were there, he pointed us to where we were supposed to be. Frank and I waited outside of the door for what seemed like ages, and the longer we waited, the angrier I got. Of course, I had to see Mason at this, and of course, he would invite us to drinks, and of course, there was something else standing in the way of what I wanted and what someone else wanted from me.

Fuck this shit.

Finally, the door ripped open, and Jason loomed over me. I could see he hadn’t bothered to re-dye his grown out mohawk, and his piercings were sloppily laid into his ears. Looking at him now, I had no idea what drew me to him in the first place, but when he thrust the agreement into my hands, it ripped me back to reality.

“Here,” he said. 

I took the pen from him and slowly began to read the document, but he ripped it from my hands and flipped to the page I was supposed to sign.

“It just says I can talk about the relationship,” he said flatly.

“I don’t want pictures of me on national television, is all.”

“The hell would they put pictures of you up?” he asked.

“Well, fuck you, too,” Frank spat.

Hearing him speak made my blood boil, and I couldn’t sign the papers fast enough. He tried to grab them from me, but I turned my body and glared at him, and when I took out my phone to take pictures, he asked me what I was doing.

“I’m signing a legal agreement. I’d at least like a picture of it.”

Frank held up the papers while I took pictures of them one by one, and when I was finished, I handed it over to my ex. He yanked it from my hand and looked at the signed paper one last time, and then Frank had to open her big ass mouth again.

“Well, if that’s all, we’re heading out. Got a couple of hot dates for some drinks.” She smiled.

“Whatever, have fun,” Jason mumbled.

The door was shut in our faces, and the release was gone, and the two of us just stood in the hallway looking like a bunch of groupie idiots. Chattering little girls came up and started shoving us out of the way, wanting to meet the people who “played that incredible music,” and it was Frank who jostled my arm and brought me back to reality.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go get those drinks.”

 






Chapter 11 

Mason 

 

I couldn’t believe my fucking luck. A stupid dinner with my crazy mother’s outlandish expectations turned into a night with Winston at some dumbass play that I couldn’t understand, and who the hell was there?

Ash.

I hadn’t been able to get her out of my mind. Something about her was addicting, like the way she matched her lip color with her shoes. The blue in her hair was fading, and something told me she was debating on a new color. Every single time I saw her she was in an outfit that hugged all the places I wanted to put my hands. She was as cute as I remembered, even if she was just dressed down, and spending a little bit more time with her couldn’t hurt.

After the disastrous and, quite frankly, obnoxious play ended, I shot her a text with the name of the bar to meet us at, and we headed out. Winston was chattering in my ear about some bullshit excuse for something he wanted to try with his “research,” but all I could do was think about meeting up with Ash again. I wanted to get there and get all of us a booth before the idiots from the play descended on everything else, and I wanted to make sure Ash sat beside me.

I wanted to feel her skin against mine again.

It took them longer than I thought to get there. I figured they’d be right behind us, so when thirty minutes passed, I started to wonder if Frank had gotten in the way. She seemed like a lot of work and drama, and I didn’t really know what Ash was doing with a friend like that. I mean, Ash seemed like an incredible girl. The fuck was she doing with a loud-mouthed girl who took advantage of people like Frank?

But finally, they walked into the bar, and immediately, I saw the tension on her face. Frank was all smiles, with her bouncy red curls and her tits shoved up to her face, but Ash looked tense.

The two of them didn’t really look to be going at it the way they were the night she barged in on me and Ash at her apartment.

Maybe her ex was an issue?

I’d beat that bastard into the ground if he pissed Ash off somehow.

I beckoned the waitress over and decided to order them a couple of drinks. Frank would probably bitch about it, but Ash looked like she could really use something, anything, to guzzle down really quick. I knew what that felt like. I felt like that after every dinner with my mom. 

Maybe the drink I ordered her could help with some of the tension she was obviously carrying. I wanted to have fun with Ash tonight. In fact, I resolved to make sure that whenever she was with me, no matter how long or how often, that she would always have fun. She wouldn’t ever let herself have fun if someone didn’t shove it on her to do so, and I figured I could do the shoving.

Their fruity cocktails came, and Ash sat down right next to me. Before I could make a move, she scooted so close I could feel body heat radiating from her leg to mine. She felt so good pressed against me again, and I felt my dick hardening against my pants with each sip of her drink they took. Her lips would wrap around the glass, and I couldn’t help but imagine her lips wrapped around my cock.

“And that’s when I ran into the nun again!” Winston roared.

“Wait,” Frank asked. “The nun from the convent was in the bar?” 

“Yes,” he said. “The very same. I almost didn’t believe it, so I grabbed her a drink and took it up to her. When she looked up at me, I thought she was gonna pass out!”

“Oh, this didn’t happen,” Ash said, smirking.

“Swear to god on my mother’s grave.”

“Your mother’s still alive, Winston,” I said, smiling.

“Well, on her eventual grave,” Winston said, shrugging.

“I’m ready for another drink,” Frank declared.

“Oh, there’s one here you have to try,” Winston said. “It’s inspired by me.” 

“No, it’s not!” Ash laughed.

“It is,” he said. “I dated the bartender here, and she created a drink after me because of the mind-blowing orgasms I gave her every night we were together.”

I felt Ash tense beside me, and I couldn’t help but pan my gaze toward her. Her face was staring hard at Winston’s, but the smallest flicker of her eye danced toward me. I knew exactly what she was thinking, so I slid my hand over onto her thigh and gave it a little squeeze.

“And what’s this wonderful drink called?” Frank asked seductively.

“The tiny temple,” Ash quipped. 

Frank threw her head back and laughed, and Winston feigned like he’d been shot. Just as Ash’s smile fell from her cheeks, I pressed my lips lightly to her ear.

“I’ve been thinking about you nonstop since we parted ways, Ash.”

I watched the goosebumps cascade down her neck, and I squeezed her thigh one last time before I pulled away. The waitress set drinks down in front of us, and when I brought it up to take a sip, it actually didn’t taste that bad.

“I still don’t think you inspired this drink,” I said.

“It pains me that you don’t trust me, Mase.”

“Mase?” Ash asked.

“Oh, I’ve known Mase here for years. We go all the way back to our preppy preschool days.”

“Pulling all the girls’ ponytails, I assume?” Frank asked.

“Only if they wanted me to,” Winston said with a wink.

I let him drone on in the background while I studied Ash. This drink was stronger than it tasted, and I felt myself melting into her presence. I studied the clothes she was in and the bosom that was outlined in her shirt. I snaked my hand back over and laid it on her thigh again. Her muscles jumped underneath my touch. 

I saw the heat rise in her cheeks and the way her ears reddened in this cute little way I’d never seen before. Then my eyes fell to the necklace around her neck. It was bright green and turquoise with what looked like little onyx pieces between the beads.

“I really like your necklace,” I said.

I raised my fingers up to touch it and watched as Ash shifted her gaze my way, and before I could ask her where she got it, Frank opened that big mouth of hers again.

For once, I was glad she did.

“She made it herself,” Frank said.

“Wait, you made this?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Frank said, not letting Ash answer. “She had her own line of jewelry and everything.”

“Frank,” Ash groaned.

“Well, you do!”

“Do you make all the jewelry you wear?” I asked her.

“I mean, not all of it,” she said. “And anyway, I’m still technically learning everything. I’d like to save up enough money one day to study with the master jewelry makers in Milan.”

I felt Winston eye me closely before Frank stuck her foot in her mouth again.

“Yeah, well, working in that craft shop won’t give you that kind of money. I keep telling you that. Oh, Ash! Have you ever told Mase here about the time you got your head stuck in between the staircase banisters?”

“Only Winston calls me ‘Mase,’ Frank,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah. Anyway, have you?”

“Did you do it when you were a kid?” Winston asked.

“No, she did it two months ago!” Frank roared.

I could tell Ash was uncomfortable, and I was thankful for Winston changing the conversation back to his travels. He told us more outlandish stories of when he traveled to Australia and Vienna and Ireland. The girls laughed, and I interjected with stories of my own. I told them about skiing accidents in Aspen, and I told Ash what Milan was like whenever I went there for the family trip. Eventually, I didn’t have any more stories to share.

But Winston never ran out of stories. Probably because he’d gone to so many more places.

We all finished the “Winston-inspired drink,” and it was definitely stronger than any of us intended it to be.

“Just like my orgasms,” he said.

I let him rattle on. My attention was focused on how good it felt to have Ash pressed against me again. She leaned into me, and I snaked my arm around her body. I dipped my lips back to her ear and told her how incredible she looked tonight. And the truth was, she did. She was finally comfortable, and her smile lit up the bar. She was wearing her stunning pieces of jewelry, and her body felt just like it did that night we were cuddled up in the backseat of her car.

“I really couldn’t stop thinking about you,” I murmured to her. 

She turned her face up to me and smiled. Then she slid her hand behind my head and guided her lips to my ear. My dick twitched in my pants when I felt her fingertips graze the base of my scalp.

“That’s the thing about having a really good orgasm,” she whispered. “You always seem to want another one.”

I cleared my throat and excused myself to the bathroom. Winston caught on and was quickly on my heels. I busted into the bathroom and whipped around, and when he came through the door, I held out my hand to him.

“Let me use your apartment again,” I said.

Winston threw his head back and laughed while he dug around in his pocket for his keys. He dropped them in my hand without another word, and I threw my arms around him and gave him a massive hug. I wasn’t even sure why the hell I was so happy, but the idea of taking Ash home again made my body tremble in anticipation.

We walked back to the table. 

“Frank!” Winston exclaimed with his arms wide open. “Why don’t we go for a walk?”

“Sounds like fun,” she said. “Ash?” 

I looked over at her and shook my head lightly, and for a moment, I thought she was just going to go along with Frank. But the smirk that dawned on her cheeks thrilled me to my bones.

“You go on ahead,” Ash said. “I think I’m gonna hang out with Mason a little while longer.”

“You sure?” Frank asked.

“Frank,” Winston began, as he took her arm and wound it with his. “Have I told you the story of how I got lost in Italy and ended up coming across one of the oldest vineyards in the world?”

“Not yet,” Frank gushed. “How’d you get lost?” 

The two of them walked out of the bar, and I turned back to Ash. I watched her dig for her keys before she pulled them from her purse. We wasted no time in taking her car to Winston’s apartment. 

We rushed up the stairs, and I threw the door open. Ash’s hands yanked me toward her. She crashed her lips onto mine before her leg kicked the door closed. My hands sunk deep into the thick of her hips while her hands started to undo my belt buckle.

Dear Jesus, her tits felt good against my body, and I was going to make sure I took her in every way and on every surface I could think of.

 






Chapter 12 

Ash 

 

I couldn’t help myself. I knew what Mason was capable of, and my body had been aching for him all night. I pulled his pants and boxers to the floor and dropped to my knees. His thick length jutted toward me, already hard. It had been growing in his pants all night, and finally, I wrapped my lips around his cock.

His hands wound themselves in my hair, and I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock. He was throbbing against the tip of my tongue, and every time I hollowed out my cheeks, he couldn’t help but thrust his hips into my mouth.

I sucked him down as much as I could, and spit began to drip down my chin. He ripped me off my knees and crashed his lips onto mine. He backed me into the wall, and his fingertips slid my leggings down. Mason sank to his own knees, and I could feel my legs already beginning to tremble. 

His tongue parted my glistening pussy lips and lapped up my juices, and I couldn’t wind my hands into his hair tight enough. I bucked into his face, and his hands buried themselves into my hips. I felt that familiar burning sensation in my gut, and I begged him not to stop. He dug his tongue into my depths, and I rolled my hips into his face. When my orgasm crashed over me, he raised up and latched his lips onto my neck.

“You taste fantastic,” he murmured into my skin.

My legs were shaking, and my mind was blurred. I felt myself slowly sinking to the floor, but Mason caught me in his arms and helped me over to the couch. He sat down beside me with his thick dick bouncing against his stomach, and the look in his eye caused me to swing my leg over his hips.

“Oh, god,” he whispered. 

I reached down and grabbed his cock before I lined it up with my entrance, and when I sank down onto him, I physically felt my body shake. He filled me up exactly as I remembered. I grabbed Mason’s tie and used it as leverage.

I rolled my hips on top of his as he thrusted up into my body, and a sheen of sweat began to gather on my chest. I let go of his tie and peeled my shirt off my body, and then Mason raised up and latched his lips onto my breasts.

“You are perfect,” he murmured into my skin. 

He unsnapped my bra without any trouble at all, and when my tits were released from their confines, his lips began peppering them with kisses. His hands traveled to my bare ass and squeezed me tightly, and all at once, he lifted me off the couch. I squealed and held his neck tightly, and we barreled into his bedroom and flopped down onto the bed.

“No yappy dog this time,” I said. “You planned ahead.”

I felt myself dripping down my thighs, and for the first time since we’d gotten to the apartment, my eyes connected with his. He smiled and smoothed a bit of sweat-drenched hair from my forehead. The kiss he left on my nose made me giggle. I wrapped my legs around his hips and pulled him deeper into me, and that’s when I watched him push up onto his heels.

“You really do feel good,” he murmured with a smile on his face.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” I breathed.

He threw the crooks of my legs over his shoulders before he slowly laid back down onto me, and I realized I couldn't move. His hips moved slowly, hitting that spot just right, and I felt sparks of fire pop along my skin.

“Jesus, Mason,” I gasped.

He picked up his pace, and his balls started smacking my ass. All I could do was lay there and take his assault. His tie was dancing along my chest, and the sweat on his brow was dripping onto my skin. I wanted desperately to feel his naked body against mine.

And apparently, he had the same thought.

He pulled up quickly and began loosening his tie. I watched him rip the rest of his clothes off and toss them to the side. My legs slipped from his shoulders and fell to the bed, and that was when he took it upon himself to grab my hips and flip me around. He grabbed my hips tightly and raised them to him, and before I could catch my breath, his dick slipped back into my tight pussy.

“Oh, fuck,” he grunted.

He pounded into me as I braced myself against the headboard. I droned out his name with every breath. His dick sheathed itself into me, time and time again, and I felt my legs giving way out from underneath my body.

“You feel so good, Ash. Oh, god.”

He pounded into my hips, and my ass jiggled in his face. The way he ran his hands along my body made me feel like a goddess. He dropped down and licked a stripe up my spine, and my body shivered underneath him before my walls started massaging his dick.

I felt myself teetering on the edge, and I couldn't stand it.

“Faster,” I begged. “Just a little faster, please.”

“Anything for you,” he grunted. 

The bed was slamming against the wall, and my body was lurching with every single thrust he made. His cock began to twitch inside of me, and I felt myself fall over the edge.

“Yes! Mason, yes!”

“Holy shit,” I heard him groan. 

I felt him quickly pull out of me before his warmth covered my back, and my body plummeted to the bed in a fit of heaves and sweat. My body was tingling in ecstasy as the last of my orgasm rolled over my trembling form. When Mason flopped down beside me, I could hear him panting as well.

“Good god,” he whispered.

“Yeah,” I groaned.

We laid there and tried to gather ourselves. When Mason caught his breath, he told me to hold on. I felt a cool washcloth fall onto my skin, and after he was done cleaning my back, I heard the washcloth fall to the floor before he scooted into bed beside me. His arm snaked around my body and pulled me close. For the first time ever, I felt safe and satiated in the arms of the man I’d just had sex with.

“That was incredible,” I whispered.

“It was,” he murmured. 

I rolled over to look at him, and I couldn’t help but smile. He was so incredibly handsome, with his thick head of hair and his chiseled, lean form. I scooted closer into his grasp, and he wrapped his arms tighter around me, and before I could think about it I slid my leg in between his.

“Much more comfortable in a bed,” I said.

“Definitely,” he breathed. “Makes for more acrobatic moments.”

The twinkle in his eye was distracting, and I wondered if he felt as comfortable and fulfilled as I did.

“And it helps that we didn’t have a yapping dog,” I said. “Did you send him off with Winston or something?”

I watched his face fall and felt his body tense against mine. For a second, I thought that maybe something had happened to Huck.

“Is Huck all right?” I asked. 

Mason closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and when he pulled away from me, I started to get nervous.

I wanted him to come back. I should’ve never asked that stupid fucking question.

“I have a confession to make,” he began.

“Okay.”

“Huck isn’t my dog,” Mason said.

Oh. Wait, Huck wasn’t his dog?

“He’s a dog that wanders up the metal fire emergency stairs outside the complex sometimes.”

“You could have just told me that last time,” I said.

“That’s the thing, Ash,” he said.

“Mason. What’s wrong?”

“This isn’t my apartment.”

Oh.

“I still live with my mother,” he said. “I have since my father died. She sort of, well, it’s a long story. Anyway, I’m also sort of rich. Well, wealthy. Very wealthy.”

I nodded my head blankly and slowly took in all the information. I had so many questions I wanted to ask him, but I could tell he was already on edge. So, I laid back and just let him go at his own pace.

“When I found your ad, I was intrigued,” he said. “But I figured it wasn’t a good idea to mention all the money I had upfront. I mean, it was supposed to be a one-off thing, right? Why complicate things?”

“I understand,” I said.

“But here we are for the, what, third time? And I didn’t want anything else hanging between us. That’s not right.”

“Whose apartment are we in?” I asked.

“Winston’s,” he admitted.

“Why didn’t you just tell me it was his?”

I watched him roll his answer around in his head, and I felt bad. I honestly wasn’t upset with him, just a little confused. I took his hand and brought it to my lips. When I kissed the back of it, he released the breath he was holding.

“Calm down,” I said. “I’m not upset. Confused, yeah. Feeling like we should wash the sheets before we leave, definitely. I’m just trying to figure it all out.”

The chuckle that fell from his lips caused me to move back into his body.

“I didn’t tell you it was Winston’s because I didn’t want to open the line of questioning that would lead to why I was still living with my mother,” he admitted.

“Then we don’t have to talk about it,” I said, “I’m just glad you finally told me everything. As for the money, I get it. I mean, finances aren’t really an exciting topic of conversation on a first date. No one talks about their crippling student debt, so why would you talk about your millions?”

“Billions,” he corrected.

“What?”

“It’s billions,” he said.

“I’m laying naked in bed with a billionaire?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

Holy shit, I’ve been dating a billionaire.

“Well, that’s pretty impressive,” I said. “But I don’t care about it, if that’s what you think. Just takes some time to process.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Because women who look like me don’t end up with billionaires.”

“Ah, so they have that stereotype down here, too?” he asked.

“‘Down here’? Really?” She giggled.

“No. Literally. My home sits on a massive hill. I didn’t mean that in terms of like class or your financial status. I meant, literally, down the hill.”

“Ah,” I said.

“This is weird now, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Not if you don’t want it to be.”

“So, you’re not upset?” he asked.

“I couldn’t care less about any of this stuff, including your money,” I said. “I just enjoy spending time with you.” 

“Especially since I come with a bonus?” He smirked.

“Oh, shut up,” I breathed. 

I shoved him in the bed, but all he did was wind his arms around me and pull me closer. I felt him press a kiss to the top of my head, and suddenly, everything seemed to be all right again.

“I know you don’t care about my money,” he murmured.

“Good.”

“Honestly, I feel like I could trust you with anything,” he admitted.

“Good,” I said, smiling.

“Do you feel that way, too?” he asked. 

I craned my neck and gave him a quizzical look, and I saw the color drain from his face.

“Just one last question,” I said.

“All right…” he trailed off.

“Do you have, like, a dick implant? Because that thing is massive and I just—”

He busted out laughing and rolled over onto me before he encompassed my lips with his. I felt his smile against my skin, and I parted my legs so he could sink in between them, and when he pulled back, he ran his hand through my hair.

“I was thinking about dying it bright green next,” I said.

“I think any hair color on you would be beautiful,” he said lowly.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said.

He answered me with a swift penetration that left me breathless and wanting more. I laid my legs open for anything he was willing to give me, and he rode my body through another orgasm before he pulled out and soaked the bed sheets beneath me.

He collapsed on top of my body. I wound my arms around him and peppered the side of his face with kisses. Everything inside of me wanted to fall asleep just like this.

Unfortunately, I knew we would have to get going soon.

We eventually rolled out of bed and cleaned ourselves up. Mason changed his best friend’s sheets before we both made up the bed together. He took it upon himself to drive my car home, and I saw the same driver with the same car pull up to the curb just before he kissed me goodnight.

“I’d really enjoy seeing you again,” he said.

“I’d really enjoy that, too,” I admitted.

I waved him off and went inside, and part of me expected Winston to still be here. Frank was sound asleep on the couch, and I slowly opened my bedroom door just in case they had marked every surface of my apartment. But when I flicked my light on, my bed was empty. I shut the light back off and leapt into my bed. I kicked off my shoes before I slipped myself underneath the covers.

I couldn’t get the night out of my mind. It had been so incredible and had felt so natural, and I was so glad that Mason felt he could be truthful with me. I’m not an idiot. I knew there was something up that night, but I’d never been one to press someone about things they didn’t already want to tell me. I mean, he was fulfilling the ad: giving me an orgasm that wasn’t induced by my own fingers.

But now, Mason wanted to see me again. Like, without the ad looming over his head. And I really, really wanted to see him again, too.

 






Chapter 13 

Mason 

 

“Mason!”

My mother’s voice echoed across the entire damn house. With as much time as she spent in it, it didn’t shock me, but Jesus, it was a terrible way to wake up.

“Mason! Don’t forget about the charity dinner tomorrow night. You will need to make an appearance.”

I hated it when she did this. She’d dedicate my appearance to one of her functions and then “remind” me of it the day before. I knew she had a charity dinner Friday night, but what I didn’t know was I was apparently supposed to be there.

Great.

“I’ll make sure I’m there!” I yelled back.

“Wonderful. Go get one of your suits tailored. I love that gray one, but it’s too big!”

I rolled myself out of bed and went on the hunt for the suit. I knew exactly which one she was talking about. It was one of my father’s old suits. We were the same height, but he was much broader than I was, so I only wore this suit on occasions where I needed my father’s strength.

I wonder if Ash would want to attend something like this?

I wanted to see her again, and I was planning on asking what her Friday night was like. But apparently, mine had already been planned. Mom didn’t mention anything about taking Eva, so maybe I could make a quick appearance with Ash before we went and did something that wasn’t so stuffy.

I plucked the suit from my closet before I tossed it onto the bed, and I grabbed my phone from my bedside table before I opened it up to call her.

“Hello?”

“Hey there, Ash,” I said, smiling.

“Mason, is that you?” she asked.

“Of course, it’s me,” I said. “Who else would it be?”

“I don’t know. I don’t really recognize your voice. Is this the Mason I text all the time?”

God, I adored her sense of humor.

“I guess I could hang up and message you if you wanted,” I mused.

“But you already went through all this work!”

“Listen,” I began. “I was wondering what you were doing tomorrow night?”

“Well, I have work until four, and then I have a scheduled shower after that, followed promptly by a lonely dinner of ramen noodles and frozen corn. Then, a rousing game of ‘what color should I dye my hair?’ will take place, followed by Frank interrupting my existence with her newest life-altering emergency. Why? What’d you have in mind?”

I laughed at the breakdown of her evening, and when I gathered myself, I went ahead and threw out the thought.

“I’m being dragged to some charity dinner tomorrow night. I figured, if you wanted to go, we could make an appearance before going and enjoying something normal and fun.”

“Ah, a charity dinner for the rich and famous,” she said. “Sounds fancy.”

“We could make fun of all the insane fashion statements people are making,” I said.

“Oh shit! Will there be lots of outlandish hats?”

“That’s the British, beautiful,” I said with a chuckle.

“That’s a shame. I was going to buy one for the occasion.”

“Just wear your most beautiful dress, and I’m sure it’ll be a panty-dropper.”

“I didn’t realize you wore panties,” she quipped. “And when did I agree to go with you?”

“When you started joking with me about it.”

Silence fell on the other end of the line, and for a split second, I thought I’d overstepped my boundaries. I clenched my jaw and closed my eyes. When her voice sounded on the phone again, I felt a broad relief sweep over my body.

“I’d love to go,” she said.

“All right. I’ll pick you up at your place tomorrow around seven? That work?”

“Sounds perfect. I’ll be ready and waiting.”

We hung up the phone, and I couldn’t help but smile. I was excited to see her again, and if my mother kicked up a fuss about it, then I could use that fuss as an excuse to leave to do something fun. I pulled on a pair of slacks and a polo shirt before I grabbed the suit on my bed, and I made my way downstairs.

“Aren’t you going to eat breakfast?” my mother asked.

“I’ll grab something in town. Gotta get this suit altered!”

“Mason!” my mother called.

“See you for dinner!” I called back at her. 

I rode into town and had the driver drop me off at a small place to eat, and instead of making him drive me around town, I shooed him off for the day. I swung my suit over my shoulder and started walking down Rodeo Drive. I breathed in the fresh air that lingered in the depths of L.A. 

It was nice to be walking around, and I started to get more perspective on why Winston did what he did. It was freeing to walk around instead of being clammed up in a car, and I made the decision to tell my tailor to take the day while I ventured around the city.

Maybe I could drop in on Ash at work or something.

I was headed to my tailor’s when a little shop window caught my eye. I saw the funky necklaces and outlandish earrings displayed in the window, and I instantly thought of Ash. She’d love something like this, and I figured I could get her a present for the dinner tomorrow night. 

I made my way on into the shop. The necklace and matching earrings had dark green, misshapen pieces strung together on a long cord. They were interspersed with little bright yellow beads, and the chrome-looking cylindrical pieces added a massive amount of length that would drape perfectly into her bosom.

They reminded me of the necklace Ash said she’d made, and I promptly grabbed it from the display window and took them up to the counter.

“Will this be it, sir?” he asked.

“Do you have any earrings to match it?” I asked.

“Of course, we do, sir. I’ll be right back.”

I looked around the store while he was finding the earrings, and every single piece of jewelry reminded me of Ash’s funky style. I knew she would adore a shop like this, but I also thought she could probably sell her jewelry here, too. It matched the style she was wearing around her neck a couple of nights ago. When the owner came back, I started to ask him some questions.

“Do you sell jewelry by local artists?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” he said. “Everything in my shop is created by myself and local artists.”

“How would a local artist go about selling their stuff here?”

“Are you making jewelry, sir?” he asked.

“No, no. The woman I’m dating makes some incredible jewelry, though.”

That statement fell off my tongue easier than it should have, and the thought of dating Ash made me smile.

“Well, I’m always looking for new talent, especially since one of my regular artists just pulled her pieces. I have open shelf space, so I’d love to see some pictures of what she’s made.”

He rung me up, and I handed him my card without looking, and that’s when he started in on the caveats.

“But our jewelry is made with only the finest materials, and no piece in this shop is sold underneath a certain price point. It weeds out people who are simply browsing and brings in a nice profit for both the store and the artist. So their time isn’t wasted sacrificing beauty and quality for mere quantity.”

“Understandable,” I said, nodding. 

He bagged up the necklace and earrings I’d bought Ash, and I rolled that statement around in my head. Ash probably didn’t have the money to make her jewelry pieces from whatever “finest materials” there were, and she didn’t strike me as the type of person to charge someone obscene prices for it, either. I knew I could get him pictures of Ash’s stuff, but I didn’t know if I could convince Ash to invest in the materials to get into this man’s shop.

I probably couldn’t convince her to let me invest in those materials, either.

I looked down at the bag I was holding, thanked the owner for his time, and I turned to walk out. I had just handed this man my card without even looking at the price, and the truth was, it was because I didn’t need to. This jewelry set probably cost more than Ash made in a year in the craft shop she worked at, and I had the money to drop that daily on things like necklaces and earrings.

We had a very serious difference in backgrounds, and I started to wonder if we could overcome that gap. Would she be upset that I talked to someone about selling her jewelry? Would she be angry that I spent that kind of money on something I saw that reminded me of her? Would it make her uncomfortable to wear something this expensive?

Jesus Christ, I’d just invited her to a charity dinner where my fucking mother was going to be.

“Sir?” the store owner asked, “Are you all right?”

I stood there with my suit slung over my shoulder and the bag of jewelry in my other hand, and for the first time, I was nervous.

I was nervous about seeing Ash again.

I nodded. “Oh, yes. I’m fine. Thank you for your time.”

Should I have invited her to this dinner?






Chapter 14 

Ash 

 

I stuffed myself into a black velvet dress and twirled around in the mirror. It hugged me from my neck to just below my knees, and I figured I could pull off some of my funky jewelry at something like this if I wore a simple dress. I started putting on my eyeliner and stuck with a matte, dark red lipstick, and when I went to go do something with my faded blue hair, I cursed not having dyed it sooner.

I wondered if anyone at something like this would have hair the same color as mine.

I brushed it out and teased from underneath. Then I twisted it around and stuck some bobby pins in it. It was the classic French twist, just like my classic little black dress, and I grabbed a bright pink and yellow necklace set I’d made with a matching bracelet and some earrings. The pink and yellow ceramic swirled pieces were interspersed with shining, dark gray beads, and I figured it would make Mason smile after he found out I made my own jewelry.

My phone vibrated on my vanity, and I finished putting my earring into my ear before I picked it up. It was Mason telling me he was here, and I slipped into my black high heels and headed for the door. I grabbed the black clutch that was sitting by the door and made sure I had the three essentials: my phone, my lipstick, and my keys. Then I went outside to go find him.

I was anxious for the night to come. I knew I wasn’t going to fit in perfectly to whatever people would be at something like this, but I was excited to spend time with Mason. I stepped out onto the dark sidewalk that led by my apartment, and I watched Mason step out of the limo. 

He was absolutely breathtaking in his tailored gray tuxedo, and I giggled when I realized the gray matched the beads in my jewelry. The limo was shining, and I was excited to go riding in one. I’d never been in one before, and this would be yet another first I’d experience with Mason at my side.

His dark hair was slicked back and his white tie reflected well against the black shirt he had on underneath. His gray pants were tailored specifically to his legs, and they were long with his ass looking incredible in them. His eyes were sparkling in the moonlight, and his white smile was broad. It was then that I realized how absolutely out of my depth I was.

He looked spectacular in a formal tuxedo, and I was slumming it in a basic velvet dress.

“You look beautiful,” he said to me, and the calm of his voice soothed my nerves. 

Suddenly, I was no longer trembling with nerves and worried about walking in my heels. He walked toward me and slipped his arm around my waist. Then he bent down to give me a kiss on my cheek. I felt my body heat at his touch, and when he ushered me into the limo, I had to stifle a giggle.

“We could’ve used this type of room the first time we’d been in a car together,” I said.

I looked over at Mason, and I watched his gaze darken. The smile slowly fell from his face, and in its place, rose a hungry man licking his lips. I watched his hand slowly reach out to grab mine, and my gut began to churn while the insides of my thighs slowly began to soak. I felt insatiable, like I couldn’t eat enough of him in one sitting, and before I knew it, he was pulling me into his lap.

“Well, we’ve got the room now,” he said heatedly into the crook of my neck.

His lips attacked my skin, and my hands ran down the front of his body. My hands stroked through his hair and ripped his head up, and before I knew it, I was crashing my matte red lips upon his slightly swollen ones. 

His tongue ravaged my mouth, and his hands found their way to my ass. My nipples quickly puckered underneath my black bra as his hands slipped the velvet fabric of my dress up above my hips. I felt my black underwear soaking with his touch, and my lips dropped to his neck, while my fingers made work of his belt and pants.

He was grinding up into my body, and his hands were massaging my breasts, and the little moans that escaped my lips made his cock jump underneath my touch.

“God, you’re incredible,” I heard him whisper.

The limo was cruising down the road, and I didn’t give a shit. I freed his throbbing dick from its confines while his fingertips danced along my pussy folds. I guided him toward my entrance, and he pulled my underwear off to the slide and slipped right in. His mouth swallowed my moans as he filled me just right, and my hips quickly began to set their pace while his hands sunk to my hips.

I bounced on top of his hips, and he rose to match my thrusts. The sounds of our slapping skin were muffled by the thunderous road peeling underneath the tires of the limo. He peppered my neck in kisses, and my hands locked into his hair. He leaned me back, and his face was buried into my tits.

“Jesus, Mason,” I whispered. “Right there.”

His hands held me at the arch of my back, and his hips assaulted my body. I felt my pussy fluttering around his cock and sucking him closer into me. His dick started to twitch. I jumped off his lap and promptly wrapped my lips around his cock, and before I knew it, his balls were curling into his body, and I was swallowing his ecstasy.

“Oh, god, Ash,” he groaned. 

I looked up at him and saw his chest heaving with the aftershock of his orgasm, and I swallowed him whole one last time before I released him with a pop. I leaned back onto my heels while I watched him bask in the glory of his orgasm, and I situated my underwear back into place.

“Don’t you dare,” he growled.

I watched him move quickly, and his arms wrapped around me before they tossed me onto the limo seat. He kissed down my neck while his hands worked my underwear down to my ankles. He buried his face between my legs before I could protest, because we were getting close to the dinner venue. 

I rocked against his lips, feeling his strong jawline lap up every last drop of juice he had pulled from my pussy. Just as the driver alerted us that we were two miles out, I felt that wonderful burning sensation ignite behind my hips.

“Yes. Mason. Right there. Right there.”

He bent my legs back and opened my body wide for his eating pleasure, and he licked a thick stripe with his dexterous tongue up my wet slit. My body threw itself over the edge. He shoved his tongue deep into the confines of my body while my walls pulsated around it. When my body had finally had all it could take, he gave me one last lick before he slowly lowered me back to the seat.

“Fuck,” I breathed.

Mason helped me get my underwear back on, and he put himself back together as I tried to fix my makeup. I took my lipstick out of my purse and used the limo window as a mirror. When I was satisfied with fixing my eyeliner, the driver knocked lightly on my door. My heart was still racing, and my legs were still trembling from my orgasm. Mason leaned across my body and opened the door, and he murmured into my ear something that made me feel safe.

“I’ll be by your side all night,” he said.

I was whisked away into the most incredible hotel I’d ever seen, and I knew, then and there, that I was sorely underdressed. All the women had expensive, sparkling jewelry on and lavish, silk dresses that came all the way down to their toes. Their hair cascaded down their backs, and their thin bodies were accentuated with incredibly expensive heels. I looked around the room, and I realized that absolutely no one had my hair color.

I was the oddball for the night.

I looked at the glass of champagne Mason handed to me and immediately recognized it as crystal. I looked around the room and saw the silver chandeliers draped from the ceiling. I felt myself start to get nervous. 

The waiters and waitresses were carrying silver trays that would require polishing after the evening, and the food smelled absolutely fantastic with its expensive caviar and its smoked duck on top. The men were dressed in tuxedos worth thousands of dollars easily, and the only people that seemed to look anything like me were the people working in the back.

And even they had covered up their hair and taken out their piercings that identified them as individuals.

I didn’t really fit in here with anyone else, and everyone knew it. People shot me side glances before murmuring to their partners and friends, and I felt my body start to shake next to Mason’s again. He held me close and murmured lovely things into my ear, and I knew he was trying his absolute hardest to make me feel comfortable. I kind of loved him for that.

“Don’t focus on them,” he said. “Focus on me. You look better than any woman in this room, and you have more personality than them, too.”

I nodded, trying to believe him.

“We won’t be long,” he said. “And then we can go wherever you’d like.”

Some people came up and thanked Mason for coming to the dinner. They talked about some donation his mother was giving and how it was too generous, but they seemed to say it through smiles that didn’t quite reach their eyes. Mason made small talk with many people who didn’t acknowledge me, and I decided that the least I could do was make sure to not embarrass him while he was here.

After all, I didn’t fit in, but I didn’t need to make a scene about it. If I was spoken to, I’d be charming, and if I wasn’t spoken to, I’d stay silent.

You know, just like the rest of my life, I guess.

 






Chapter 15 

Mason 

 

I was walking on air when we entered the ballroom. I was still high from the incredible orgasm Ash’s lips sucked from my cock, and she looked absolutely amazing tonight. I could tell the jewelry she had on was made by her as well, and it reminded me to talk with her about the store off Rodeo Drive I’d been to earlier. 

Some people interrupted us while we found our way to our seats, and I could tell Ash had already taken stock of the types of people in the room. I kept reassuring her that things would be fine and that we wouldn’t be long. I finally wound us around to our table where we promptly sat down.

There was an elderly couple beside us who commented on Ash’s earrings, and she quickly got to talking with the woman about how she made them. Her face lit up when she realized the woman was actually interested in it, and she made comments about how her granddaughter loved quirky things like that. At first, I thought Ash would take offense to the idea of someone calling her jewelry “quirky,” but she seemed to take it as a compliment and began walking the woman through the types of methods she used to make the jewelry she was wearing.

She looked absolutely radiant, and my chest filled with this very warm feeling as I watched her slip into her element.

I looked around the table and got curious as to who was joining us. I looked at the name cards, and I felt the warmth drain from my body. The high I was riding fled from my body, and I felt my hands grow cold. I started praying to the heavens above that the people meant to sit beside us didn’t show up.

But that smoky voice busted every single hope I had, and the smoky voice was calling my name.

“Hello, Mason,” Eva said.

I cleared my throat and craned my neck back while I watched Eva walk up to the table. I stood and offered her my hand, but she looked smugly at it before she wrapped me in an embrace that was a little too close for comfort.

“Hello, Eva,” I said curtly.

“Won’t you introduce me to your friend?” she asked.

“Eva, this is Ash. Ash, this is my friend, Eva.”

I watched Eva slowly roll her eyes over Ash while she stood up and offered her hand, and I knew the polite smile she was offering was anything but. It didn’t really reach her icy eyes, and it was then I realized why Winston thought Eva was like my mother.

It was because she looked like my mother, too.

“So, did you get a peek at the closing DOW numbers this afternoon?” Eva asked me.

“Not particularly,” I said.

“Closed higher than it has in three years,” she said. “Bodes well for us, don’t you think?”

“I suppose,” I said.

“And did you hear about the eruption carrying on over on the East Coast? It’s practically a mad house over there since the election.”

“I bet,” I sighed. 

I knew exactly what she was doing. She was trying to make Ash uncomfortable with topics she didn’t think Ash would be informed about. I knew somewhere, my mother was watching, so I was trying to be as polite as possible. The only thing I could do was glance at Ash out of the corner of my eye. She looked incredibly uncomfortable, and the elderly woman she had been talking to was now fully trained on the exchange between Eva and me.

I took a seat promptly beside Ash and took her hand quickly within mine, but not before Eva took the other seat beside me. Food came out on little plates with small portions, and Eva kept making rude comments that made me want to kick her underneath the table.

“If you want seconds, you’ll probably have to go back to the kitchen and ask,” she said. 

Ash was only halfway done with her meal, but she pushed her plate away from her, unfinished. She took a sip of her wine, looking like she just wanted to avoid sitting there awkwardly. Eva didn’t miss a beat. 

“I’m not sure if they’re serving boxed wine at this particular venue,” Eva said. “If that helps with your choices.”

Ash stayed silent instead of engaging with Eva.

“Will you be giving a donation tonight as well?” Eva asked.

“No, I don’t believe I will be,” Ash said lightly.

I felt myself melting into the chair, and I knew that if I squeezed Ash’s thigh any more, I’d probably end up leaving bruises. I kept leaning in and telling her I was sorry the entire time, and all I wanted to do was finish dinner so we could get out of here and go do anything.

Anything else but this.

Once dinner was over, the music started up, and Ash kept telling me to stay for the dancing. She thought it would be nice for me to have a dance or two, just to save face before we left. I couldn’t do anything but admire her bravery. I knew she was uncomfortable, and yet she was still thinking about me. And I had to admit, it felt good having her velvet-wrapped body in my arms while we were dancing. 

Having her body pressed against mine never ceased to be exhilarating. It felt so natural, and pretty soon, I was twirling her all along the dance floor. People began to smile at us, and a few applauded when were done. The laughter that fell from her lips warmed the nervous part of me as I slowly felt her relax into my body.

“Mason, where is the bathroom in this place?” she asked.

“Over there in the corner, down the hall, last door on the right.”

“I’ll be right back,” she said, flashing me a smile.

It killed me to let her go, but I watched her snake around everyone without anyone bothering her. I got the feeling that maybe people had accepted her, or at least learned to keep their murmurs and glances to themselves. Just as I decided to walk off the dance floor, I heard that damned voice behind me.

“Care to have this dance?” Eva asked.

I drew in a deep breath through my nose and sighed before plastering on a smile. I turned around and took stock of Eva. She was in a spaghetti-strap, floor length, pearl-colored gown that shimmered in the lighting of the ballroom and fluttered along her thin frame effortlessly. Her dark brown hair cascaded down her back and contrasted with the fabric of her dress in an eye-catching way.

Everyone had slowly turned their gaze toward us. She stepped into my body, and I reluctantly grasped her hand in midair. My hand migrated high up on her back before we slowly started rocking back and forth to the music. It would have caused a scene to turn her down. Otherwise, I would have rejected her immediately.

I felt her hand lightly dance around my collar, and when I glanced down, I could see a light trace of red lipstick on the inside of the top of my tie.

Shit.

“Enjoying slumming it?” Eva asked lowly.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” I said.

“I swear, you and Winston are cut from the same cloth,” she said, snickering.

“Yeah, well, I suppose there isn’t much for us up here.”

“Oh, Mason. I could understand it when you were dating other celebrities and socialites, but someone like Ash? It really is my duty to step in.”

“Because you care about my feelings?” I asked.

“Because I will eventually be your wife,” she said lightly.

“I don’t remember proposing.”

“Oh, Mason. You know that isn’t how it works with us. And anyway, Ash isn’t the type of girl that belongs in this type of scene. Down the hill is where she belongs, with other people who dye their hair blue and such.”

“Her hair is beautiful,” I said.

“Your mother would never accept the likes of her, and you know it,” Eva hissed. “And neither would your friends.”

“Winston already has.”

I turned my face toward hers, and our dancing stopped. I could see the shock roll behind her eyes before she gained her composure. I dropped my hand from her back, and she leaned her lips into my ear.

“You know you can’t be with her, and it isn’t fair to string someone along like that. For god’s sake, Mason, you’ll break the poor girl’s heart.”

“Like you give a shit about that, Eva,” I growled.

“I may not,” she said as she pulled back and looked me in my eyes. “But you should. Since you care about her so much.”

She ran her fingertips along the top of my tie again, and I grabbed her wrist. I threw it away from my body while her eyes sparkled wildly. I took a step toward her and leaned my lips close to her ear.

“You could never be half the woman Ash is.”

“I don’t have to be. I just have to convince your mother I am. You know as well as I, she has our wedding already mapped out. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had already written me into your family’s will.”

“You won’t get a cent of my family’s money. Ever. My mother might be a recluse since my father died, but she’ll never force me to marry someone I despise as much as you.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about either of those points,” Eva said smugly. “Your mother and I just had lunch the other day, and she was already rattling off a list of nice times of the year to have picturesque weddings. And plus, that familial inheritance of yours doesn’t transfer ownership until your mother says so. It would be a shame if something were to, I don’t know, happen to her or something before that happened.”

“What the fuck is your angle, Eva?”

“You said it yourself. Your mother hadn’t been well since your father’s passing. Surely a woman who isn’t fully adept to run her own life could possibly be responsible for the billions he left behind.”

“My mother isn’t crazy, you psychotic—”

“I’d watch those words, Mason,” she said lowly. “They can really do damage if you let them.”

I felt my fists clench at my sides, and my entire body was trembling with anger. Where the hell did this bitch get off threatening my family and its fortune? Where the hell did she get off using my father’s name in order to get what she wanted?

And where the hell was Ash?

“Have fun slumming it,” Eva whispered as she walked by me. “And give her my regards.”






Chapter 16 

Ash 

 

I knew what Eva was trying to do all through dinner, and it made sense. I obviously didn’t fit in, but she didn’t have to be such a bitch about it. I drank a little too much wine at dinner, so I decided to excuse myself to go to the bathroom to gather my composure. 

I didn’t want to pull away from Mason’s arms, but I figured maybe I could come back and whisper in his ear for us to go somewhere private. I had to admit that being close to him like that all night was wreaking havoc on my body, and the only thing I could think about was the body underneath his tux and the things I knew it could do to me.

When I came out of the bathroom and came back into the ballroom, I saw something that I didn’t expect to see.

Mason had his arms around Eva, and they were dancing together closely. Their bodies were swaying back and forth to the slow, somber rhythm of the music that was playing, and I couldn't help but realize how natural it seemed for the two of them to be together. 

She wasn’t as short as me, and the fabric of her dress rustled around her thin body. They looked like every other couple in the ballroom. There was no blue hair, there was no cheap makeup, and there was no quirky jewelry. There was just the two of them, wrapped in each other’s arms, while they talked lowly to one another.

It just looked right for them to be together. I was no less of a person than anyone in this ballroom, but I had to admit that putting me next to Mason was the last thing anyone in this room would do. Mason was tall, classy, strong, and incredibly handsome. I was short, stocky, down to earth, and knew nothing about many of the topics that were being discussed throughout the evening.

Looking out over the sea of individuals in the ballroom, I could see the massive divide between them and myself. The rich world that Mason inhabited was sorely different from the world I grew up in. I knew that crossing that divide would be a difficult task if we wanted to be together. 

I saw the way people looked at me when I came in, and I saw how they bypassed me entirely during conversations in an attempt to talk only to Mason. I heard mentions of his mother, but I realized she never did come up to introduce herself, which told me she probably didn’t even want to be seen with someone who looked like me.

Someone with bright blue hair and red matte lipstick.

I stood there and watched them talk, and I noticed how closely Eva would lean her lips into Mason’s ear. I watched how she slowly stepped closer to his body, and I saw that he made no move to push her away. With the type of lifestyle Mason grew up in, I would not expect him to push anyone away, much less a woman, but it would have been nice to see him at least attempt to keep her at arm’s length.

I slowly weaved myself around the ballroom, and Eva’s eyes raised to connect to mine before I watched her finger slide down Mason’s body one last time. It was very obvious she found him attractive, and I could understand why. Any woman who laid eyes on Mason would find him hot and beautiful, but the blatant show of it while he had another woman on his arm left a bad taste in my mouth. 

“Hey there,” I said, smiling lightly.

“Hey,” he murmured. 

I watched his eyes linger after Eva before they turned to me, and I felt my stomach slowly drop to my knees while they did so. Was he wanting more time with her? Did she say something he liked? Should I just go on home and leave him be?

“Wanna dance a little more, or you ready to head out?” I asked.

He mindlessly wrapped his arm around me, and the dancing had suddenly lost its flavor. There was no longer a smoothness to his step, and he made no effort to pull my body any closer than I pushed myself. I tried to make mindless conversation with him in an attempt to figure out what him and Eva might have talked about, but when he refused to open up about it, I dropped it altogether.

“I’m feeling a bit tired, honestly,” I mentioned. “Wanna get out of her and go get some coffee or something?”

Without another word, he grabbed my hand, and we quickly made our way to the door. When we stepped outside, the wind had picked up, and I started shivering. It was the first time since I’d returned from the bathroom that Mason had instinctively pulled me close. Something in my gut told me to savor the moment and commit it to memory, so I closed my eyes while the limo was being found, so we could go whenever we wished.

“Mason, are you all right?” I breathed.

“Yeah.”

He opened the limo door for me, and I slid in, but when the driver asked Mason where we were going, he rattled off my home address. He was staring out the window, and I was sitting on the opposite end of the seat. I had to take a few deep breaths in order to keep my tears at bay. Something had happened with him and that Eva girl, and whatever it was had ruined any chance I had at spending more time with him tonight.

But I figured I could try to at least attempt conversation.

“That food was incredible tonight,” I said.

“It was.”

“And the D.J. for the dinner was on point.”

“He was.”

“She,” I corrected.

“Huh?”

“The D.J. was a woman,” I said.

“Oh. Yeah, yeah, she was.”

“Mason?” I asked.

“Yep?”

“Are you all right?” I asked lightly.

“Of course. Why do you ask?”

“Did something happen with you and Eva? Did she say something to you or anything?”

“Nah. She’s just being a snob.”

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked.

“You’re good.”

I kept wondering what he was thinking and wishing he would open up and talk to me. The light conversation I tried, he shot down with little more than singular words and grunts. So eventually I just gave up. I looked out the window and watched the scenery roll by. I wondered if the night would have gone any differently had I insisted we not stay for the dinner. After all, when he first picked me up, he told me that whenever I wanted to leave, we could go.

I found myself wishing we would have left before dinner.

The ride in the limo back home was tense, and even though I wanted to reach my hand out and lay it on his knee, something told me it wasn’t the right time. It took everything I had to choke back tears in terms of the ruined night, and I knew the moment I hit my bedroom, my eyeliner and mascara would run with the tears of my disappointment.

Then, an idea struck me, and I thought that maybe, just maybe, I could salvage the evening for both of us.

The limo finally pulled up to the outside of my apartment, and it came to a complete stop before I shifted the way I was sitting. I looked over at Mason and studied his profile, and it was then I could tell that a lot was running through his mind. I knew how that felt because it had been happening to me all night, and all I wanted to do was make him feel better.

Distract his mind. Make him smile.

“Would you like to come in?” I asked. “I’ve got snacks and some sodas. We could just kick back on the sofa and relax, or maybe venture back into my bedroom.”

I crept my hand along his knee, trying to intertwine our fingers together, but when I finally got to his wrist, he pulled his hand away.

“I don’t wanna disturb Frank tonight,” he mumbled.

“Oh, Frank won’t be an issue,” I said.

“Ash, Frank’s always an issue. Not a problem, mind you, but an issue nonetheless.”

“Oh, okay.”

Eva had definitely said something to them while they were dancing, and I felt myself growing angry at her for ruining the evening I was supposed to have with Mason. I knew Mason: he was smart, funny, charming, and witty. Our conversations were always full of banter and sexual innuendos, and our evenings always ended with us somehow playing out the innuendos we had inserted throughout the evening. Whatever traversed between the two of them was obviously getting to Mason, and I wanted him so desperately to be able to talk to me.

But honestly? As I sat there in the back of the limo and studied Mason looking out the window, I realized we didn't have much in common. He came from a completely different lifestyle, and by the way he lived his life, it seemed as if he didn't have to work. He was born into wealth, would die with wealth, and was expected to meet certain standards with regard to his looks, the way he held himself, and the people he surrounded himself with.

I had little more than lint and lipstick in my pocket, and nothing to offer him in terms of money, family, or connections. I had no friends that would do him any good, no stories about places I have traveled to because I'd never traveled anywhere in my life, and I’d live paycheck to paycheck for the rest of my life.

As far as I knew, we didn't enjoy any of the same television shows, any of the same music, any of the same hobbies, or any of the same entertainment. We’d banter back and forth, have incredible and dynamic sex, and then we would go our separate ways with smiles on our faces and orgasms still ricocheting across our bodies.

Was dynamic sex and witty banter enough to build an actual relationship on?

 Honestly, I hoped it was.

“I’ll walk you to your door,” Mason finally offered.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Just go home and get some rest.”

For the first time that evening, he turned his gaze toward me, and there was something incredibly hurt and confused behind his eyes. Part of me wanted to tell the driver to keep driving so I could force him to talk, but part of me got the impression that all he wanted to do was be alone right now.

Or maybe go see Winston.

Whatever the case, he didn't want to be around me, and that was the point.

“Have a good night, Mason,” I forced.

I walked into my apartment before Mason had a chance to come after me, and when I shut my apartment door, I locked it twice over. I didn't want anyone barging into the apartment, and that included Mason, because there were many things I needed to sort out in my head. The night had been perfect until we had come across that woman, and to me, it seemed like she had solidified in his mind’s eye how different the two of us were. I knew Mason would never actually talk to me about it. I mean, all we were really doing was having drinks and fucking, right?

But I really liked being around him, and I really did want the chance to talk with him and get to know him, and not just the body he inhabited.

What the fuck was going on? What the hell happened tonight?

 






Chapter 17 

Mason 

 

I couldn't sleep a fucking lick that night. Eva had gotten into my mind from the moment she had accused my mother of being batshit crazy and she claimed she could take all of our money because of it. I had been absolutely fuming the rest of the evening. When Ash invited me to go inside, I desperately wanted to go in. I wanted to lose myself between her legs and bury my face into her tits and fuck her until she screamed my name because I had completely forgotten it myself.

But dear Jesus, the last thing I wanted to do was deal with her fucked up best friend.

I knew that not escorting her to her door was a major mistake. If I didn't figure out what the fuck I was going to do, I was going to end up ruining everything with Ash. But Eva's voice kept ricocheting throughout the corners of my mind for the whole fucking limo ride.

Her insinuation that I could never be with Ash because I was supposed to be with her made me absolutely livid. Did everyone around me really think I had absolutely no control over my life that I couldn't even pick the person I spent the rest of it with? The thought of it, even a couple of weeks ago, wouldn't have bothered me until Winston made me do that stupid bet. 

That dumbass bet brought me out of this little bubble I’d created for myself when my father died. But that shit was never good enough for Winston. Oh, no. My batshit crazy best friend had to pull me out of the world I’d created for myself, because god forbid anyone live their life in any way but his way!

Did anyone stop to think I’d accepted things because shit just happened? Like death and bullshit and taxes and sickness? That shit just happens!

But had I not done that stupid bet, I would’ve never had made that stupid profile, and if I hadn’t made that stupid profile, I never would’ve found the most dynamic, beautiful, witty woman I had the pleasure of knowing.

And I fucking let Eva ruin it.

I tossed and turned all night. I kept seeing Ash in my dreams, and every single time she was there, I ended up hurting her somehow. I stood her up on a date, or I failed to remember to pick her up from somewhere. On a couple of occasions, I cheated, and once, I even yelled at her so harshly she cried.

She cried in every fucking nightmare I had that night, and every time she cried, I ripped myself from my sleep and felt my heart break just a little bit. They were so real and felt so vivid. The fourth time I woke up from my sleep, I had completely soaked my pajamas through with sweat.

“Shit,” I breathed.

By the time the sun rose that morning, I knew I had to sort things out with her. I grabbed my phone, opened up a new message to her, and I asked her if she wanted to meet me for brunch.

Up early I see, she messaged back.

I really need to talk with you. Please, I said.

What time does brunch take place? I don’t think us down here know what a brunch is.

I honestly couldn’t tell if she was being witty or if she was angry, and honestly, I couldn’t blame her if it was the latter. Eva had been a thorough bitch all evening, and Ash put up with enough of that having Frank in her life. Instead of taking her to do whatever she wanted to do on her Friday evening, she had been stuck with me at some dumbass function neither of us wanted to be at. She had compromised whatever would have made her happy to in order to go do what I wanted, and at that very moment, I realized what I had turned into.

I had turned into every other person in her life who used and took advantage of her.

It’s all on me. I’ll come pick you up, I’ll take you to eat wherever you want, and we can talk about last night. Please?

I waited for what seemed like ages for her to respond. Maybe she’d fallen back asleep or gotten into the shower, but I sat there on the edge of my bed and stared at my phone the entire time.

Then finally, the text message I was hoping to see popped up onto the screen.

See you around 10. I could meet up for a bit before work.

Work. Another thing that seemed to separate us. Besides not really knowing what she did, other than what Frank blurted out the other night, I knew nothing about what she did. To be honest, my family hadn’t had to work for generations. I mean, my father did a bit of maintenance and trading on the stock market, in order to enhance what we had and shift some things around so it would be insured and protected, but he never really had an occupation. 

It was one of the perks that came with my family, and it was something my great-great-grandfather slaved over tirelessly to build. We respected it, we treated it with reverence, and even though we lived in opulence, we were never unnecessary spenders. My mother didn’t renovate the kitchen four times a year, and I didn’t buy a new suit for every single occasion, but we did live a life that boasted of our wealth.

We traveled, we looked impeccable in the finest clothes, and we did what we wanted, when we wanted because we never worked.

I got out of bed and got myself ready, and when I was satisfied with how I looked, I ran down the stairs and out to the driver. I told him that we were going to Ash’s, and when I got into the back of the car, I felt my phone vibrate.

There’s a place not too far from my work. Here’s the address.

I showed the address she sent me to my driver, and he recalculated where he was going. Even with me having to come down her way and navigate around, I ended up getting there before she did. I got us the best seat they had that overlooked the bustling streets of downtown, and without thinking, I ordered us two extra strong mimosas.

“Hey there, Mason,” I heard her say. I stood up and smiled at her, but before I could catch her eye, she had already spotted the drinks.

“I went ahead and ordered you one,” I said. “Figured we could use it after last night.”

“Mason. I can’t drink before work. Do you drink before work?” 

She looked up at me, and it was the second stark difference that had hit me in less than an hour between the two of us. I motioned for the waitress to get Ash a water, and when we sat down, she was eyeing me carefully.

“I wish I had a job that let me drink beforehand,” she said, smirking.

“I don’t work,” I said.

“Oh, well. There’s that option, too.”

“A water for the miss,” the waiter smiled.

“Thank you very much,” she smiled back.

They were only two little differences between the two of us, but they culminated into an entirely different lifestyle. All I could really do was be honest with her, but I knew the tone of this conversation wasn’t going to be quite what I was hoping it would be.

“First off, I want to apologize for last night,” I began.

“Don’t worry about it,” she brushed off.

“No, hear me out. What Eva was doing and saying was wrong, and I should’ve put my foot down rather than saving face and enduring it.”

“Yes, you should’ve.” she nodded.

“It just doesn’t work that way. With those types of people and the connections they have to your life, you can’t just stomp on them like that.”

“Even when they are insulting your date?” Ash asked. She wasn’t being snarky and she wasn’t being mean. She was simply curious. It was yet another distinction between the life I lived and the life she lived, and I wasn’t sure I really understood how to explain it to her.

It was just something you had to grow up in and experience for yourself.

“You know I don’t want you for your money or your lifestyle, right?” she asked. “That’s not why I enjoy spending time with you.”

“Oh, god,” I said. “No. I know that completely.”

“Are the two of you ready?” the waiter asked.

“I’m not hungry,” Ash said lightly.

“Come on, eat something,” I urged.

“No, really, the water’s fine,” she said.

“Please, Ash. Even just a bowl of fruit?”

“I’m not hungry, Mason.”

“I’ll come back in a bit,” the waiter said, before walking away.

“Can I say something?” she asked.

“Anything.”

“It’s glaringly obvious to me that we have many differences in the way we live our lives and the way we were raised. Being in that ballroom and surrounded by all those people made that painfully clear. But I still want to get to know you. Like, actually know you. Know your hobbies and where you’ve traveled and what television shows you enjoy watching. I want to know those things.”

Shit. She was here talking about what we would do in the future, and I still had to address something that I knew was going to piss her off.

“Actually, Ash, I wanted to talk to you about that rift.”

“This doesn’t sound good,” she sighed.

“No, just listen. I’ll be honest. I am worried about the extreme differences between the two of us. I love spending time with you, and I think you’re wonderful, but people I am around are not gonna accept you as easily as Winston did.”

“I take it Winston’s just different,” she deadpanned.

“In ways you can only imagine.”

“But you’re saying because I don’t fit in, that I can’t be with you,” she said.

“No. I like you. A lot. And I enjoy spending time with you. A lot. But I am worried that if things progress with us, all our differences will do is end up hurting you.”

“I’m not meeting your family tomorrow, Mason. I’m just wanting to spend more time with you.” Ash chuckled breathlessly.

“I know, and I get that. But can’t you at least see where I’m coming from?”

“I suppose…” she trailed off.

“Our differences will get rough quickly. I don’t work, so there will always be a clashing of schedules because I’ll want you at times I can’t have you. When I take you out places and treat you to things, I’ll always have to keep things like your work schedule in mind, which I’m not used to, and it will take some time to learn. Your quirkiness makes me smile, but you saw how other people reacted to it last night. In your world, being different and quirky is valued. But in my world, blending in and acting alike is what’s valued.”

“If I need to dye my hair a different—”

“No,” I said quickly. I caught her gaze, and I saw the shock roll over her face. I knew this part of the conversation would eventually roll around because of the type of person she was.

“You will not change for them. For any of them. Do you understand me?”

“But if it’s to be with you—”

“Absolutely not. I like you the way you are.”

I watched her sit back into her seat. When the waiter came around, I ordered us both a round of pancakes and a bowl of fruit for the table. Ash stared out at the street before she checked her watch, and we both just sat in silence until the food arrived.

Then, one of our big differences reared its head just before I watched her pop a grape into her mouth.

“I’m late for work,” she murmured.

“Of course,” I said, nodding. “Let me walk you out.”

“I got it. I’m good. You just eat.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to take any of this with you? Ash, you’re gonna get hungry before lunch.”

“Who the fuck cares anymore,” she sighed.

It killed a part of me to know I’d hurt her. I spent all night in my dreams hurting her and breaking pieces of my soul I didn’t know existed until I met her. Now, here I was watching her sigh and choke back her own, real life sobs because of the bullshit topic of conversation I knew had to be addressed.

“It’s bullshit, I know,” I sighed.

“I have to get to work,” she mumbled.

“Talk to me,” I urged her.

“Oh, like you did for me last night?” she asked.

“Fine,” she spat before she dropped back into her seat. “I’ll talk.”

 






Chapter 18 

Ash 

 

“You’re sitting here talking to me like our entire breakup is inevitable. You’re having this stupid conversation with a woman you’ve fucked a few times and admit liking, but you’re talking as if we’re eventually going to end, and I’m gonna have my heart broken while you go skipping off into the sunset.”

“That’s not what I—”

“Hush,” I commanded. 

I was over his bullshit and this fucked up conversation. I didn’t roll myself out of bed two hours before I had to be at work just to sit through some dead-end conversation when I could just block his number and get on with my life.

“We have such a natural chemistry, Mason. The way we talk and the way we interact, it feels like home. You mean to tell me that has no bearing on the world you’re supposedly from?”

“That shit matters to me, Ash,” he said. “I swear it does.”

“You sure as hell aren’t acting like it does. You’re ready to declare this relationship over before anything even gets off the ground!”

“Our chemistry is wonderful,” I continued. “In and out of the bedroom. Our bodies gravitate toward each other’s, and you’ll never convince me you weren’t sitting on the edge of your seat while I peed this morning, when you asked me if I wanted to go get brunch with you.”

I could see the shock roll over his face before he gained his composure, and I knew I’d hit a soft spot.

“I do that with your messages, too,” I said. “Because I enjoy talking to you. We enjoy talking with one another, and not a lot of couples like doing that. They have great sex, they eat some food, and then they go their separate ways to work, and that’s how they define relationships.”

“Ash…” he sighed.

“What is it now?” I asked.

“We do have all those things, and it’s nothing I’ve ever experienced with another woman. But you can’t deny that there’s a massive gap in our lifestyles.”

“You act like we’re crossing the fucking trenches of Vietnam. So you have money? Big whoop!”

“The mere fact that you think of it that way tells me you don’t know the first thing about the way I was raised,” he said.

“Oh, but you’ve got my lifestyle all figured out?” I threw back.

“Ash, I didn’t come here to argue.”

“But you came here to warn me about our imminent break up, right?”

His silence boiled my blood, and I felt myself grow stiff in the chair. I picked up another piece of fruit and popped it between my lips, and the silence on my end provided an opening for Mason to start spewing things I never thought would ever come from him.

“I just don’t think our chemistry is enough to bridge our lifestyles. That’s all I’m saying. Look, you work, and I don’t. That doesn’t seem like such a big thing until I want to take you out to do things like this, and you can’t because you have to work. I travel, and you can’t afford it. That’s all good until I want to bring you on a trip you can’t afford. My friends and familial connections are, literally, the richest families in the world, and your best friend is still mooching off the little you bring in from your job while she puts off looking for her own apartment. And that’s all fine until we wanted to do things like that night where you invited me in.”

I clenched my jaw, and I felt a fire burst behind my eyes. Who the fuck did he think he was, judging me because of my lack of money? Money’s not that big of a fucking deal. I lived my entire life without it. 

“You wanna know how I know your excuses are all bullshit, Mason?” I glowered.

“How?” he asked.

“Because my entire life has been lived without money. I’ve worked for as long as I can remember, and everything I have, I’ve bought with my own money. And no, my best friend isn’t perfect, and no, I don’t buy all these lavish pieces of clothing and attend stuck up, snobbish ‘charity dinners’ where rich bitches throw their bodies at me, but do you know what I haven’t ever done to someone?”

I saw his jaw clench, and I knew I had him by the balls, and I was about to twist them off and throw them into the road.

“I’ve never once screwed someone worse off than myself and thought I was doing them a favor,” I hissed.

“Hey, you’re the one who put up the ad about never having had an orgasm from a guy,” Mason said.

“And you’re the one who came off your high horse just to see how ‘our kind’ lived ‘down here.’ Mason, you don’t need a reason to break up with me. You want out? Just say so.”

“Ash, come on. I didn’t come here to fight.”

“You just came here to warn me of our impending doom before asking me to bone in your car.”

“Damn it, Ash, come on!” he exclaimed. “Can’t you see I’m just a little bit right?”

The thing that made me so fucking angry was that he was more than just a little bit right. If we really wanted to do this, we had a hell of a road to traverse, especially with how judgmental people would be of how I looked and where I came from. They’d automatically accuse me of using him for his money, and people would look at him and wonder why the hell he was with someone like me when he could obviously have someone like Eva.

Someone who was just like him.

“I want to spend time with you Ash,” he breathed.

I felt my chest collapsing in, and tears began to well in my eyes. I was half an hour late for work, and I knew my phone was vibrating because Luna was calling, and I felt my entire world collapsing around me. Yet again, I’d gotten involved with a guy who I thought really enjoyed being around me, and yet again, I was about to be left alone by some bullshit excuse he had for why we’d never work.

Only this time, I had been under the impression that he was different. With the others, I was pleasantly ignorant to the fact that they were all the same, but Mason had taken just enough time to convince me that he was different.

Different from all of them, before he pulled the rug out from underneath me.

“I hear you loud and clear, Mason,” I said.

“Ash. Please. Sit back down, please?”

I didn’t even realize I was standing until he mentioned it, and when I looked down, my tears dropped onto the fluffy pancakes sitting in front of me.

“Thanks for brunch and the orgasms. Hope you have a nice life.”

“Ash. Wait! No!”

I hurried away from the table and weaved my wide hips in and out of the tables. Even though I could hear Mason yelling after me, I couldn’t hear much else above the noise of my thoughts. They all collided together and crashed into the walls of my min.

By the time I took in my surroundings, I was walking into the craft shop. Luna looked up at me from over her glasses rims, and the anger of my being late dissipated completely when she saw my makeup running down my face.

“Come on back here, sweetheart,” she cooed lightly. “Got some inventory that needs taking care of.”

I nodded and turned my phone off before I shoved my purse underneath the counter. I followed Luna into the back. My chest was heaving with sobs while I opened box after box of new craft supplies. I entered them into the system we had while my mind continued to scream at me. Images of our bodies writhing together wafted into my memory, and the feeling of his arms wrapped around my body while we danced warmed me to my core.

And that’s when I realized what was actually going on. My greatest downfall as a human being was rising to the surface, and finally I could do something about it. I had hinged my self-worth and happiness on some idiotic rich boy who licked a pussy well, and I couldn’t live my life like that any longer. I couldn’t live under the assumption that other people would eventually make me happy.

I had to start living my life under the assumption that I could make myself happy.

“You doing all right in here?” Luna asked. 

I nodded and sniffled hard before I took out some tissues and cleaned myself up. When I turned to face my boss, she smiled lightly at me and nodded.

“Don’t be late again, all right?” she asked.

“Can I still convince you to let me do a mockup of a website for you, so you can sell some of this stuff online?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said.

“You know it would really boost business in this little shop of yours,” I said smiling.

“Ours,” she corrected.

“Huh?”

“This little shop of ours. Girl, you’re the only person I’ve hired that’s stayed on more than a few months. This shop is just as much mine as it is yours.”

“Well, if it’s just as much mine, then I make the executive decision to have a website to sell some of this stuff on. We could ship it to people and everything.”

“Then what’s the point of having the store?” she asked.

“We won’t put the whole inventory online, just some of it. Some things they can get there, some things they gotta come in for.”

“Sounds complicated,” she grumbled.

“Welcome to the future, Luna!” I smiled.

I didn’t need some stuck-up, rich-kid billionaire to make me happy, even if he did do things to my body that no one else had. If he could do it, I’m sure I could just post another ad and find someone else who could do it just as good.

Or maybe even better.

Fuck him, and fuck not being in control of my own happiness. After work, I was going to treat myself to a nice cocktail and a decent dinner, and then I was going to go home and get started on a few more pieces of jewelry that had popped into my head not too long ago.

And who knows? Maybe I’d even try to sell them to see if anyone would be interested.

 






Chapter 19 

Mason 

 

“Fuck!”

My damn golf ball landed in the water feature again and my club went bouncing against the green. I was up fifteen more points than I usually was, and Winston was already giving me weird looks. I couldn’t keep my head in the fucking game long enough to sink anything that didn’t take me four strokes to get it there, and I didn’t know what the hell I was doing on the golf green today anyway.

“What’s eating your asshole, Mase?” Winston asked.

“Nothing,” I murmured.

“Well, something’s stuck up there, and it’s ruining your game. We’re supposed to go catch drinks after this. You gonna be all right for that?”

“I’m always all right for drinks,” I said. “You know that.”

“Seriously, Mase. Talk to me. Let’s just get into the cart and go up to the clubhouse or something.”

“I just got into an argument with Ash, is all.”

“Must’ve been a little more than an argument,” Winston said. 

We walked to go get my club so I could re-tee my ball, and when I swung and chipped nothing but grass, I yelled my frustrations out loud.

“Damn it!”

“All right. Enough golf. Come on.” Winston took my club and threw everything into the cart, and we started for the clubhouse just as the clouds began to gather over the golf course.

“So, spill it,” he said. “What happened with the girl?”

“We just got into an argument over brunch,” I murmured.

“I’m surprised she could do brunch while having a job during the week,” Winston said.

“See, why didn’t you inform me of any of these differences? You and your research should’ve told me this before I started!”

“Whoa, slow down. Start at the beginning.”

I ended up telling Winston everything over two bourbons and no lunch. I told him how I compared Frank and him, and how I talked about how our monetary circumstances would eventually force a rift between us. I told him about what Eva said at the dance and how she was right, and I even told him about how fervently Ash fought for us while I sat there and railed at her about how different our lives were.

“Dude. You’re an idiot.” Winston chuckled.

“But, Eva’s right. My life’s already planned for me, and things are doomed to fail with Ash anyway. Why drag her through something like that? She’s been through enough.”

“Are you seriously gonna roll over and listen to that bloated bitch? Mase, look. Eva’s great and all if you want to marry Satan’s daughter, but the only reason you think you’re doomed with Ash is because you’ve convinced yourself of that.”

“Cut the shit, Winston,” I sighed.

“Dude. Fucking buck up and listen. If you had any balls, you’d go beg for that wonderful woman back. I saw the two of you cuddled up all night when we went to go get drinks. I saw the light in your eyes whenever she slid her hand over onto your thigh. I saw you rubbernecking the back half of the play just so you could catch a glimpse of her while you were messaging. And Ash, she’s fucking incredible. She might not know anything about traveling like you shoved in her face, but she sure as hell knows a lot about life and struggle, which you don’t.”

“I lost my father, Winston. I sure as hell know what struggle is about.”

“Not emotional struggle,” he said. “Life struggles. Paychecks and bills and cars you can’t afford and eating ramen every single day for every single meal before your next paycheck. That shit turns you into someone who appreciates worth. Someone who appreciates life. You live life, and you have worth, but she has built her life up with her own two hands. And she appreciates worth when it stands in front of her. There’s a fucking difference.”

I’d never thought of it like that, and he had a solid point.

“And all it sounds like you did was shit on her about how she doesn’t have what you have,” Winston said. “Then you told her it wouldn’t work, then tried to keep her around long enough to screw her anyway.”

“Fuck you, Winston,” I said.

“Suck up the truth and go get her. Or live the life your mother’s planned. Right now, all you’re doing is rolling over to a life that’s been laid out for you by your mother after you’ve gotten a taste of something you’d rather have.”

“And what exactly is it that I want?” I asked.

“Ash.”

I shook my head and guzzled down the last of my bourbon.

“To hell with what others think,” Winston said. “You’ll live a meaningless life and find yourself in a loveless marriage if you roll over and play dead for the likes of Eva and your mother. And I don’t even have to preach at you about regret, because it’s obvious how you’re feeling by how fast you’re drinking that alcohol down.”

I looked down at my empty drink. The waitress came by and asked if I wanted another. I nodded, and she shuffled off. Then Winston said something that drove every single point he’d ever made home.

He pointed at my empty glass. “Welcome to what you’ll be doing for the rest of your life. Chugging down drinks to cope with your regret, before you go home and fake orgasms with Eva.”

The waitress brought me my next drink, but I didn’t touch it. I promptly got up from my chair and went to throw some money down onto the table. Winston held me off and told me he’d get it.

“Go do something you want with your life for once, Mase. Give yourself permission to be happy with something else.”

I’d made a gigantic mistake with Ash. She plagued my thoughts, and I felt empty when she got up and walked out of that restaurant, but I had no idea how the hell I was going to make it up to her. I had thrown her lifestyle in her face while I played up mine, and then I expected her to simply understand and try this with me anyway. I never once defended her to Eva, and I allowed that ice-cold woman to get into my head. Then I insulted her best friend who she was helping out during a rough time.

Shit. How the fuck was I gonna dig myself out of this disaster?

I went back home and tried sending Ash some messages, but I got no response. It had been a few days since the debacle at brunch, and part of me couldn’t blame her for not getting back to me.

But then, an idea struck me hard. Not just an idea to get Ash back, but an idea that would strike down Eva and any chance she thought she had at taking our family’s money and running with it. And I’d shut my mother up in the process.

“Mom!”

“Yes, son?” she called back.

“Are you using the limo for anything tomorrow?”

“No. Do you have something special planned for Eva?”

“Not a chance!”

I opened my phone while my mother continued to yell up the stairs, and I started placing a few calls. I set plans in motion and gave several places my card number. Then I double-checked reservations before I began to look up all the craft shops in the area. I had no idea which one she worked at, but I knew where she lived, and when I found the two that were closest to her apartment, I called and tried to figure out if she worked there. 

An older woman named Luna picked up after the first ring and informed me that she did have an Ash working for her. I thanked her for her time before I hung up the phone.

I knew what I was gonna do to get Ash back, and I hoped to god she would give me one last shot.

 






Chapter 20 

Ash 

 

Frank shook the curtains from the other side of the house with her snoring while I crossed to the front door. I tripped getting into my clothes, I slipped taking a shower, and I couldn’t stop dreaming of Mason all night. 

The fucking nerve he had to accuse me of not being good enough for his fucking lifestyle. So what if he had money and I didn’t? That shit wasn’t that big of a deal. He just made it a big deal because he’d never fucking stepped out of his protected little bubble long enough to experience anything other than Eva’s long legs wrapped around his waist.

Well, that didn’t sound so bad. But still. Bitch.

I didn’t know if I’d ever find someone who would ever appreciate me for who I was. I mean, I didn’t have many redeeming qualities, and I didn’t have a shit ton of money. My fucking friend was crashing on my couch because she had nowhere else to go, but I’d spend every last penny I had to make sure she was all right. I wanted people around me to be happy and healthy and laughing, and that held some kind of worth.

Right?

I didn’t deserve pieces of shit like Jason who took advantage of me, and I didn’t deserve mooching friends who came in and dipped out when I didn’t have money to support them anymore. At least Frank helped out when she could while she was taking up my couch. 

I just wanted someone who loved me for me. Someone who loved my sense of humor, loved my jewelry, and loved what I could bring to their world instead of detesting everything that was different about me when compared to their world.

I just wanted someone to appreciate me.

I got into work and had to help Luna with the flood of customers that decided to come in today. A few children kept digging their hands into the buttons while their mothers debated on whether or not to purchase the erasable colored pencils or the regular ones. 

A couple of flamboyant men came in wanting a pale pink yarn instead of a bright pink yarn. When I showed them the five choices of pink we had stocked, they, of course, needed a shade in between petal pink and rose pink.

Then, a group of elderly women came in wanting more cotton-silk blended yarn than we had in stock and got huffy whenever I told them I could back order them some. By the time they walked out after ordering two hundred dollars’ worth of yarn we didn’t have, I had to sit down and take deep breaths. My world was spinning, and my eyes were fluttering shut with exhaustion. That was when I felt Luna’s hand come down onto my back.

“Didn’t sleep well?” she asked.

“No,” I whispered.

“Should’ve called in sick,” she said.

“You would’ve killed the yarn snobs had I not come in.”

“Eh, I’ve lived my life,” she said, shrugging. “Why don’t you take the weekend off?”

“I can’t afford to take the weekend off,” I groaned.

“You’ve got vacation.”

“Not paid vacation, Luna.”

“I could make it paid vacation,” she offered.

“I’m not leaving you here alone all weekend with the store on one of the busiest times of the year we have.”

“If I tell you I’ll consider the website, will you take the time off?” she asked.

I looked up at her with wide eyes, and the smirk that crossed her face caused me to giggle.

“You are insane,” I said.

“You’ve worked with me for three years, and in that time, you haven’t called out once. The only time you’ve missed work is when you came in with a fever and said you could isolate yourself to the back. Go home. Take some time. Get some rest.”

“I can’t afford it,” I sighed.

“I’m paying you for your vacation time, and I told you I’d consider the website. Take the deal and go home, Ash.”

“But this is—”

“Girl, my niece just moved into town. It’s why I haven’t been here much these past couple weeks. She’ll come help. Been thinking about hiring her anyway. Go home now.”

“But—”

“I’ll fire you!” Luna shouted.

“Fine!” I exclaimed.

To be honest, I was grateful for the break, and it made me feel better that someone would be here while I was gone. Luna was getting up in her years, and I saw her glasses were a bit thicker than usual.

I figured I could take the money Luna would be paying me and decompress a bit. Splurge on some decent bath salts, maybe take myself to that deli place uptown that I had the money once to eat at. They had the best salad ever, and it was even more wonderful when I slathered it in their homemade dressings. Mason pulling the stunt he did and cutting me from his ‘world’ pissed me off more than it should, and I could already feel my body relaxing at the thought of a nice, hot bath.

I grabbed my purse from underneath the counter and started for the exit door, and when I dumped out onto the street, I made my way to my beat up sedan. It made me so angry that simply being in that car made me think of him, and there was a moment where, if I closed my eyes, I could even smell him.

But when I got to my car, I saw a limo pull up and block me in.

“Are you fucking kidding me? You privileged mother—”

The door opened, and I knew exactly who it was. Mason stepped out of the back of the limo. My heart was thundering in my chest, and my hand was clenching down onto my purse. Our eyes finally connected, and a slight smile crossed his lips.

“You son of a bitch,” I whispered.

“Would you like to go for a ride?” he asked lowly. “I’d really like to talk.”

“That phrase didn’t go over so well last time,” I choked out. 

Tears were rimming my eyes, and I saw an essence of hurt roll over his face. I knew right then and there that I would get into that limo with him, if only to spend a little more time with him before ‘the reality of our relationship’ set in.

I got in and felt Mason lightly press his hand into my lower back. I cursed my knees for growing as weak as they did. I slid in and drew a deep breath through my nose. When the limo pulled out onto the main road, I had to close my eyes and block images from rattling my common sense. Pictures of his dick between my lips and my ankles locked around his head shot shivers up my spine. The hair on my arms began to stand on end, and I knew I was in a lot of trouble.

“I’m sorry, Ash,” he began.

“You should be,” I whispered.

“The things I said to you were not right. They’re truthful, but they hold no bearing on what we should do with our lives.”

I turned my watery gaze toward him, and the hurt ricocheted across his face again. I felt his hands wrap around mine, and a tear slowly barreled down my cheek as his eyes danced across my face.

“There’s so much I want to tell you. So much I want to just blurt out in order to excuse what happened the last time I saw you. But the truth is, I was just a dick.”

All I could really do was nod because my entire body was rooted in shock. Mason was touching me. After days of not hearing from him, I was in the backseat of his limo, and he was touching me.

And it felt so damn good.

“Come with me for the weekend,” he said.

“Wait. What?”

“Come away with me. Give me the weekend to prove that I’m serious about you, and about this. Ash, throw caution to the wind with me, and let me show you exactly what it means when I dedicate myself to someone. Let me show you how happy I know we could be.”

I felt my eyes grow wild, but I took stock of my body. I was leaning into him, and I could feel his breath pulsating on my lips. The truth was, I felt beautiful around him. Beautiful and safe, and when he wasn’t comparing our life circumstances and our bank accounts, I felt important to him.

Like I mattered to him.

Like my happiness mattered to him.

And hell, Luna just gave me the weekend off.

“You buying, hot stuff?” I smirked.

“Always,” he said.

“I guess I could go on a little adventure.”

“Wonderful,” he said, smiling. 

He told the driver to go ahead, but I realized he was heading out of town and not stopping by my place.

“I gotta go get my stuff.”

“No, you don’t,” he said. “I mean it when I told you I thought we had something. When you’re with me, you’ll be taken care of. Just trust me, one last time.”

He slipped his arm around me, and it felt so natural to be in the crook of his body. I nestled into him and watched the city blow by out the window, wondering where in the hell I was being taken. And then I realized it didn’t matter. As long as Mason was near me, I’d be all right with just about anything.

Just about.






Chapter 21 

Mason 

 

God, it felt so good to have her in my arms in the back of that limo. I just knew she was gonna turn me down and send me on my way the moment I stepped out of that limo. And I wouldn’t have blamed her, because I was a fucking dick the last time we saw each other. I threw her life in her face and challenged everything she’d used to build her life like it wasn’t good enough.

I was a fucking idiot.

I wasn’t letting her get her clothes because I honestly didn’t plan for us to need many. If she needed clothes, I’d take her shopping. If she needed shampoo, I’d run and go get it for her. This weekend was to show her two things: as long as she was with me, she was protected, and if she needed anything while she was with me, I’d take care of it.

Always.

“Where’re we going, Mason?” she asked. 

She was laying on me and looking at the limo window, and I couldn’t help but run my hands up and down her arms. I wanted to know everything she was thinking. I wanted to know her passions and hatreds, the people she loved and lost. I wanted to know about her family and how her and Frank met, and I even wanted to hear about her exes. I wanted to know why the hell she was at that idiotic play that night, and I wanted to tell her all about my father.

I wanted her to know my life, and I wanted to know hers in return.

“Just be patient.” I said down at her.

“Is it somewhere exotic?” she asked.

“As long as you’re there, yes.”

“Come on, Mason.” She said.

“I am, Ash.”

She cuddled into me while we sped out of town, and I couldn’t help but revel in how it felt to have her next to me. Her body was so comfortable and so warm, and I was so ready for this weekend with her to start. 

Maybe, if she didn’t have to work Monday, I could convince her to make it a long weekend, but for now, I would be content with just having her until Sunday. Ash never did shit like this. Everything had to be planned, and everything always had to fall into a rhythm. But the kicker was that, even if she planned an entire weekend for herself, she’d throw it all away the moment someone needed her. Her heart was open for everyone in her life, but she always made herself last.

She was always last in her life, and she needed to be shown that she didn’t have to be last. I was going to spoil her and make sure she understood that I would always put her first.

As long as she was with me, she would always come first.

I had the entire weekend planned out with her in mind, and I hoped to god she would enjoy it. The limo was rushing by the scenery of the desolate roads outside of town, and when we started passing signs for the airport, she cocked her head up to me with a frown on her face.

“I don’t have a passport, Mason,” she said.

I chuckled lowly and bent down to kiss her forehead. She knew me well, and eventually that’s exactly what I wanted to do. I would want to take her on her weekends off and whisk her away to places around the world just so I could watch the reflection of the world’s wonders through the eyes of someone who’d probably never even left L.A.

“Then we’ll have to remedy that sometime soon,” I said into her skin.

“I won’t need one today, right?”

“Nope. But how do you feel about helicopters?”

She shot up just as the limo made a turn and came to a stop around the backside of the airport. A helicopter came into view with my family’s name plastered onto it, and when the driver opened her side door, I watched her jaw drop to the floor.

“You have a fucking helicopter?” she asked flatly.

“I do. Come on.”

I took her hand and pulled her toward the helipad. We got up to it, and I ushered her inside. I helped her outfit herself with a helmet and headset and buckled her in. When I was satisfied with the fact that she was strapped in and safe, I went to work on my own harness and helmet. I could tell she was nervous by the way she gripped her clothes, and I slid my hand into hers and let her hold it tight.

“It’s all right,” I encouraged. “It’s gonna be fun.”

“I’ve just never been in one before,” she said.

“You two ready?” the pilot asked.

“Whenever you are, Lyle!”

“Thank you so much for the ride, Lyle,” Ash said politely.

“Anytime, beautiful.”

“Hey, now,” I said. “Watch it, Lyle.”

“Just admiring the view,” the pilot said.

“Well, why don’t we go ahead and take off so we can enjoy the view, too?”

“I wasn’t talking about L.A., sir.” Lyle said.

I saw Ash blush, and I wrapped my arm around her. She sank into my body, and I kissed the top of her head. I could see her eyes screwing shut while the helicopter took off from the ground. We were going to fly up the coastline of California, all the way into Big Sur, and I wanted her to take in the beauty of the place where she lived. 

I knew sometimes life could really bog her down, especially since she came in last in her own life, and I wanted to show her that the world was beautiful, Even if it was just the world outside her apartment.

“Ash. Look.” I pointed at the ocean. 

The way we were flying over it allowed us to glance out over the city, and pretty soon, she ripped her body from mine and threw herself up against the window. I watched her eyes light up while the waves of the ocean reflected in her big, green eyes, and I couldn’t help but reach out and run my fingers through her vibrant blue hair.

“You dyed it again,” I mentioned.

“Yeah, I needed to use up the rest of the blue,” she said mindlessly. “Mason! Look!”

There were some dolphins jumping way off the coast in the distance, and I felt the helicopter lean out towards the water.

“Let’s go get a closer look, shall we?” Lyle asked.

“Look at the dolphins, Mason!”

The happiness on her face and the way her eyes lit up was nothing short of astounding to me. I took these things for granted on a daily basis, honestly. I didn’t know how many times I flew over this coastline up to Big Sur where we were headed, and I’d never gotten this much joy out of it, no matter who I flew with. My mother usually took naps, and Winston always wanted to jump out and into the water, and I honestly never flew over it unless I had to.

“My god, it’s beautiful up here,” Ash said.

We rode up the rest of the coast, and I saw the helipad come into view. I felt Ash press back up against me before she slipped her hand into mine. We descended onto the massive red “X” and I helped Ash get out of all her gear. We disembarked, only to get into another limo that would take us to our hotel. I’d booked a wonderful suite for the entire weekend that would let us watch the sun rise over the ocean waves of the area for the next couple of mornings. There was even a hot tub on the penthouse balcony that I couldn’t wait to get Ash in.

I started wondering if I could get her in naked, and the idea quickly shot to my dick.

“Holy shit,” she whispered when we entered the hotel. 

I nodded to the front desk who ushered me in without even walking up to it, and I could see the excitement flash in Ash’s eyes as we headed for the elevator.

“Aren’t we gonna check in?” she asked.

“No need to,” I offered.

“God, I could get used to that,” she said. “I hate checking into hotels.”

“If I have it my way, you’ll never need to check into one by yourself again.”

“I like the sound of that,” she said.

We stepped into the elevator and rode it all the way to the top, and when the elevator stopped, I had to slip a key into a port and turn the knob to open the door. When the doors flew open, the luscious smells of dinner wafted up our noses, and I saw Ash lick her lips in response.

“Hungry?” I asked.

“I didn’t even realize I was until now,” she said.

“Come on. Let’s eat.”

I guided her through the luxurious confines of the suite, and I hoped to god we never had to leave it. I only had a weekend with her, and I wanted her all to myself. When she saw the dinner out on the balcony, she practically took off running. 

The room was filled with plush furniture and crystal glasses, and an ice cold bottle of fine red wine was chilling on the kitchen island to my left, with two chilled crystal glasses sitting next to it. Our room was outfitted with a California king-sized bed and silk sheets I had no intentions of keeping clean. The bathroom had both a massive jet bathtub and a walk-in stone shower that acted as its own steam sauna if you wanted.

“There’s a fucking hot tub out here!” I heard Ash yell.

I threw my head back and laughed before I headed out to the balcony. The sun was just beginning to set over the waves crashing against the massive rocks that sat below our balcony. She clenched onto the railing, and her eyes sparkled with the setting sun. I slid my arms around her waist and held her close to me. Her hands dropped and linked with my fingers, and her head pressed back into my chest. I swore this moment couldn’t get any better than it was.

“It’s beautiful, Mason,” Ash said lowly.

“A beautiful scene for a beautiful woman.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Are you apologizing, or showing me what I could have with you?”

“Could it be a little of both?” I asked.

“Yeah, I guess I wouldn’t mind that.”

Her body began to sway side to side, and I held her close and followed her movements. I never wanted to forget this very moment. I didn’t want to forget how she felt in my arms or the look in her eye as the setting sun splattered oranges and pinks all along the sky. I never wanted to forget the relief I felt when I realized she would accept my apology. I never wanted to forget the moment we both ignore the amazing dinner sitting on the balcony just to be in one another’s arms.

“Ash,” I said.

“Shh,” she urged. 

She turned around in my arms and fluttered her gaze up to mine. Her arms slipped around my body and held me just as close as I was holding her.

“Kiss me, Mason,” she whispered lightly.

I raised my hand and brushed some hair back behind her ear, and I found myself lost in her eyes. Her lips were plump, and her cheeks were blushed with anticipation. The sun slowly darkened the sky behind her thick body, and the food slowly cooled beside us. I reached over to the table and plucked a grape from the table. When I held it to her ruby red lips, she wrapped them around my fingers, sucked the grape into her mouth, and made a show of slurping it and its juices down.

“Jesus, Ash, what are you doing to me?” I whispered.

“Everything if you’ll kiss me,” she said.

So, I dipped my lips to hers and pulled her body up to mine. Her voluptuous tits pressed into my chest the moment her lips connected with mine. My arms scooped her up into her tip toes, and her grip tightened around my neck. When she finally allowed me entrance between her lips, she tasted as sweet as the grape she’d just eaten. I groaned into her mouth when I felt her hips grind into me, and my dick was growing against her body, as the twinkling sky of the Big Sur ocean backdropped our kiss.

 






Chapter 22 

Ash

 

His tongue felt so good running slowly along the roof of my mouth, and my legs began to shake on the balcony of the most beautiful hotel I’d ever seen. I knew my stomach was hungry for food, but my body was hungry for him. I didn’t want to waste another second that didn’t include being pressed against his body.

He drew back and took my hands within his, and he slowly pulled me back into the hotel. The lights somehow dimmed as we walked through the hotel suite and into the bedroom, and when he slowly shut the door behind me, I had to stop and take it all in. 

The bed was massive, and there was a beautiful chandelier hanging from the ceiling. I realized the massive balcony stretched all the way over to our room and that the hot tub I saw steaming outside actually sat on the part of the balcony that was beside our room.

“This is incredible,” I said.

I felt his arms snake around my body, and his lips lightly landed onto my neck. I slowly drew in a breath of air through my nose while his soft lips nipped at the nape of my neck. All I could think about was falling into bed with him. I’d missed him more than I’d admitted to myself, and I wanted to think that we could make this work. I wanted to think that his concerned, though idiotic, were warranted just like mine were.

All I needed to know was that he was willing to battle it out with me.

“I’m so sorry,” he said into my skin.

I turned in his arms and crashed my lips into his, and his hands rushed to my hips and backed me into the bed. My hands made quick work of disrobing him and dropping his clothes to the floor. By the time we were both naked, our bodies were flushed red and shaking with wanton lust. I could feel the wetness growing between my thighs as he kissed down my chest. His lips wrapped around my pert nipples while my legs parted and accepted the whole of his body.

“Oh, Mason.”

He nibbled on my nipples until they were red with excitement. My hands wound tightly into his hair and pushed him to where I wanted him to be. His chuckle ricocheted through my body, and my heels planted themselves onto the edge of the bed. His tongue wasted no time in finding exactly where I wanted it to be.

“God, you’re so wet, Ash,” Mason whispered into my pussy.

“And it’s all for you,” I gasped. 

His tongue lapped at my entrance before I felt him slip a finger inside, and my body ignited with the burning passion I felt for him as my hips rolled into his face. He flicked my swollen nub and ran his hand along the swell of my ass. I felt my essence slowly dripping down the crack of my ass just as stars started to burst behind my eyes.

“I’m almost there,” I moaned. “I’m almost there. I’m gonna come.”

He flattened his tongue out over my clit and pressed in deep, and my body began to shake and convulse at his touch. My walls fluttered around his crooked finger, and my legs wrapped around his head and pulled him close. I felt my breasts bouncing with every tremble that wracked through my body before my back finally dropped down to the mattress.

“Oh, my god,” I said.

I felt him slowly pull out of me before he kissed all the way up my body. When his slickened lips finally got back to mine, I licked my tongue along his lips.

“I taste good on you,” I said.

“And you look good underneath me,” he said lowly.

Our eyes caught one another’s, and I felt a shiver ricochet down my spine. Through all the sexual exploits we had taken together, I’d never felt more exposed or raw than at this moment. I slowly locked my feet around his calves, and I felt him line himself up with my entrance. I couldn’t keep my eyes off him as he slowly pushed into me.

“Oh, Ash,” he said.

I panted as he slowly bottomed out, his balls pressing against my ass, and when my hands slowly slid up his back, I felt him shake on top of me.

“You feel so good,” he whispered lightly.

He began rolling his hips into mine, and I felt my eyes flutter closed. He pressed light kisses to both of my eyelids before his lips kissed over to my ear. My fingertips began to dig into the meat of his back as the breath falling off his lips rumbled along the shell of my ear.

“Open your eyes, Ash,” he beckoned.

I fluttered my gaze open and found his eyes, and I couldn’t look away. A slight smile was on his face, and his hair tickled my forehead. I couldn’t help but raise up and capture his lips. He looked perfect in the dim light of the luxurious hotel, and when his hips slowly began to pick up the pace, I felt my eyes flutter shut again.

“Keep them open, Ash. Let me see you. Please.”

I felt him lean his forehead into mine as my hips slightly raised to meet his thrusts. Our breath started to intermingle as our eyes connected yet again. The heat rippling through my body was slow and languid, puckering my nipples and raising the hairs on the back of my neck. His dick felt so good inside of my body, and it seemed to curve up just slightly to hit me in all the right places. I slid the tips of my toes up the backs of his legs before the words started pouring from my mouth.

“I’m so sorry, Mason. Please forgive me.”

“I’m sorry, too, Ash. God, I’m so fucking sorry.”

His hips picked up the pace, and the bed slowly began to jostle. My hands flew to his hair while my eyes stayed hooked onto his. I could tell by the way his cheeks and dick twitched that he was about to reach his end. I started slapping my hips up against his before he dropped his head into the crook of my neck.

“Come for me, Mason,” I whispered.

“Oh, god, Ash. Yes. Just like that.”

He stilled his body while my hips continued their upward assault. When I felt my pussy throb and pull his dick in closer, I wrapped my legs around his waist, and we both went crashing to the bed. He pumped himself deep into me, and my body drank him down. As we laid there letting our juices slowly trickle out and stain the silk sheets we were laying on, I felt his lips on the shell of my ear once again.

“I’ll never leave you again,” he whispered lightly.

My heart leapt for joy before he slowly slid off my body, and I turned my smiling face to him and raised my hand up to cup his cheek.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?” he panted.

“For bringing me here. For showing me this. For answering that pathetic ad and for showing up at my work.”

“The ad wasn’t pathetic,” he said.

“It was, and thank you for looking past it.”

I felt my eyes flutter closed, and the last thing I remember was feeling Mason’s hand run through my hair. When my eyes peeled themselves open the next morning, the sun was just beginning to stream through the balcony windows. Mason slept next to me. He looked so peaceful and handsome, the rise and fall of his chest gentle in the morning light, and his arms were wrapped tightly around me. 

I pressed light kisses into his chest while he stayed asleep, and I couldn’t help but take in his boyishly handsome features. He had a strong jawline and intense eyes, but his hair was thick and slightly longer than men usually wore it. His lips were full and thick, and his nose fit his face perfectly. His broad frame didn’t carry quite the amount of muscle it probably could.

But god, his powerful body felt so good pressed against my naked body, and I reveled in how he felt until he finally groaned and pulled me closer to him.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” I said.

“Morning,” he grunted.

Everything about last night and this morning felt right. It felt right to wake up next to him, and it felt right to press my naked body into his. It felt right how his body filled me the way it did, and it felt right to have his dried come peppered against my thighs. Sure, we didn’t come from the same background, and we were both raised differently. Sure, our friends did different things for fun, and one of us had to work while the other didn’t. But who cared? I sure as hell didn’t. Because when we were together, something just clicked.

Just like right now, while I watched his eyes slowly flutter open. Just like right now, while he threw his arm around his eyes and begged the sun to go back to sleep. Just like right now, with my body molding perfectly into his.

We just worked, even if there wasn’t an explanation as to why.

My stomach let out a raucous growl, and it made me giggle while it caught Mason’s attention. He threw his hand off to the side and picked up the phone. He punched in a number and rattled off our breakfast order into the phone. 

We slowly rolled out of bed and took a shower together in the wonderful stone walk-in shower. Had it not been for the knock at the door, we probably would’ve gone another round before we actually pieced ourselves together for the day.

We shared fruits, toast, and mimosas on the balcony while we watched the rest of the sun rise above the ocean. The entire time our feet were intertwined with one another’s underneath the table.

“I thought maybe we’d venture out and explore the area today,” he said.

“We could do that if you’d let me go home and pack some things,” I said.

“Well, that’s easily remedied,” he said.

“And how do you propose we do that? I’ve got nothing but the clothes on my back.”

“You put them on, and then I go get you more clothes.”

“You can’t buy me clothes. They’re my clothes!”

“And I told you, I’d take care of you the entire weekend. We’ll go into town and get you some clothes, and then we can explore and go anywhere you’d like.”

“And where do you propose we get the types of clothes I like to wear in a place like this?”

“You just leave that to me,” he said, winking.

We finished our breakfast and got dressed before we headed down to the front lobby. We took one of the hotel’s cars they had apparently provided for him, a Mercedes to be exact. Then we went into the main part of whatever town we were in. We drove by shopping malls and restaurants while I held his hand tightly. When the car came to a stopping point, we were in front of a place called Carmel-by-the-Sea. He parked the car and quickly got out. After he had opened my door and helped me out of the passenger’s seat, we walked into the luxury shopping complex.

Then, we headed straight for a store I knew he’d been eyeing since we walked in.

“Get anything you want,” he said.

My eyes wandered around the store. The walls were lined floor-to-ceiling with clothes. I slowly walked around and was shocked to find clothes in my size in a place like this in California. But when I picked up the price tags, I almost vomited in my mouth. Seven hundred dollars for a shirt? Was he high?

“Mason, I can’t—”

“Anything you want, Ash,” he said lowly in my ear. 

He pressed a kiss to my cheek and started wandering to a wall at the back of the store. There was a part of me that was hoping there was a clearance rack somewhere. The clothes were in the types of styles I enjoyed wearing, but dear god, these prices were absolutely insane. 

Women were throwing dozens of pieces of clothing up onto the counter to check out, and the totals were ringing into the tens of thousands of dollars. Every single tag I looked at left me a little more breathless each time. This was yet another difference that separated Mason and me, but before I could let my mind run away from me, I felt his hand on the small of my back.

“Let me spoil you, Ash. Stop thinking and just do as I ask. Let me do this for you.”

I nodded and let go of the breath I was holding. He left my side again to give me some privacy. I decided I only needed two outfits for the rest of the weekend. I picked out a floral printed dress that hung off my shoulders and would brush around my knees with the wind of the balcony. I also found a nice pair of leggings and a beautiful tunic that I just couldn’t put down the moment I had picked it up. I looked over at Mason who was chatting with the front desk attendant, and when he pointed over at me, I saw the woman nod.

Then, the woman ventured over to me with a massive smile on her face.

“I just wanted to let you know that Mr. Mason wants you to take your time, and whenever you’re ready, just bring everything to the front. I’ve already got his payment information.”

“Actually, I think I am ready,” I said.

“Then I’ll be happy to help!”

She took the garments from my hands and went on and on about how I had picked their most popular tunic. She talked about how she had one just like it and how she absolutely loved the dress I’d picked out. We were walking up to the desk and passed by an entire wall of lingerie that caught my eye. 

The woman was still rambling on about whatever it was she was talking about, and Mason was head-deep in his phone, so I took the opportunity to pull a few pieces of lingerie in my size that I thought he might like. One set was a lacy bra and panty set in a bright orange, and the other was a little lacy teddy with skimpy underwear that would do absolutely nothing to support my tits and was practically see-through.

Oh, and it was red.

I figured red would be a massive hit with him, especially if I put on my lipstick.

I threw them on the counter quickly, and the woman caught what I was doing, so she made quick work of ringing them up and shoving them into the bag. She winked at me, and I smiled back at her. Just as she was handing the bag back to me, I felt Mason’s hand on the small of my back again.

“Find anything you liked?” he asked.

“Oh, I think she found plenty,” the woman behind the desk beamed.

“Perfect,” he said.

“So, where are we off to now?” I asked.

“Anywhere you’d like to go,” he said.

 






Chapter 23 

Mason 

 

I saw how hesitant Ash was to buy the clothes in the store, but I was determined to make her throw caution to the wind. I’d stepped out of my bubble to find her, and it had thrown me for a loop. I wanted to be there for her when she stepped out of her regular life. 

I knew she’d have to work past the prices and finally understand that she wasn’t paying for any of it. It warmed my soul when I watched her start to slowly begin plucking things from the racks and looking at them, instead of the price tags.

And then, my phone rang.

“Hello?” I asked without looking at the caller ID.

“Mason! Sweetheart! Where in the world are you?”

Great. Mom.

“I’ve just taken the helicopter up the coast for the weekend. Everything all right?”

“You didn’t leave a note or anything,” she said.

“Well, you told me you had plans for the weekend, so I made plans as well.”

“I’m shocked you’re not with Eva. I saw her for lunch yesterday!”

“Sounds fantastic, Mom. Listen, is everything all right?” 

The last thing I wanted to do was hear that name while I was with Ash again. I was determined to make this weekend as special as I could for both of us, and I didn’t want any complications from our lives interrupting the beauty we had already jumpstarted. I was shocked enough that she was willing to forgive me, but I knew if I dug myself another hole, I might not be as fortunate next time.

“Well, need I remind you we are set to leave for Milan at the beginning of next week?”

“And I’ll be home in time for the family trip, I promise, Mom.”

“I mentioned the trip to Eva, and she seemed delighted!”

My heart sank. “What, Mom?”

“I mentioned the family trip to Eva. After all, this time next year, she will be family, and I thought she would enjoy it. I told her I could take her wedding dress shopping in the heart of Milan.”

“I don’t remember proposing, Mom,” I said lowly.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” she said breezily. “You’ll get around to it.”

“Mom. I do not love Eva. No one is proposing marriage to Eva.”

“Nonsense. She’s a wonderful woman!”

“Mom—”

“Mason. I know you believe in true love and all that nonsense, and I know you’ve been gallivanting around just like Winston has been the past few years. Eva has watched you court around other women and held her head high, just like a fiance should.”

“I haven’t proposed, Mother!”

“But you will,” she said sternly.

“No, I won’t,” I declared. I had now officially had enough. I glanced over at Ash who was walking up to the register, and I knew I had to cut the call short, thank god.

“Eva will be going on the trip to Milan, and I thought it would be a beautiful place to propose,” my mother suggested.

“Then you’ll be sorely disappointed,” I sighed.

“I should hope not. Your father would be rolling over in his grave if he knew—”

“That I was marrying someone I didn’t love? Funny, he got to marry someone he loved.”

My mother fell silent on the end of the line, and although I knew she was saddened, I meant every word I said. My father revolted against my grandmother so he could marry the woman I was now arguing with on the other end of the line. My mother was hardly my grandmother’s choice for my father, and here she was, forcing me to do the same thing while my father’s legacy flew from her lips.

And then, an idea popped into my head, and I knew exactly how I was going to get my mom to drop the Eva issue altogether.

“I gotta go, Mom. I’ll see you in time for Milan.”

“Mason, wait—”

I hung up the phone just as the woman handed Ash her bag, and when she turned to me, she had a massive smile on her face. It warmed my heart to see her so content and happy, and when she walked up to me, she asked me what was next. 

I wanted her to have the perfect day, so I told her we could go do anything she wanted. I was surprised when she wanted to go back to the hotel. We climbed into the Mercedes and made our way back to the penthouse, and when we walked into the room, she quickly began shedding her clothes. 

I watched her clothes fall to the floor while her curves emerged for my viewing pleasure, and she swayed her luscious hips before she threw open the balcony door in our bedroom and stepped out and into the hot tub.

“Care to join me?” she asked.

We sat naked in each other’s arms on the private balcony while the water bubbled around us in the hot tub. I held her close to me while my dick throbbed against her body. She wiggled around in my lap and smiled when I would finally buck into her, but something told me she would do nothing but tease me until the time was right for her.

And I was willing to follow her into the abyss if it meant feeling her body wrapped around my dick again.

“What would you like to do about dinner?” I said in her ear.

“Well, I bought a new dress. Maybe we could go out somewhere?” 

“Sounds wonderful. I know exactly where to take you.”

We got dressed, and she slipped into the bathroom. I found it curious that she was hiding getting dressed from me after we had spent an hour in the hot tub, naked and rubbing against one another. But when she emerged, I took in the bright blue, white, and green floral fabric that fell from her shoulders, fluttered around her chest, and wafted around her thighs. She looked absolutely radiant, and she was smiling bright at me. All I could do was shake my head and rake my eyes along her body.

“You look…” I trailed off.

She smiled and blushed underneath my gaze. I strode across the room and pulled her close to me. I felt her breath pulsating against my lips before I placed a small kiss on the tip of her nose, and when it crinkled, I felt my heart physically tug in ecstasy.

“Ready to go?” I said.

“Always,” she whispered in return.

I took her to a restaurant that overlooked the crashing waves of the ocean, and I couldn’t keep my hands off her. I held her fingers within the palm of my hand while she watched the ocean, and when she turned her head back to me, she flashed that beautiful smile I’d come to adore.

“Thank you so much for the clothes, Mason. They’re beautiful.”

“It’s nothing. Really. This dress looks beautiful on you.”

“They’re the most expensive things I own now,” she said nervously.

“And you deserve much more than that.”

Her gratitude was astounding to me, and it was in that moment that I realized just how much I took for granted in my life. Honestly, I’d never seen a light bill or a phone bill, or even a bill of sale for something I’d purchased. 

It was nothing for me to forgo receipts and never once take a look at price tags, and I realized that all of this was a dominant force in Ash’s life. Bills and receipts, budgets and clothing sales, all of it was how she built the life she had. Never once did I ever need to take any of that into consideration.

I could see the gratitude and thankfulness in her eyes, and it sucker-punched me in my gut, in the best way possible.

“If you’re up for it,” I said. “I have one last thing for you.”

“Oh, really now?” she asked, smiling. “And what might that be?”

I dug around in the pockets of my coat and pulled out the jewelry I’d purchased her the day before that stupid charity dinner. I set the dark velvet boxes in front of her as her eyes followed my movements. I watched her breathing speed up slowly, and I chuckled when I realized what she thought was happening.

“No, none of these are rings,” I said.

I saw her release a breath of relief, but I realized I wasn’t doing the same thing. I realized that my body didn’t panic when I mentioned buying Ash a ring, and there was even a small part of me that could actually envision the type of ring I would get her.

I watched her hands slowly move to the boxes, and when she opened them, I saw tears burst forth from her eyes. She picked up the necklace and lightly fingered the precious beads adorning them. Then she moved to open the box for the earrings and realized they not only matched each other, but also matched her dress.

“Mason,” she whispered. “These are absolutely beautiful.”

“I got them when I saw them. They reminded me of you.”

“When did you get these?” she asked. “We’ve been together all day!”

“I got them the day before that idiotic charity dinner. I wanted to give them to you that night, but you already had such nice jewelry on already.”

I mentally kicked myself for bringing that night up again, but Ash clutched my hand while her eyes sparkled with happiness.

“They’re absolutely beautiful, Mason. Thank you.”

“You deserve all of it, Ash. All of it, and so much more.”

I looked into her watery green eyes, and suddenly, it all fell into place. Tears streamed down her cheeks while she held the necklace tight in her other hand, and I realized why everything suddenly felt so different, why the earth had suddenly shifted, and why I suddenly couldn’t catch my breath.

I was falling in love with Ash, and I realized then and there that I would do anything I could in order to have her.

“Could you help me put it on?” she asked, holding out the necklace to me.

I got up and rounded the table. Ash piled her hair high on her head, and I slipped the necklace around her neck and fastened it. I bent down and kissed the back of her neck while she slipped the earrings into her ears. Then I helped her with the bracelet before I took her hand and sat back down.

I couldn’t keep my eyes off her during dinner. I appreciated that she wasn’t afraid to order off the actual menu. A salad to her was an appetizer and not the main course, and I reveled in spoiling her with all the incredible foods this restaurant had to offer. 

She wanted her own dessert, and we got to share and try each other’s. When the check finally came, I couldn’t pay it fast enough. She looked radiant in the things I’d bought her, and I wanted to get her back to the hotel so I could slowly peel her layers back and lick every exposed part of her.

We tumbled into the hotel suite, and my back landed against the back of the couch. We toppled over and laughed when the both of us hit the floor on the other side, but I soon flipped her over onto her back and planted my lips firmly back onto hers. Her red lips cascaded down my cheeks and neck, and her hands were trembling too much to get my clothes off. I couldn’t wait to get everything off us.

I needed her, and I needed her now.

I pulled her into my lap before I rose up and set myself back onto the couch. Her hands flew to my pants. She pulled my throbbing dick from its confines just before it started leaking from its tip, and her knees planted next to my hips before she pushed her panties off to the side. 

She sank herself down onto my dick, and I could feel the lacy number she was wearing underneath her dress. I told myself I was gonna pull them off with my teeth when I could finally lay her down on her back.

Her hands gripped my hair, and she rocked back and forth in my lap. The fire that shot through my body was nothing short of mind-numbing. I forgot about the trip to Milan, and I forgot about my mother pushing that insane woman into my life. I even forgot about the threat that bitch made toward my family fortune.

“You’re incredible, Ash,” I whispered.

I grasped her ass cheeks and rose up with her, and while I was still seated inside of her, I shuffled out of my pants and slowly walked us to the bedroom. I laid her down and threw the crooks of her legs over my shoulders. I felt her fingertips grip my strong thighs in anticipation for what was to come.

I pounded my hips into hers while getting a peek of the bright orange lingerie she had on underneath. A low groan escaped from my lips when her pussy began to flutter around my dick. I bent over and rested my body on her hamstrings, pinning her to the bed, and her jaw unhinged in silent delight as my balls began to slap against her ass cheeks.

“Oh, god,” Ash choked out.

I pinned her wrists above her head and felt her juices covering my balls. For a split second, I debated on keeping her here. I could beg her to quit her job, and we could live on the edges of Big Sur and never look back while we lived our lives. I’d offer to pay all of her debt off, get her a better car, and buy her a completely new wardrobe with lingerie I could peel off with my teeth every night.

I plowed myself into her hips and felt her body molding and shaking underneath mine, and I realized I was falling in love with Ash.

And I didn’t want it to stop.

“I’m coming,” she moaned. 

Her body trembled, and her throbbing walls pulled me deep into her body, and for the first time, I didn’t give a shit that I didn’t come. Pleasure cascaded across her features, and I watched her hard nipples push through the fabric of her beautiful dress. When her pussy was finally done sucking down my cock, she slipped her legs off my shoulders.

I laid down, my face planted right into her luscious breasts, and I felt her heave for air while her hands slowly ran through my hair.

“Did you come?” she finally asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” I murmured into her skin.

“Well, that just won’t do,” she huffed.

 






Chapter 24 

Ash

 

I slowly flipped him over in bed and raised up onto my knees. I worked the dress over my head, and I tossed it to the floor. I kneeled there in the bright orange lingerie I’d purchased earlier that day, and the way his eyes cascaded across my body made me feel beautiful. His dick twitched in approval, and he worked his tie and shirt off before he leaned forward and wrapped his lips around my nipple. His hand massaged my breasts, and my head rolled back. When he finally released my nipple, I sunk my body down to his.

I planted soft kisses on his bare chest and ran my fingertips down his naked body. Before I could wrap my lips around his thick cock, he pulled me up toward him and crashed his lips onto mine. He rolled me back over in bed and flew down to my pelvis. I watched him grab my lacy panties with his teeth and slowly inch them down my legs.

“Dear Jesus, Mason,” I groaned.

He lifted my feet and slowly peeled the panties from my body. Then he planted soft, wet kisses all along my leg before he blew a cool stream of air right onto my glistening pussy folds.

I groaned, torn between my own pleasure and his. “But you haven’t come yet.”

His mouth silenced my protests when he sucked my clit into his mouth. I knew it wouldn’t take long before I found my end all over his lips. His hands were all over me and every touch shot electricity through my spine. I fell over the edge for the second time that night, and I’d never felt more beautiful than I did in that very moment. 

He pulled my hips closer to his face and thrust his tongue inside my entrance, and his name poured from my lips like a whispered prayer while my body trembled with every lick of me he took.

He hovered over me and helped me sit up, and I felt the world spinning around me. He stood me up and led me to a chair where he sat down. He guided my body toward his, and I straddled his lap. I slowly sat down onto his throbbing dick, moaning at how easily he slipped into me. I wrapped my arms tightly around his neck and buried my face into his skin while our bodies moved in tandem with one another’s.

He groaned my name into my ear, and I felt our movements become more frantic. When his dick started twitching deep inside of me, I bit down lightly onto his shoulder. His grip tightened around my back, and I felt his hips thrust quickly into me. With each other’s names tumbling from our lips, I raised up and swallowed his orgasmic groans. Our tongues moved together as one while our bodies stilled with the force of our orgasms. When I felt our juices slowly dripping out and onto his hips, we pulled back and smiled at each other.

“Wow,” Mason said.

“Exactly,” I said.

We fell asleep in each other’s arms that night after cleaning ourselves off in the hot tub, and when I woke up to the sun rising over the water, I made us some coffee and took it out to the balcony. Our weekend had been absolutely incredible, and I was enjoying the isolated bubble we were inhabiting. 

I realized that Mason had the ability to live his life like this all the time, and I found myself thinking that I could continue to live it this way with him. It saddened me that we had to go home today. When Mason joined me with his own cup of coffee at the table that overlooked the ocean, I could tell he saw the sadness on my face.

“What’s wrong?” he inquired.

“Oh, I’m fine,” I brushed off.

“Ash. Don’t retreat. Talk to me.” 

“I just…”

I sighed and closed my eyes when I felt tears rise in them. I suddenly felt like I was spoiling the entire weekend. He had been so giving and so gracious with his money, and here I was, crying because I wanted to be selfish.

“I’m sorry, I just…”

“Take your time,” he said lowly.

“I just don’t want it to end, that’s all.”

I looked over at Mason and was shocked when I saw a smile on his lips, but I was even more shocked when I heard the statement that fell from them right after the smile bloomed.

“How would you like to prolong our time together?” he asked.

“What?”

“How would you like to prolong the weekend?” he asked again.

“I can’t, Mason. I have to work.”

“Well, the idea I have is better than work,” he said.

“Doesn’t change the fact that I have to work.”

“What if I called your work and asked to have you longer?”

“I’d probably be fired,” I said.

“Say we could get you out of work. Are you interested in my idea?”

“Sure,” I sighed. “If I can get out of work, what are you concocting?”

“A trip to Milan.”

I choked on the coffee that I was drinking, and I spilled it all down the front of the plush robe I’d found in the bathroom. I wiped the back of my hand across my face while Mason chuckled at my reaction. Then, I whipped my gaze over to him.

And his face was completely seriously.

“You told me that night in the bar, after that shitty play, that you wanted to study jewelry-making in Milan. So, come to Milan with me.”

“We just… go to Milan? Without me having a passport?”

“I can get your passport rushed through the system. One thing you’ll come to realize is that the type of money I have can get you anything.”

“Uh huh,” I said.

“So, Milan? If we can get you out of work, would you go?” 

It was a once in a lifetime offer, going to Milan. I would never be able to afford it unless someone paid for the trip in full, and Mason just told me he was willing to do that. He was willing to do that for me.

Just whisk me away to Milan.

“Just think about it, all right? The passport only takes a phone call, and I’m sure I can sweet-talk your boss into letting me have you a little while longer.”

We packed up the few things we brought with us and made our way back to the helicopter. On the flight back, the breathtaking views of the coast did nothing to distract my mind from what it was mulling over. Milan. I actually had a chance to go to Milan. But not only that, I had a chance to go to Milan with one of the most amazing men I’d ever met.

I had no idea how in the world I was gonna get a passport, and I had no idea how I was gonna convince Luna to give me more time off, but for the first time in my entire life, I decided to screw what everyone else needed from me and do something that I wanted to do.

Something I really, truly wanted to do.

“Okay.” I nodded as the helicopter landed just outside of L.A.

“Really?” Mason asked. “You’ll come with me to Italy?”

I slowly panned my gaze towards him and nodded. I couldn’t believe I was even saying “yes,” but when I did, he threw his arms around me and pressed a kiss to my cheek.

“You’re gonna love it, Ash,” he whispered.

He let me go and helped me off the helicopter. When we climbed back into the limo, he took out his phone and started making some phone calls. He asked me for some personal information and told the person on the other end of the line that he needed it as soon as they could get it to him. When he hung up the phone, he asked me what the phone number to the craft shop was.

And I rattled it off for him.

Milan. The place I’d always wanted to go the moment I found my love for jewelry-making.

I was going to Milan.

 






Chapter 25 

Mason 

 

I dropped Ash off at her place and told her to be ready by tomorrow. I couldn’t believe she actually agreed to go with me. Now, I needed to kick my ass into gear. I needed to set up the private jet and make sure it was fueled. I had to research jewelry-making classes in the heart of Milan and schedule some for her. I had to make sure our accommodations were taken care of and that we were in the finest the city had to offer. And of course, I had to make sure she had a passport.

“Yes, just ‘Ash.’ Her license says it, and her social security card says it. Yes, I need it no later than tomorrow afternoon. We’re taking off then.”

“Knock knock!”

I nodded at Winston and waved him in just as I was getting off the phone. The hotel was calling me, wanting to confirm our reservations, so I held up my finger to him and started talking.

“Yes, myself and a guest. For the rest of the week. Yeah, massages in the evenings. Not sure about all our meals. I’ll let the kitchen know.”

“Ooh, sounds fancy,” Winston whispered. 

He hopped onto my bed and struck a pose, and I shot him a dirty look when he started batting his eyelashes at me.

“Yeah. Tomorrow evening. See you then.” I hung up the phone, feeling excited that everything was coming together.

“Sounds like the big Milan trip,” Winston said. “Momma dearest know you’re going early?” 

“No, she doesn’t, because momma dearest isn’t the one going early,” I said.

“Dude. Don’t tell me you caved to Eva. Come on, we talked about this.”

“I’m taking Ash,” I said.

Winston looked at me, and, for a split second, I couldn’t read his face. He brow ticked slightly, and he stood up from my bed. I went ahead and launched into my grand plan.

“Mom thinks Eva’s best for me because she hasn’t seen me around any other women. I mean, she’s seen me with women I’m screwing, but she hasn’t seen me show this type of interest in a woman. If I take Ash and she sees, I know Mom’s gonna melt.”

“And how do you know this?” Winston asked.

“Because mom has a secret,” I said.

“And this secret would be?”

“Mom wasn’t my grandmother’s choice for Dad.”

“No shit!” Winston exclaimed. “Your mom was the forbidden love?”

“Yep. And Dad defied my grandmother and married her anyway. If my dad got to do it, then why can’t I? Ash is wonderful, and the weekend I spent with her only proved that to me even more. If she sees me with Ash and how we are around each other, it’s done. This Eva shit will be done, and I can have a chance to be with who I want.”

“I don’t know, dude. I mean, that’s cool and all that your mom was forbidden fruit or whatever, but your mom did something Ash probably won’t do.”

“And what’s that?” I asked.

“Try to blend in. I mean, look at your mom. She looks like all the others, and that’s why your father probably got away with it. Your grandmother might’ve been upset, but at least he married someone who looked the part.”

“Are you saying this isn’t gonna work?”

“I’m saying, Mase, that bringing her on a family trip probably isn’t the smartest idea. I mean, she’s gonna meet your mom for crying out loud! Have you told her that?”

“Not necessarily,” I said.

“Dude. Tell her. Don’t let her go into this thinking it’s just gonna be the two of you. There’s been enough weird shit between you two. Lay it out. Be honest.”

“Winston. I am being honest. I want to take her to Milan. Remember that night at the bar?”

“Yeah, when she talked about studying jewelry-making? Yeah, dude. Her best friend wouldn’t stop feeling on my dick.”

“Oh, shit! Frank was copping a feel?”

“Rein it in, Mase,” he said. “I know you think it’s the perfect plan: show your mother what makes you happy, and she’s bound to act like a mother and be happy, right?”

“That’s what moms do,” I said.

“It took my mother over two years to accept the fact that I was ‘slumming’ it, and it took her even longer to cope with the fact that I enjoyed it. Your mom’s not gonna change on a dime, and if she’s like my mom, she’ll buck like a bronco. It’s gonna ruin your trip with Ash.”

“A little support would be nice,” I said.

“I’m defending Ash because no one on the hill will. It’s not fair to put her in this position. Tell her what this trip is, tell her your intentions, and tell her what she’ll be up against. Don’t throw her financial situation at her and don’t tell her that her life’s shit or whatever you did at brunch. Just be honest, dude.”

I got where he was coming from, but I was in tune with the situation. I knew the moment Mom saw me with Ash, she would back off with Eva. Then, with my mother on my side, I could tell her the accusation Eva made at the charity dinner, and my mother and I could go about ditching these dumbass marriage plans. The only reason Eva felt she could threaten me like she could was because she thought she had my mom wrapped around her finger.

The moment she realized that was no longer happening, her threat would be null and void.

Winston left and I made a few more phone calls. Then I sent Ash a text message. I told her I’d pick her up tomorrow afternoon and then we’d make our way for the airport. She sent me a message back letting me know she was all packed and making arrangements with Luna. I tossed my phone to the side and continued packing the rest of my things, and when I heard the door open downstairs, I went to greet Mom.

“Hello, dear!” she exclaimed. “I was wondering if you would ever return home to me.”

“Hello, Mom.”

I embraced her closely and picked her up off her feet. I swung her around in the foyer, and she swatted at me to put her down.

“What in the world has gotten into you?” she said.

“Just some exciting things. Listen, Mom, I’m going to Milan a couple days ahead of you. Is that all right?”

“What for?” she asked inquisitively.

“I’ve just got some things to get in order, but you’ll see when you arrive. I’m sure you're gonna love it.”

“Oh, a surprise? You know how I love surprises.”

“I know. How’d it go with the groomers?”

“Oh, I dropped the dogs off with them,” she said. “I think I’m going to board them there for the night and pick them up tomorrow.”

“Any reason?” I asked.

“Well, I would like to do some packing for the trip without them underneath my feet. You know I’ve never been able to train them away from hopping on the furniture. They’ll ruin my clothes I’ve laid out.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want that,” I said, grinning.

“I swear, you seem like a different person, Mason.”

“Mom, can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Did you and Dad love each other when you got married?”

I watched her face falter slightly before she took my hand. She led me into the sitting room and motioned for someone to get her a glass of wine. I knew I’d touched on a sensitive subject, seeing as we didn’t talk much about Dad after he passed, but I guess it was as good a time as any to ask.

“I know we don’t talk much about him,” I said.

She held up her finger and chugged the glass of wine. When she set it down, she drew in a deep, shaky breath.

“Your father was a fine man, and I was lucky to have married him,” she said.

“Did you love each other?” I asked.

“Where is this coming from, Mason?” she asked, with a confused smile.

“Mom. I know it’s been hard for you. You’ve drawn into yourself since Dad passed, and you won’t talk about it. But please. For me.”

I watched quick tears rim her eyes before she blinked them away. I knew I was hitting a sore spot, but I wanted to hear it. I wanted to hear the story of how they met just one more time.

“Your father and I loved each other very much,” she offered.

“Tell me how you two met.”

“You know how we met, Mason,” she spat.

“Tell me again.”

“Mason, what—”

“Please, Mom,” I urged. “I promise there’s a reason, and if it makes you feel any better, it sort of has to do with Milan.”

I watched her eyes light up for a split second, and she was all too anxious to launch into the story.

“Your father was having drinks at the country club, and I was working a summer job. I was waitressing to pay for community college, and he was guzzling down bourbon spritzers. He kept ordering them just so I would keep coming to the table, and eventually, he was too drunk to order anymore. He began badgering me for attention, and my manager asked him to leave, but he said he wouldn’t leave until he had my number.”

“Dad was always persistent,” I said.

“We talked for a while, but I didn’t think it would go anywhere. I was consumed with my studies and working to pay off classes, and he was jetting around the world and watching his father invest in stock markets around the globe.”

“Why did grandmother not approve of you?” I asked. 

There was a somber look in her eye before she cleared her throat, and that’s when she reached for yet another glass of wine that had materialized out of nowhere, thanks to the silent footsteps of those my mother employed around the house.

“I just took some refining, is all. A wardrobe change and an attitude adjustment, and I was just fine to stand by your father.”

“What if you hadn’t changed?” I asked. “Do you think dad still would’ve married you?” 

Her eyes connected with mine for a split second before they hardened, and I knew I’d probably pushed too far. I wanted to hear her say he would have. I wanted to hear her say they would’ve ridden off into the sunset. I wanted to hear her say that she just played the part for the public, but behind closed doors, she was still the spunky community college waitress my father drank himself to death for their first time meeting, just so he could get her number.

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly.

“Mom?” I asked.

“Yes, son?”

“I love you. You know that, right?”

“Of course, I do, Mason. What a silly thing to ask.”

I could hear the tears in her voice, and it broke something inside of me. Deep down, my mother was still that community college girl who had to change in order to marry someone she loved. I wanted desperately to show her that she didn’t have to act like that. She didn’t have to be that way, not for me. I saw the way her and my father laughed and interacted when I was growing up, and she wasn’t always this cold.

This collected. This walled off.

“I think you’re gonna love Milan,” I said. 

My mother looked at me, and her smile grew from ear to ear. Then, she said something that both excited and confused me.

“I actually have an idea of what you might be doing.”

She winked at me before she got up and clapped, and part of me was very confused as to what she meant. On the one hand, she could probably see the purchases for the jewelry classes I was making, but I still had a few more things I had to take care of in order to solidify my plans for tomorrow. 

I still had to make sure the jet would be fueled on time, and I wanted to triple-check on Ash’s passport before I left it alone for the night. My mother seemed to have a pep in her step, even with the type of conversation we just had, but a part of me was excited at the prospect that she might actually be all right with this.

She might actually be okay with me bringing Ash to Milan.

I raced back upstairs and finished packing, and the entire time, I kept wondering what it would be like to take Ash on her first international trip. She’d never been out of the country. Hell, she was just in awe of the coastline of her home state. 

There was so much I wanted to show her and so much more I wanted to buy for her. I wanted to invest in her jewelry line and get her all the gems and beads and materials she needed to make the best jewelry she could. I wanted to take her shopping and buy her all the clothes she could ever want, and I wanted to take her to all the five-star restaurants and watch her savor every single bite of food. 

I wanted to hold her hand while we walked down the cobblestoned streets of the most beautiful city in the world, and I wanted to take her to all the places my father took me to whenever we’d go as a family.

I wanted to tell her and show her all these things, and I wanted her to experience it all with my hand in hers.

I was thrilled for the trip tomorrow afternoon, and I was so excited that I barely slept that night.

 






Chapter 26 

Ash 

 

Tuesday morning rolled around, and I finished packing all my things. I had no idea what Milan was like or what the weather might be like, so I jammed a little bit of everything into a suitcase and sat on it so it would close. Then, I called Luna to double-check and make sure me going was going to be all right.

“Luna, are you sure? I already took the weekend off.”

“And now you will take the rest of the week,” she said. “Just remember, there’s—”

“The silk-wool yarn you want me to bring back so you can make a winter blanket. Yes, Luna, I heard you.”

“Why is this so hard for you?” she asked.

“Why is ‘what’ so hard?”

“For you to follow your dreams,” she said.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” I said, chuckling nervously.

“A rich man is offering to take you to the one place you’ve always wanted to study jewelry-making. Why is it so hard for you to just go?”

“Because I have responsibilities, Luna. Like to you and to work.”

“And I’ve told you my niece is gonna help in the store,” she said.

“Well, okay then.”

“So, why did you call again?” Luna asked. “We talked about this yesterday.”

“I don’t know, all right? I don’t know why it’s always so hard. Maybe because shit like this doesn’t happen to me.”

“Language, Ash.”

“Sorry. But stuff like this doesn’t happen to women like me, Luna. We don’t get whisked away and handed our dreams on a platter.”

“Doesn’t seem to be the case here,” she said.

“I guess not,” I sighed.

“Why are you really so combative?”

“Don’t you have a store to run?” I asked.

“Answer the question, and then you’ll be ready for Milan: why are you fighting this?”

“Because…” I trailed off.

“I’m waiting,” Luna beckoned.

“Because I really like him, all right? He’s special, and kind, and handsome. And yeah, we had some serious hiccups in the beginning because of how we met. Sure, I met him on a dating site because no guy—”

“Fast forward, please,” Luna groaned.

I chuckled. “Well, you asked.”

“Let me give you some advice from a woman who’s already lived her life. Even if it doesn’t last forever, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t ride the wave.”

“What if I want it to be forever?” I asked.

“Then you have to stick around long enough for forever to happen.”

“Luna?”

“Yes, Ash?”

“Thanks.”

“Have fun in Milan. And don’t forget!”

“The yarn. I got it.”

I hung up the phone with her and knew she was right. Maybe Mason and I weren’t supposed to last forever, but did that mean I had to turn down everything he was handing me right now? I dragged my overpacked suitcase off the bed and tossed my keys to Frank, and she made some quip about inviting Winston over or something.

“Yeah,” I said. “Have fun with that.”

“Oh, Ash!” Frank called out.

“What? I’m gonna be late!”

“Lock that shit down while you got the chance. I’ve never seen you smile like this with a guy.”

“I’ll try, Frank,” I sighed.

“Plus, that bastard’s loaded. I expect a couch just for me in his gigantic home once you start popping out kids.”

“Jesus, Frank,” I said, shaking my head.

“Have fun in Paris!”

“Milan!” I shouted back.

“He should be taking you to Paris! I bet it’s nice to fuck while taking in the skyline.”

I sighed with relief when I stepped out onto the curb and saw the limo sitting there for me. I got in and saw Mason wasn’t there. The driver was quick to quell my fears.

“Mason is checking the jet before the two of you take off. He’s already at the airport.”

I sat back and watched the scenery roll by, and when we turned into the lot for the airport, I saw Mason standing on the tarmac. I threw the limo door open before the driver even came to a stop, and Mason sent someone to get my massive luggage bag while he escorted me onto the plane.

“Wow, it’s cozy in here,” I said.

“Have you ever been on a plane before?” he asked.

“How dare you insinuate that I don’t do things!”

“You’ve never been on a plane, have you?” he said.

“Well, no,” I admitted. “But shame on you for insinuating it, nonetheless.”

“Come here, you.”

He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into a kiss. My body melted into him in the middle of the jet. I pulled back and smiled up at him, and that’s when he helped me into my seat. I buckled myself in and the pilot came back to let us know how long the flight would be, and then the jet began to taxi on the tarmac. I white knuckled the seat and watched the world slowly bow below us, and I heard Mason’s voice rise above my nerves.

“I spy with my eye something black,” he said.

“Really?” I snickered.

“Come on, black,” he urged.

I rattled off a few things and finally landed on my bracelet, and when he smiled, I knew it was my turn.

“I spy with my eye something… red.”

“Your lips,” he said.

“Nope,” I said.

“Your cheeks.”

“Not a chance.”

“Your necklace,” he whispered. 

I watched his hand reach out, and he traced it along the jewelry I had on. I felt my skin heat up underneath his touch.

“No,” I said.

“Don’t tell me it’s the ‘exit’ sign,” he said.

“Maybe,” I choked out.

“That’s no fun. But I spy with my eye something… green.”

He stared deep into my eyes, and our faces move closer together.

“My eyes?” I said.

“Maybe,” he whispered.

Our lips connected just as the seatbelt sign flicked off, and I heard him unbuckle himself from the seat before he slid to his knees on the floor. He trailed his plump mouth down my neck, and his hands grasped at my tits. Soon, he shifted himself in between my legs.

“You’re way too tense,” he said. He placed open-mouthed kisses onto my heaving chest, and I felt his hands slowly snake their way up my dress.

“You know, I bet this vehicular thing we’ve got going borders on a fetish,” I said. 

He bit into my inner thigh, and it caused me to jump. I could feel myself soaking my panties. He hooked his fingers in them and pulled them down to my ankles.

“God, you smell so good,” he groaned. 

He wasted no time in exploring my pussy folds. His fingertips parted them so he could get to my swollen clit, and I slid down into the seat and hooked my legs over his shoulders. God, the things this man’s tongue could do to me were nothing short of addicting. He was quickly ruining me for every man who would ever come after him.

“Yes, just like that,” I said. 

Fire rushed down my arms and legs as he slowly sunk his finger into my wet entrance. I loved this part of him. This part that could bring me to the edge and throw me over before I had time to catch my breath. I rolled my hips down into his face, and he lost himself in my juices. My body pulled taut and convulsed with pleasure. I wrapped my hands in his hair and held him close to my body.

“Mason, holy shit,” I moaned.

He hummed his delight into my body before he pulled back, and I could see how painfully engorged his dick was in his pants. I patted the seat next to me, and he got back into it. When I had finally collected myself, I slid out of my own chair and scooted myself in between his legs.

“Oh, god yes,” he whispered.

I freed his throbbing cock from the confines of his clothes and wasted no time in wrapping my lips around his swollen tip. My ruby red lipstick smeared onto his skin, but the moment he wrapped his hands into my hair, I no longer gave a shit. I took him as deep as I could before I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock. His hips bucked into my mouth while his raging cock continued to pump down my throat.

“Ash. Yes. God, you’re perfect.”

I groaned with ecstasy, and it shivered his entire body underneath me. I watched his balls curl up into his body. He shot his thick streams into my mouth, and I greedily drank him down, reveling in how he tasted while his body shook in the seat of his jet.

“Jesus, you’re good at that,” he whispered.

“I’ve had practice,” I said.

The rest of the flight was full of light conversation and naps. Eventually, Mason woke me up when we started descending into Italy. I had to buckle my seatbelt, and he held my hand while the plane landed.

The sights and sounds that hit my ears when we disembarked beckoned to me. I literally felt like I had finally arrived home, and tears crested my eyes even as I looked around on the tarmac.

We got into yet another limo that took us to the house Mason rented out for us. The beauty of it was astounding. The gray cobblestone lent the house an old Italian charm, and the hill the house sat on overlooked the downtown area below. 

Flowers bloomed in every window of the house, and all the furniture was made from wood harvested right there in that same town. And the added amenities were incredible. There was an outdoor pool that transitioned into an indoor pool, and every bedroom had a full bath attached to it. The kitchen was outfitted with every single type of food you could ever want to cook in the updated and renovated kitchen, and there was a small pantry door that actually opened up into a floor level wine cellar.

“Holy shit,” I said.

“Do you like it?” he asked.

“It never ceases to amaze me how rich you are, because I’d never be able to afford anything remotely close to this.”

Mason threw his head back and laughed, and it was music to my ears. He led us to the room we would be inhabiting, and the doors opened to a little balcony with two wrought iron chairs that overlooked the city of Milan below.

“It’s so beautiful here,” I said.

“So, I have a surprise for you, but you’ll have to get some sleep for it.”

“And what is this surprise?” I asked.

“You have your first jewelry-making class tomorrow in Milan. I’m gonna take you, and then we’re gonna go get some lunch together before another one that will take you into the evening.”

“Wait. What?”

“I have classes booked for you all week,” he said.

My jaw was swinging at my knees. I couldn’t believe it. This beautiful man had whisked me away to Milan for the week, and in the two days he threw this all together, he got me a passport, took me on my first plane trip, and booked me jewelry-making classes I’d only ever attended in my wildest dreams.

“Oh, Mason,” I said.

I threw my arms around him, and we both staggered inside. We fell to the bed while my hands explored the extent of his body. By the time I was done licking and sucking every single crevice I could put my lips on, he rocked his hips into mine.

He threw me over the edge time and time again. He took me from behind, and I slammed myself down onto his hips. I sat backward in his lap while he played with my nipples. We never bothered to close the balcony doors, and we were pretty sure the entire city of Milan below now knew our names. By the time we were done, our bodies were covered in sweat, and the room smelled like sex. But neither of us cared when we fell asleep in each other’s arms that night.

And something told me neither of us would ever care, no matter what night it was.






Chapter 27 

Mason 

 

The week had been wonderful. I took Ash into town for her jewelry classes, I went and gathered up a few items I knew she could use for her jewelry making, and then I’d surprise her with them over dinner. 

We’d walk to town, hand in hand, and listen to the street performers play their instruments and sing their songs. It was like I got to experience Milan for the first time. I’d been coming here as long as I could remember, so the sights and sounds and smells were nothing new to me. But for Ash, they were exotic. Everything made her gasp, and she’d dart in and out of shops. Every time she laid her hand on something, I’d pick it up and hand it to the cashier.

The routine we had was wonderful. It started with her jewelry classes, culminated with walks around town, and then we’d end up back at the house to cook dinner. I kept telling her how wonderful the restaurants in town were, but she kept insisting there were so many good foods to cook in the house. 

So, we cooked dinner every night together. We shared a bottle of wine, and I got to experience how well she could cook. She’d handle the meat, and I’d take care of the sides. We’d take our dinner to the porch and listen to the distant sounds of Milan while we filled our stomachs.

Her blue hair glistened underneath Italy’s moonlight, and the stars twinkled in her eyes while she sipped her evening wine. Everything about this felt right. The jewelry, the traveling, the way the backdrop of Milan contrasted against her skin. Every night I would pull out a little box with more materials for her jewelry making, and every single time I did it, she seemed just as surprised and excited as the night before.

I realized I could do this with her for the rest of my life. I could do this exact routine in this exact place and never want for another thing in my entire life.

But tonight was going to be special. Tonight, I had everything planned. I picked her up from her jewelry class, and we walked around town. But when we went home, I told her to sit. I handed her a glass of wine, and she lounged on the couch. 

I filled the Italian mansion with the smells of wine, fish, and noodles while she relaxed in the evening sun streaming through the windows. I gathered all the dinner items and slowly placed them out on the terrace, and then I told her to go and get dressed in the best outfit she brought with her.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because I want you to remember tonight,” I said.

“Mason, I’m gonna remember every night of this beautiful trip,” she said.

“But I want this night to be the one that stands out,” I said.

“Why?”

“You’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Can I have a hint?” she pouted.

“No,” I said.

“Please?”

“Ash…”

“Just a tiny one?” she squeaked.

“Since when have we ever done anything in a tiny way?”

“There’s always a first for everything,” she said.

“Just go put on something wonderful,” I urged. “Something that makes you feel beautiful.”

“Does that mean I can put you on?” she said.

“After dinner, you can slather me anywhere on that beautiful body of yours.”

“Sounds like a challenge,” she said.

“More like a promise I hope you’ll keep.” I winked.

“All right, I’ll go get changed,” she relented.

“I bet you’ll look wonderful.”

She gave me a funny little look before she escaped to the bedroom, and that’s when I threw myself into gear. I placed candles outside on the table and lit them, then laid a dozen long-stemmed red roses in her chair. A white ribbon was tied around the bouquet, and attached to the bow was a small bag of the finest pieces of onyx I could find in the city. 

I noticed she always put those fake onyx stones on her jewelry, and I thought if she loved them that much, she could add just one true piece of onyx in every piece she made, like a little signature for her brand.

I’d been listening to her the entire time she talked about her jewelry classes, and I knew I’d paid for the right ones. These masters weren’t just teaching her how to make stunning pieces of jewelry, but they were teaching her how to market her talents. They were directing her to reputable materials manufacturers who could give her the finest quality ingredients for reasonable prices, and they were talking with her about how branding herself worked. 

I’d take her to this hole-in-the-wall coffee place a few blocks into town, and she would talk about all the different materials she could never afford to use in her jewelry, and I committed all those names to memory. I memorized the materials and the dealers of the materials and even the ideas she had on branding herself and her talents. When she would go into her classes, I’d seek them out and have them talk me through what I was looking at.

Glass beads and jade ovals and crystals that caught even the dimmest of suns and sparkled on your skin. Shined onyx pieces and silk cordage and platinum chain hooks she could pry apart and fuse back together in any shapes she wished. I could tell by the jewelry she wore around her neck that she was drawn to the darker bases, but she always broke up the dark with bright, unpredictable pieces that always seemed to catch the eye.

But the little bag attached to the roses came with a story. I was going to tell her how I always noticed the onyx pieces on her jewelry. I was going to tell her to look hard at the onyx pieces because I had her initials etched into every single piece. I was going to tell her that I supported her journey and that if she wouldn’t let me invest a chunk of money into her jewelry line, that I would invest in her dreams by purchasing her the materials she needed to make jewelry she could sell. 

I wanted her to know I was serious about supporting what she wanted to do in life and I wanted to show her I was serious about never ripping her independence away from her or forcing her to change for any lifestyle.

I wasn’t going to let dating me do to her, what dating my father did to my mother.

I made sure everything was sitting at the table just right, and then I jogged over to the closet and pulled my suit coat and tie out from behind the door. My hands were trembling with nerves, and it took me three tries before I got my tie right. 

It was astounding to me how I could spend this much time with Ash, and the idea of impressing her still made me shake in my shoes. But when I looked up and took another look at the terrace and the candlelight dancing in the darkness, I knew I’d done well. I smoothed my coat out and grabbed our two wine glasses, along with the opened bottle of wine, and I went outside to put them on the table. Tonight was going to be the night.

Tonight was the night I was going to tell her I was in love with her.

And my hope was that I would hear those words from her in return.

I knew it was quick, and I knew we’d really had some hurdles we had to climb over. By all accounts, the argument we had at that awful brunch should’ve sunk any chances I ever had at being with her. But, for whatever reason, that beautiful, luscious woman, with bright blue hair, ruby red lips, curves that hugged my body, and a voice that made me shiver, gave me a second chance.

And I sure as hell wasn’t gonna squander it because I was an idiot.

My hands began to tremble when I heard the door open behind me. I took a few deep breaths and smoothed my hands down my jacket one last time, but when the person’s voice hit my ears, I felt vomit rise to the top of my throat.

“Oh, Mason. This is beautiful.”

That sultry, smoky, empty voice filled the corners of the room, and when I turned on the balls of my feet, I saw Eva standing in the doorway of the house.

“Mason, did you cook this for us?” she asked.

I was stunned speechless. Eva walked in and slowly set her bag on the floor, and when she looked around the house, I could tell she was already clocking the things she didn’t like. Her lips smiled, but her eyes judged, and I could tell by the way her brow was slightly furrowing that something didn’t “sit with her tastes” well. It was like she could smell a dirty diaper in the rafters, but didn’t want to alert anyone that she knew it was there.

“Your mother sent me on. Said she wasn’t feeling well…” she trailed off. Eva crossed the floor and locked her eyes with me, and that’s when I realized what was going on.

Mother was faking sick and sent Eva a day early to Milan.

“Eva,” I began.

“You really didn’t have to go through all this trouble,” she said.

“None of this is for you,” I said bluntly.

“Oh, you don’t have to try and hide it any longer. Your mother already figured it out. She knew you were coming early to set things up for us. I just hate she’s so sick.”

I knew my mother wasn’t sick. If she was sick, she would’ve called and wanted me home. There wasn’t a moment in my life where my mother didn’t call for my father when she wasn’t feeling well, and when my father passed, my phone was the one to ring every time she was plagued with something and not feeling well.

No, my mother wasn’t sick. She was conniving. She sent Eva here a day early so we could be alone, and it made me sick to my stomach.

“Eva, I really need you to leave,” I said.

“And why in the world would I do something like that?” she asked. 

I watched her eyes flicker out to the terrace I had set up behind me, and her eyes lit up with joy. Actual joy. Something I’d never seen before in the years I’d been around her, and the emotion from her was just enough to root me to the floor. She buzzed by me and headed for the terrace porch, then she picked up the dozen roses and brought them to her nose.

“Mason, these smell divine,” she moaned. “And dinner looks delectable. I’m absolutely starving. But what is this little bag hanging from the flowers?”

“Eva, this isn’t—”

“Mason?”

I whipped around and saw Ash standing behind me. I thought my heart was going to fall out of my ass crack. Eva was standing behind me with Ash’s roses stuffed in her upturned, hoity toity nose, and Ash was dressed in this beautiful sweetheart neckline dress that hit the middle of her thigh and teased me with the sight of her cleavage. 

Ash’s features sparkled in the star-filled Italian sky, and my hands were aching to reach out and grasp the small of her waist. My body was singing its song for her, but her eyes weren’t trained on me.

Ash was looking at the person behind me. The ice queen woman with roses stuffed in her face and a bag full of precious onyx beads that were meant only for Ash’s hands.

And then, that was when it hit me. This was what Winston warned me about. The inevitable clash, and the fact that my mother had blended so well with the society around her that she wouldn’t ever stop to consider her own situation that brought her and my father together.

This was what Winston was talking about when he said to warn Ash. To clue her in. To tell her what was going on and to grip her close and face it head on.

Damn it, I was a fucking idiot.

And I was going to lose Ash because of it.

 






Chapter 28 

Ash 

 

I smoothed out my dress and gave myself one last look in the mirror before I headed out. Mason had been acting weird all day, but I knew it must be something good. Mason had already spoiled the hell out of me, and he had been acting fine all week. So whatever he had planned for tonight must be big.

I didn’t have the slightest clue as to what would make this trip any better than it was, but I was ready for whatever was coming.

I splashed on a bit more red lipstick and put on the newest pair of earrings I made. Then I set out for the terrace. The food I could smell wafting through the mansion was making my stomach growl, and I couldn’t wait to sit down and eat dinner with him tonight.

I walked out of the room and headed for the terrace, but I furrowed my brow when I saw two shadows streaming from the balcony. I rounded the corner and saw a tall, slender woman with long brown hair gazing up at the moon, and my blood froze when I realized who was standing on that terrace with roses up to her nose.

“Mason?” I said.

He whipped around and raked his eyes over me, but I was too fixated on Eva. The smile on her face slowly fell, and the stony expression that took its place was nothing short of malice and disgust. The roses she was holding fell to her side, and I heard the clacking of something against the wrought iron table. Mason finally piped up.

“Eva, I’m in Milan with Ash. I came here early to set things up for her. Not you.”

“Oh,” Eva deadpanned.

“This dinner isn’t for you, and neither are those roses,” he said. “My plan was to show my mother how happy I am around Ash, so she would back off with forcing you onto me.”

“Wait, your mother is gonna be here?” I asked.

I watched the amusement spread across Eva’s face, and I realized I’d given her enough of a lead in to speak up and jump into the party.

“Of course,” she said. “It’s a family trip. It’s why it was assumed I would be on it.”

“You’re not family, Eva,” Mason spat.

“I might as well be,” she said, shrugging.

“I don’t see a ring on your finger,” I piped up.

“Exactly,” Mason seconded.

“Oh, that kind of thing doesn’t matter where we’re from, honey,” she crooned at me. “People like Mason and I are born understanding we will eventually end up together.”

I watched Mason quickly take the roses from Eva before he handed them over to me, but I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy them. I saw a bag dangling from the ribbon, and I’m sure it was probably some beautiful stones he’d bought in town for my jewelry I was going to make when I get home. But, all of a sudden, I was incredibly tired and no longer hungry.

“So, let’s backtrack,” I said. “Your mother was supposed to be here, Mason?”

“Yes,” he said.

“And you weren’t going to tell me about this, at all?” I asked.

“I mean, it would’ve come up eventually…” he trailed off.

“Like Winston’s apartment eventually came up?”

I saw the pained expression on his face, and I knew I was being unfair. I understood why all of that transpired, especially in the beginning, but when he whisked me away for the weekend, I figured we were starting fresh. I figured we were erasing the past and starting again.

“I just don’t understand why you didn’t tell me this was a family trip,” I said.

“Ash, you gotta believe me. All I wanted to do was show my mother how good we are around each other. How natural it is for us to be together.”

“And why did this require you not telling me she was coming?”

“Because…”

Eva was standing back and enjoying the entire spectacle. Her movement caught my eye, and I glanced back over to her. She folded her arms over her chest and leaned against the terrace railing. Then, she felt the need to speak up again.

“Because he knew I was probably going to show up, and he wanted to show mommy dearest that he could be with anyone. Even someone like you.”

“Eva, would you please shut up?”

“You knew she was coming?” I asked.

I felt tears rise to me eyes. He fucking knew she was going to be here? He dragged me halfway across the world after treating me to the most incredible weekend of my life only to parade me around in front of his mother and some stuck-up bitch just so he could prove a point?

“What point were you trying to prove here, Mason?” I asked. “What point could possibly be more important than informing me that this bitch and your mother were coming on the same trip as me?”

“Wait, what did you just call me?” Eva asked.

I ignored her. “This was supposed to be a family affair trip, and you just thought dragging along your temporary girlfriend would really spice things up?”

I felt my blood boiling. I was no longer in the mood to play fair, and I was no longer in the mood to save face. If cursing was beneath them, then they were about to get a hell of a lot smaller, because I was about to raise my podium and stand over both of them. 

I was dragged halfway across the world and given my dream jewelry-making lessons, and I was not about to look like a fool because I blindly trusted a man who already proved to me once that he couldn’t be trusted. I remembered every word that bitch Eva said to me at that dinner. She criticized me for my weight, and she looked down at her nose for my wine choices, and I knew she was clocking my entire fashion sense and comparing it with her own. She made snide remarks all through dinner, and never once did Mason speak up for me. So now I was going to speak up for myself.

I had no intention of spending any part of this weekend around Eva. At this point, I didn’t really feel like spending time around Mason, either.

And then, my stomach let out a raucous growl that made Eva snicker to herself.

“At least I’m not ashamed to eat,” I spat at her.

Mason clammed up just like he did at the dinner, and the three of us awkwardly sat down inside and ate. The terrace dinner was cramped, and Eva thought she was being cute when she stole my wine glass. So I picked up the bottle, poured them two more glasses, then tipped the bottle up to my lips. Who gave a fuck what happened now? I had been in the most beautiful city I’ll probably ever visit in my lifetime, and the queen of the ice bitches just made herself comfortable.

“The roses did smell wonderful, Mason,” Eva said lightly.

“They weren’t for you,” he said.

“Nice to know you can talk,” I spat.

The three of us ate awkwardly on the terrace, and I was fuming that Mason didn’t kick her out. She had marched her way right into a mansion he had set aside just for us, and he was actually letting her sit and eat the food he had prepared for me. For us.

What the fuck was going on?

Eva finished picking at her food and got up to go put her plate away. I downed the rest of the bottle of wine and shoved my plate away from my body. When Mason tried to reach and take my hand, I pulled it into my lap.

“How did you see this going?” I asked.

“What?” he asked.

“I’m curious. Did you think your mother was going to see us together and just slap her stamp of approval on it? Was it to make Eva jealous? Were you gunning for some weird threesome that hasn’t been talked about yet?”

“What the hell are you talking about, Ash?” Mason said.

“I would just like to know what light you saw at the end of this dumpster fire tunnel is all!”

Mason sat there, silent as a rock, and I felt tears rise to my eyes while Eva stood in the doorway of the terrace.

“If there was any time for an explanation, Mason, it was earlier.”

“I thought my mother would get the point about me not wanting to marry Eva if she saw us together,” he blurted out. 

“Do you people not have words?” I exclaimed. “Could you not just have unhinged your jaw and said those words to her? Did it really require dragging me halfway across the world and embarrassing me in front of this bitch for you to get the idea that this is bullshit?”

“I honestly thought my mother was going to be on this trip,” he said. “She faked sick and sent Eva a day early to try and manufacture—”

“I don’t care, Mason! Don’t you get that? I don’t care about your manipulative games or your weird arranged marriages. Your money. Your station. Or the fact that you don’t work. Or the fact that your life is just as much of a shambled mess as mine is!”

“Then what is it?” Mason exclaimed. “What are you so angry about?”

“That for the second time, you’ve made me feel like a pawn. Like something you could just use to get away from your life before your own reality came raining down on you. You dragged me to a charity event and shoved your dick into me numerous times, before meeting me for whatever the hell brunch is and letting me know, in so few words, that I didn’t have enough money to understand how hard your situation was!”

“Ash, that’s not—”

“And now, I’m here in Milan. A city I’ve always wanted to travel to. And I’m just another pawn. A pawn in manipulating your mother so she wouldn't make you marry some thin, empty, stuck up shell of a woman who you’ll never love.”

“Now wait just a second—” Eva tried to step in.

“Ash, that isn’t how it works—”

“I don’t give a damn how you think it doesn’t work. Open your face hole and tell your mother you don’t want to marry a bitch, Mason. Grow a set of balls and stand up for yourself.”

“Where I come from, we deal with things with dignity,” Mason said.

“Well, from the looks of it, where you come from you don’t deal with things at all.”

Eva had the most disgusting smirk on her face, and I didn’t even care. I’m sure I was playing into some game of hers, exactly like she wanted me to. But I was done sitting on the sidelines while Mason attempted to educate me on the lives of those of the rich and famous.

He’d yanked me around enough, and I was done.

“I don’t appreciate being a pawn in your manipulative games, Mason,” I said.

We stared at each other for a while, and Eva just lingered. She didn’t move to leave, she didn’t move to come out onto the porch, and she didn’t try to speak.

The kicker, however, was Mason didn’t get up and tell her to leave, Mason didn’t get up and escort her from the house, and Mason didn’t pick up the phone and call his mom to let her know of anything that was taking place.

“I’ll sleep in the guest room tonight,” I said.

“Ash. No, please.”

“Should I help you with your things?” Eva asked coolly. “I’ve already set my stuff up in the room down the hall.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I said.

“Wow. So violent. You really should pick them better, Mason.”

And yet again, he didn’t come to my defense.

 

 






Chapter 29 

Mason

 

I tried to convince Ash while she was moving her things out of the room to just stop. I wanted her to stop and take a breath and understand that I didn’t invite Eva here. I didn’t expect this woman to just turn up and spoil every single thing I had planned. For the love of shit, Ash was the one I wanted. She was the one I loved. Who gave a shit if Eva turned up on the doorstep anyway? She was the one I wanted.

“Ash, come on,” I urged. 

But instead, all she did was act like a child. She shoved right by me with her things and picked the room on the opposite end of the house. Everything had turned into a giant clusterfuck.

“I guess she just can’t handle the stress that comes with this lifestyle,” Eva sighed.

“You know damn well I didn’t invite you here,” I spat through clenched teeth.

“And yet, here I am,” she said. “You know as well as I do that the two of us are destined for one another.”

“Yeah,” Ash said. “The conniving bitch and the airhead with no balls. Sounds like a perfect match.”

“Such a mouth for someone trying to be so clean,” Eva said.

“Would the two of you just stop?” I exclaimed.

“You know,” Ash began. “It’s astounding to me. You say you care, you say all the wonderful things, and you buy me all these wonderful presents, and yet this is the second time she’s interjected herself somehow into plans we have, and I don’t see you coming to my defense.”

“Well, you could handle this entire situation a bit better than you are,” I said. “It’s not like I invited her here.”

“So it’s my fault?” Ash asked. “Do you really think you're innocent in all this? Poor old Mason whose mother is shoving some stick thin model of a woman onto him to marry. Poor old Mason who has to do what he’s told and marry rich and never has to work and will never understand what it means to eat ramen noodles every night for a week just to get by?”

“Oh, and you’ve got it so hard? Poor Ash who gets to do what she wants with life and marry who she falls in love with and never once has to listen to her mother or be forced to marry some psycho he could never love?”

“Seriously, Mason, I’m right here,” Eva deadpanned.

“Yeah,” Ash said. “Sounds wonderful if you’ve got your looks. Men don’t want me, Mason. Men never have. Men want the little bit of money I do bring in and the couch I let them sleep on, and that’s about it. You wanna know what I was actually doing at that play, Mason?”

“Um… play?” Eva asked.

“Can it, Eva. Ash, what does this have to do with anything?”

“Do you wanna know or not?” she spat.

“What were you doing at that play?” I asked lowly.

“Signing a release my ex wanted me to sign so he could openly talk about our disgusting and manipulative relationship on camera for a reality television show he was gunning for. And I’m so pathetic and useless, I signed it just to get rid of him.”

“For the love of everything, Mason dear, is this the type of woman you really want to be spending your time with? Someone who will be gossiped about on national television?”

“Don’t act like your name isn’t in people’s mouths, Eva,” Ash said.

“At least those mouths have class,” Eva threw back.

“Enough!” I roared. “Eva, none of this was for you. My mother wanted to invite you on this trip, and I told her not to. What she does beyond that is not within my power. Ash, this trip was for you, and only for you. I wanted to get you here and show you off to my mother, who I then hoped would get off my back with regard to Eva. Obviously, that isn’t happening. My mother is just pushing back harder, and there’s nothing I can do about that.”

I stood there and watched tears crest her eyes again. That same tug in my gut that I had when I suffered through all those nightmares came flooding back. I didn’t want to hurt her. For the love of fuck, I wanted to love the woman. To cherish her and spoil her and travel with her and take care of her.

Why the fuck was that so hard to do in my life?

“I didn’t invite Eva,” I said. “I swear to God I didn’t.”

Ash shook her head and started back for her room, and when the door clicked shut, I knew that was it. There went my beautifully-planned night where I was going to tell her how much I loved her. Gone was the night where I would tell her that I wanted to be with her, and only her, no matter what life threw at us.

“Well, that was fun,” Eva said.

I ignored her and stomped off to bed.

I woke up the next morning, and I was dead set on making Ash breakfast. I was going to take it to her in bed before she got up and left for class, and I was hoping she would take me up on my offer to do lunch with me. 

I would tell her that we could dodge Eva and still have time to ourselves, and hell, I’d even get us a new space, and Eva could have the house all to herself. I wanted to salvage the rest of the trip for her, and I wanted to spend it holding her close and telling her that things were going to be alright. I still wanted to tell her that I loved her and that she was the only one for me.

But after I was done fixing breakfast, I carried it into her room only to see she had already left. She had intentionally gotten up earlier than the crack of dawn, had gotten ready, and had left.

Without me.

Eva was still sleeping, and I tossed the breakfast into the sink like it wasn’t worth a damn thing. I felt empty and useless, and I had no idea where to go from here. Eva was her own person, and I couldn’t just demand she go back home no more than I could demand Ash to forgive me again. 

I thought about chasing her down after class and begging her to go have lunch with me, but then I remembered I had two classes scheduled for her again today, and that she would probably just hoard herself away in a room and make jewelry until the next one started.

It killed me to think she wouldn’t even emerge into this beautiful city because of me to eat.

“Something smells divine,” Eva said, yawning.

“Dig your breakfast out of the sink if you want it,” I said flatly.

“Mason, do you remember that time you, Winston, and I went to see that opera in Vienna?”

I sighed and pressed the heels of my palms into my eyes. I hoped that if I pressed hard enough, I’d wake up from this nightmare in the back of Ash’s rickety sedan while we looked at the glowing Hollywood sign, and I’d have a chance to do this all over again and not fuck up royally time after time after time.

“Yes, Eva. I do.”

“Gosh, we had the most incredible time. Winston brought that woman back to the hotel room and that’s when Winston became in tune with his voyeuristic side of himself.”

“Yeah. They screwed on the porch. I remember, Eva.”

The entire day was like that. Eva kept asking me if I remembered things, and I would play along with her silly little game of distractive conversation. She would remind me of the trips our families took together when my father was still alive, and then she would regale me with stories of things I only vaguely remembered of the trouble myself, her, and Winston got into with the trips we took as teenagers.

“Gosh, I still cannot believe our parents let us travel to Germany alone at seventeen. Winston was drunk that entire time.”

“That’s because we went during Octoberfest,” I said.

“And the schnitzel!” Eva exclaimed.

“God, you thought it was a funnel cake,” I said. “Their faces were priceless when you asked them to put powdered sugar on it.”

“Oh, I knew what it was,” Eva admitted.

“What?” I asked.

“Yeah. I knew it wasn’t a funnel cake. I just remember you had the most terrible time with Winston being constantly drunk and sick, and I wanted to make you laugh.”

I looked over at her for a while and really studied her, and then she did it again.

“Remember the first time we took this trip to Milan without your father?”

I had completely forgotten about that. My mother was so torn down and broken after my father’s death that the only thing I could entice her with was the trip to Milan. But she didn’t want to go shopping without my father, and I had gotten sick the day before the trip. So Eva had come along with us.

“You came because I was sick, and you shopped with my mom the entire time we were here,” I said.

“It was the first time I saw her smile since your father had died, Mason,” she said.

“I never did thank you for doing that for her,” I said.

“Well, you’re welcome,” she said. “Plus, I love this city. There is something very binding about it.”

“Eva,” I warned.

“Mason. You know as well as I do that our lives are seamlessly blended. We grew up together, and Winston is your best friend. The three of us have memories for years we could reminisce about in our old age, and our families are closely fused with one another, both in business and in pleasure.”

“Eva, I can’t do this with you,” I groaned.

“Stop being so stubborn and look at it logically for a second. I know Winston has gotten this ‘slumming it’ thing in your head because of some lost bet or whatever.”

“He told you about that?”

“But,” Eva emphasized. “Give me the Mason I know to be real for just a second. The logical one who understands why our lives work the way they do.”

“You’re trying to get me to see the value in our marriage. The financial value and how our families would blend and work well together. It would cement an incredible future for two very powerful and rich bloodlines, and you are trying to get me to understand that, if we wanted to, you’d probably let me take a mistress or something to save face and keep me happy. Right?”

“Well, I don’t know about that.”

“Right?” I urged.

“Well, yes, I suppose. It simply makes logical sense. It is how things are supposed to progress. We’ve always known this, Mason.”

I stood up and ran my hands through my hair, and I slowly strode over to the terrace. I threw open the doors and drew in a deep breath of the sweet, succulent Milan air. When the sounds of the city wafted over my ear drums, I tried desperately to hone in on the sounds of Ash. 

I wanted to smell her perfume in the house and take in her laughter whenever I picked her up and swung her around. I wanted to plow into her hips just to hear her moan out loud, and I wanted my name to fall like a private prayer from her lips every single time I threw her over her edge.

“All right, Eva,” I said. “I need you to listen very closely to me.”

“I can do that.”

“I do not want you.”

“Excuse me?” she said flatly. 

I turned around with fire in my eyes and connected with her gaze. I pulled my shoulders back and reached into my pocket and gripped my phone tightly.

“I do not want you,” I repeated. “I do not love you, and I never will. I want Ash. I love Ash. And you will not take that from me.”

“That is not your decision to make,” Eva rumbled.

“I believe it is, and my mother has the personal background to eventually be all right with this decision.”

“Need I remind you that my father is the premier accountant and financier of the whole of Silicon Valley?”

“How interesting,” I said. “It still doesn’t make me love you, though.”

“I will ruin you, Mason,” Eva hissed. “Your mother will rip the rug of your inheritance right out from underneath you, and my father will swoop in and convince her to let him handle her accounts. My family will drain you for all you are worth, and your mother will be none the wiser. While you are scrambling in the streets for whatever ‘ramen noodles’ are, my father will be draining your mother’s accounts until she’s left with nothing.”

“Eva,” I sighed as I pulled my phone from my pocket. “I think it would be best if you left.”

Her eyes flickered to my phone, and I pressed the red stop button. I pulled up the audio file and played it back. Her voice hissed out into the room.

“I will ruin you, Mason,” the recording began, “Your mother will rip the rug of your inheritance—”

“That’s enough,” Eva sighed.

“Like I said, I think it would be best if you left. I simply want to be with Ash. The woman I love.”

And then I strode past her and left. I grabbed my robe from the couch, and I tossed it around the suit clothes I fell asleep in last night, and I proceeded to take the rented car we had into town. I knew exactly what I had to do to show Ash how much I loved her and how much I was serious about this. I knew that, with all her insecurities, she would probably need a bombastic show of affection in order to understand that Eva was just an obstacle, and nothing else.

Lucky, bombastic was my specialty, and when I passed by the ring shop I was looking for, I swerved the car into a parking spot and jumped out.

I was going to buy Ash the perfect engagement ring, and then I was going to do everything within my power to find a way for her to fit into my world.

Even if it meant abandoning it altogether.

 






Chapter 30 

Ash 

 

I decided to go back to the mansion in between my jewelry classes for the day to see if Mason was there. I knew I had every right to be angry, but I also knew that Mason was telling the truth when he said he didn’t purposefully invite Eva there. 

No, I didn’t like the fact that he’d invited me on a family trip without telling me, but we were having an absolutely wonderful time until Eva busted her entitled ass in through the door. I could tell that whatever Mason had planned for last night was extravagant. I wanted to sit him down and try to get him to understand why I was so upset with him every time we crossed paths with Eva.

I knew that, if we wanted to be together, this wouldn't be the first obstacle we would hit. It was important for us to set a healthy precedence for us as a couple if we were gonna go forward and deal with these issues along the way.

“Mason!” I called out. “Mason, are you here?”

“I’m afraid not,” Eva said in the corner.

Of course, she was still here.

“I thought Mason made it clear he didn’t want you here,” I said.

“Oh, drop the tough girl act. Have some coffee with me.”

“Not on your life,” I huffed.

I watched her pick up two mugs of coffee and head to the terrace. Of course, a woman like her would expect to be followed, and just to prove a point, I stood exactly where I was.

“Any idea where he went?” I called after her.

“Come on out to the terrace, and I’ll let you know,” she crooned back.

I rolled my eyes before I made my way out to the balcony, and I couldn’t deny how wonderful the coffee smelled. Eva was already sitting in the wrought iron chair, looking out over the downtown area of Milan, and I relented and sat down in the chair across from her.

“It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes,” I offered.

“I’ve been here many times, and every time I visit there is always something else to explore and cherish.”

“Sounds fantastic,” I said.

“I know this is hard for you to digest and understand,” Eva began.

“You can save the spiel. I’d just like to know where Mason is.”

“Oh, he left in his pajamas this morning. Heaven only knows what he’s up to. Obviously not trying to find you.”

Her words panged my soul, but she was technically right. If Mason wanted to find me, he knew where I was. Hell, he’d booked the classes for me. It wasn’t a mystery where I went off this morning. I just got up and had some breakfast in Milan before class, so I wouldn’t have to be here when she rolled out of bed.

“Mason and I have been friends for quite some time. I grew up with him and Winston, who I have been informed you have already met.”

“Yep,” I said.

“We did everything together, the three of us. We were schooled together, our families always threw parties together, and my mother and his are the best of friends.”

“Whoop dee doo,” I sighed.

“Drop the act and simply listen,” Eva commanded.

“Tell me where Mason is,” I said.

“And I just told you: off in town somewhere in his pajamas.”

I snickered and shook my head before I brought the coffee to my lips. I couldn’t believe she hadn’t left yet after everything Mason had plainly told her last night, and it started to tell me a lot about the person her mother had raised her to be: pushy, competitive, and cold.

“Our families have been intertwined in their business affairs for many years, as well. My father is a well-to-do accountant and financier, and Mason’s father is, well, was a professional investor.”

“I don’t think Mason would like you talking about his father,” I said.

“Well, he’s not here. I’m sure his absent ears won’t mind.”

“See, that’s the difference between you and me. If there was something I knew Mason didn’t want me to do, I just wouldn't do it. Even if he wasn’t there to keep me in check.”

“Doesn’t sound like the ‘independent woman’ he’s painted you to be,” Eva mused.

“There’s a difference between independent and respectful,” I sneered.

“Anyway, my father was completely distraught when his father passed away. If males could have best friends, they would have been it for one another.”

“The hell does that mean? Men have best friends. Prime example: Mason and Winston.” 

Mason was right. The way Eva and I thought and held ourselves was completely different, and she was just as primitively vile as I gathered when we were at that charity dinner.

“Mason’s father would constantly give mine advice when it came to the stock market, and in return, my father paid him a small consulting fee that helped to bolster my father’s reputation. In return, my father would give him smaller accounts people would want him to help with and Mason’s father would grow their wealth in ways no one could ever understand. They sort of became pseudo-business partners, if you will. There was no formal business, but small fees were exchanged for massive percentages in landed portfolios every now and again.”

“Sounds absolutely riveting,” I said.

I hated her. I hated every single thing about her. She oozed a pompous confidence shrouded in her family’s money, and she made a damn good cup of coffee.

I hated her, I hated her money, and I hated her good cup of coffee.

“Mason and I are practically engaged. We grew up together, our families are intertwined, and from the time we were eighteen, it was formally announced that, eventually, the two of us would marry. There was a massive dinner party, and I won’t bore you with the details, but it’s essentially set in stone.”

“I’m pretty sure an engagement ring does that,” I said.

“In your world, maybe. In ours, an engagement ring is only a physical manifestation of a metaphor. Mason and I do not need engagement rings because our engagement has already been announced.”

That statement hit me like a punch to my gut.

“Now, Mason is a man,” Eva said. “As I’m sure you’ve experienced, and I’ve been very understanding of his biological need to sow his wild oats and whatnot, but I warned him at the charity dinner that he would do this to you.”

“Do what?”

“Dear, I told him at that dinner that he was going to hurt you. He was going to tug you along for his fun little ride, before it was time to come home and fulfill his announced duties. And he would leave you heartbroken. I tried to get him to pull away so you wouldn’t get hurt.”

“Don’t paint this like you tried to save me,” I spat.

“The truth is,” Eva said. “It’s time for him to stop screwing around and settle down. Both of us are reaching the prime age for children. Ever since his father passed, he has been putting off stepping into the role of man of the household. I’m sorry for putting things so bluntly, but I just cannot seem to get anyone to simply accept where this is going.”

“Did you ever stop to think that it’s because he doesn’t want things to go that way?” I asked.

“And did you ever stop to think that maybe Mason doesn’t have a choice?” 

It took all I had not to throw the mug I was holding at her smug little face.

“Mason has no interest in being with you long term because you would never fit into his world,” she said. “I mean, simply look at us. Do you think I am the only woman who acts and speaks and holds myself the way I do?”

I raked my eyes over her and saw how properly she was sitting. Then I took stock of how I was sitting: slumped back into a chair with my legs stretched out and crossed over the ankles.

“And really, if this is your first fight with him, it’s not going very well, is it?” Eva asked. “The two of you sleeping in separate rooms and storming off in the morning? Why, it’s like watching two cats battle over a bowl of water that isn’t even theirs.”

Her words stung in a place I didn’t want to acknowledge existed. To keep from shedding tears, I simply kept drinking the coffee I was holding between my hands.

“Mason requires structure because this is what happens when he doesn’t have it: he runs off and frivolously spends money and tramples on kind-hearted people like you just so he can figure out what his best friend was talking about.”

“What?” I asked.

“Didn’t you know?” she asked. “The entire reason Mason answered your little ad in the first place was because he lost a bet to Winston.”

“You know about the ad?” I choked out.

“Oh, everyone knows about that silly thing. Mason thinks he’s a private, brooding sort, but he really doesn’t understand.”

I started feeling sick and stood up slowly on my feet. My anger was making me nauseous, and my embarrassment was making my cheeks flush. I could feel it trickling down my neck and rumbling the coffee in my stomach. The tears I tried to keep at bay slowly drifted down my cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Ash. But this is just the way it is. And I’m sorry Mason dragged you along for the ride.”

I had absolutely no reason to trust Eva, but she obviously had a history with Mason. Growing up together, traveling together, going to school together. Their families were heavily intertwined, and I obviously didn’t act like the other women he surrounded himself with. Part of me started to question whether what she had to say was true or not.

I turned my watery gaze toward her and took in her fake sympathetic expression. That was when the door to the mansion flew open. Mason strode in wearing his robe and the clothes he slept in last night. I realized that she had been right. She didn’t know where Mason had gone, only that he’d left in his pajamas and his robe.

She was telling the truth.

Mason looked at me before his eyes panned over to Eva. I could see a silent fury cross his eyes. I wiped at my tears quickly before he could come any closer. I put my mug down onto the table before I ushered myself inside.

And Mason turned to walk off without a word into his room.

“Mason, could we talk?”

He spun around on his feet, and I stepped a bit closer to him so Eva couldn’t hear. I simply asked him one question that I wanted an answer to. One statement Eva had made that had caught me off-guard and partially shattered my soul.

“Did you and Eva have an engagement announcement party when you were eighteen?”

I fluttered my gaze up to his, and I watched him crane his neck towards Eva. Her face was turned out toward the city, but I’m sure she could hear every word that was taking place. But nothing could have prepared me for the dizzying feeling I experienced when Mason answered my question.

“Yes. We did.”

 






Chapter 31 

Mason 

 

I recounted the entire night in my head while I looked at rings for Ash in town. I was so ecstatic to finally be able to show her exactly how I felt, and I picked out the ring I knew would suit her the best. It was a rose gold band with a yellow cushion-cut diamond in the middle, and onyx stones cut in rectangles set on each side of the diamond. 

I waited around while the engraving expert engraved the words “It’s our world, not theirs” on the inside of the ring. When the gentleman handed me the box and congratulated me, I literally threw my arms around him and pulled him in for a hug.

But when I got back into the car, I started thinking about Ash’s reaction to Eva being there.

The truth was, Eva isn’t the only woman in my world that acts like that. She wasn’t the only person who would ever piss me off, and she wasn’t the only person who would look down her nose at Ash. If we were really going to do this, we were going to eventually encounter problems harder than just Eva. 

There was my mother who needed convincing, and there was a small chance she would cut me off financially. That would leave me with no way to support or provide for myself, and I’d have to lean on Ash just like all her other exes did until I could figure out how to maneuver in her world.

If that didn’t happen, and my mother did accept us, no one would attend the wedding. Everyone in my circle, minus Winston, would disapprove of it, and for a long time, there wouldn’t be a party or event that we’d be invited to because that would be everyone’s way of protesting our union.

It wouldn't be easy, and Ash was crumbling just under Eva’s surprise presence.

“Shit,” I said.

Was this really a lifestyle she could accommodate? Surely, she didn’t expect me to live with her in the valley. Would she be able to handle the judgement that came her way without changing? Would she be able to hold her head high despite what others around her thought? Would she be able to defend herself, instead of always expecting me to do it? I mean, she preached that she was this independent woman, and then she expected me to jump to her defense every time someone hurt her feelings.

I knew my world would come with a lot of pain for her. Was it really fair of me to put her through all that pain for the rest of her life just because I wanted her there?

I walked back into the house with the ring box in my robe pocket, and I instantly saw Ash standing in the terrace doorway with tears in her eyes.

And there was only one person I knew who could’ve put those there.

Good god, had this woman seriously not had enough? What the hell was I supposed to do? Grab her by the arm and physically throw her out on her ass?

“Mason, could we talk?”

Ash’s head pointed toward the room I’d slept in, and I was all too eager to walk over and talk with her. I wanted to get down on one knee right then and there, right in front of Eva, and throw all my doubts to the side while they both listened to the speech that I figured would just come naturally to me.

Just as naturally as it was for me to be around Ash.

But I was nowhere near prepared for the question that left her lips.

“Did you and Eva have an engagement announcement party when you were eighteen?”

“Yes, we did.”

I wasn’t going to lie to her anymore. Obviously, Eva had been here flapping her bitch lips for a while, and I was no longer going to try and hide the truth to make it more palatable for Ash. If she was really going to surf my world my by side, she had to understand what had traversed up until this very moment.

“But that doesn’t mean I want to marry her, nor does it mean that I love her,” I said. “My mother expects us to marry, yes, but that doesn’t mean we will.”

“Have you been just sowing your wild oats until you settle down?” Ash asked.

“Well, I…”

“Well?” Ash whispered.

“Yes, I’ve dated a lot of women. And yes, I’ve slept with countless others. But Ash, I didn’t expect thing to get as serious as they did between us.”

“Obviously,” she said.

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked.

“You apparently had no issues telling everyone exactly how you met me,” she said. 

I saw the tears rising in her eyes as she crossed her arms over her chest. I fumed at the idea that Winston had possibly opened his mouth and said something to someone.

“Give me one second,” I said. 

I took out my phone and pulled up the recording from this morning with Eva. I sent it to my mother along with a message. I forwarded the message to our lawyer, just to make sure it got into the right hands, and then I shoved my phone in my pocket and turned my attention back to Ash.

“Right now, I need you to understand something. I need you to understand that I want to be with you. Not Eva. You, Ash.”

I grabbed her elbows, hoping to god she would hear me. Hoping to god she would believe the words tumbling from my lips instead of whatever bile Eva had spewed at her before I’d gotten here.

“If you only knew the things she said.”

“I’m fully updated on what she told you at the charity dinner,” Ash whispered.

“Of course,” I said. “Look, Ash. I’m expected to carry on the family name. I’m expected to act and behave in a way that abides by my family’s wishes and expectations. There’s a certain amount of protocol that comes with the way I was raised, and I can’t simply abandon all of them at once.”

“So, where do I fit into those expectations, then?” she asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know.”

I watched tears slide down her cheeks. I raised my hand to wipe them away, but she pulled away from me. It made me so angry. Angry at how this entire thing had come crashing down on me, and angry at my family. I was angry at my life, and angry at Eva, and angry that all of this was crashing down onto Ash while I simply stood back and watched.

“But I’m willing to figure it out,” I said. “With you. Don’t you see that? I can’t lie to you. It’s gonna be tough. Fitting you into my life won’t be easy, and Eva is the easier part of the issues we’ll face. We’ll experience pushback from some of the richest families in the world, and people won’t invite us to parties and events because of you being in my life. But I’m willing to tackle all of that with you because I want to be with you, Ash.”

“So, you’ll experience more pain in your life because of someone like me standing at your side,” she choked out.

“Ash, that’s not what I’m saying.”

“You’re saying that maybe if I change myself a little, then it might not be so hard for us,” she blurted out.

“That’s not even remotely—”

“Well, I’m not changing for anyone, Mason. Not for you, or Eva, or your mother, or all these stuck up, rigid ass rich people I’ve never even met. If I’m not good enough as I am for people to open their arms to us and you just being happy, then the elite can go fuck themselves.”

Before I could rein the conversation in, she stormed by me and grabbed her purse off the couch.

“And fuck you, too,” she spun around and said to me before she slammed the door behind her.

I heard a small giggle of laughter waft in from the terrace, and I was ready to chuck a water glass at Eva’s head. Dear god, why the fuck was all of this happening? How the fuck was I ever going to fix this?

What the hell would Winston do?

“She really is spunky,” Eva said, chuckling.

“Get out,” I rumbled.

“Oh, Mason.”

“Eva St. Stevens, if you don’t get the fuck out of this house, I will send that recording I took earlier to your father along with my official engagement withdrawal before having you escorted out by the police all the way back to the airport.”

She looked at me with stern eyes before a small chuckle burst forth from her lips.

“You wouldn't dare,” she said.

“I’ve already sent it to my mother and our lawyer. Ready for daddy dearest to hear it, too? Or would you like to speak with him first?” 

“I will ruin you,” Eva said.

And then, her phone blared out her ringtone from her purse.

“I’d take that phone call before you made anymore threats, Eva,” I said.

And then I headed out to the car, only to find it was gone. Ash must’ve taken it so she could get to her second jewelry class of the day, so I pulled my phone out to call a cab. I didn’t care that I was in two-day old clothes and that I was wearing my morning robe. All I cared about was finally fixing everything in my life and making sure everyone in it understood exactly where their position was when it came to me.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t do all of that over a drink in downtown Milan.

 






Chapter 32 

Ash 

 

Of course, it happened again. But this time, it was my fault. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. It shouldn't have shocked me one bit that the man who buried me in the ground once over our differences in status would do it again, in the most beautiful city alive. It was the only trip like this I’d probably ever take, and I got broken up with on it.

Who gave a shit if I wanted to be an independent woman!? I made my own way in this world, but that didn’t mean someone shouldn't stand up for me when I’m being walked all over. What the fuck did they know about my life anyway?

And seriously, did he really think it was a good idea to not tell me this was a family trip? Did he expect his mother to just show up, throw her ideals out the window, and embrace us? Did he really think that blindsiding his mother was a good idea? That it would work?

My god, Mason was an idiot.

Maybe I was just a buffer between him and his mother. Maybe I was just this little pawn he was using to show her he couldn't be manipulated. Maybe he was pissed off and he didn’t have poor old daddy to bail him out, so he was looking for some unsuspecting low life to provide the buffer so he didn’t have to stand up for himself. So he didn’t have to disappoint anyone. So he could keep going to his fancy parties and dinner ventures and schmooze with the rich and famous and still get to stick his dick in girls with lower statures to make himself feel superior.

I shoved my shit in my bag, I left behind all the things he bought for me, and I rolled it out of the house. Yeah, he protested, and yeah, Eva was finally nowhere in sight, but I didn’t care. Yet again, I was told how hard shit would be because I had no money and didn’t come from a popular family. That was bullshit. I was over trying to convince some spoiled rich kid that money and family names didn’t mean shit.

Not where I came from. Not ever.

I took the car and went to the least busiest airport, since Mason would automatically assume I’d go to the big and fancy one. Of course, he would.

Rich prick.

When I was stopped in traffic, I took out my phone and racked up my data plan trying to figure out how much money I had. I transferred funds and reworked things on my credit card, and I ended up spending all my hard-earned savings just so I could fucking get home. A plane ticket from Italy back to the States drained me for almost everything I had. If I wanted to catch a cab from the airport home, that meant I couldn’t eat.

Not in the airports, not on the airplane, not anywhere.

“Fuck!” I yelled in the car.

I got to the airport and broke down in front of the woman at the desk. She took pity on me and found me the cheapest flight available, and even though my legs fell asleep halfway through the flight, I was able to eat when I landed. 

I walked out of the airport and hailed a cab, and I told the cab driver I’d pay for his dinner if he didn’t charge me for the ride home. We drove halfway across town to the best fast food joint near my apartment, and we went inside. I got us food and the driver still offered to pay, and I brushed him off with a smile on my face. 

It was pathetic, really, that the only man in the past decade to treat me with any decency was the random cab driver that was getting me home from the worst possible vacation ever taken.

I turned my phone off, knowing I’d pay a hefty bill when it came in. When the cab I hailed from the airport finally pulled up to my apartment, I cried I was so happy. Ever since my leg first fell asleep on that bullshit plane ride, I’d thought of my bed. It was big, and soft, and every time I sunk down into it, it cradled me like a child. 

My room had no windows, so the world was never a bother, and my cell phone hardly had service unless it was sitting on my desk. So people couldn’t bug me. Even if someone banged on the door really hard, if I was sleeping, they’d never wake me up. It was the perfect place to completely forget about my pathetic life, and I figured if I just showed up at work in the morning, Luna would just accept the help.

I walked into the building and rolled my stuffed suitcase behind me. It was over. This nightmare was finally behind me, and I could get some rest and try to get my life back on track. I smiled at my apartment door and didn’t even question when the door was unlocked. I was a few steps away from falling into the sweet abyss of my bed and being completely cut off from the world. 

Maybe Mason was right. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for his high society fuckery. But that was fine. If being in his bullshit existence meant tolerating Eva and people like her, then they could fuck off.

They could all fuck off.

I walked into the apartment, ready to spill my guts and tears to Frank. I knew my best friend would side with me no matter what, especially after she’d already met him. I was prepared to go all-in and tell her the exact kind of dick I thought he was. But instead of finding Frank on my couch, I found him.

My rat ex Jason.

“Fucking really?” I said.

“Ash! I’ve been looking for you.” He hopped off the couch and stood, lanky and tall, in the middle of my apartment.

“I’m gonna kill you, Frank!” I yelled.

“She’s actually not here,” he said.

“Then what the hell are you doing here?”

“I heard you were dating a billionaire from Frank,” he said.

“Of course, you did,” I said.

“And all of my celebrity friends in high places tell me that I could use the angle on the show and get us massive ratings.”

“I’m over people in high places, Jason,” I said.

“I’m serious,” he said. “It could mean massive exposure.”

“Get a life.”

I was too tired to deal with this bullshit, but it had dropped into my lap. My heart had been stomped on, shattered, and deep fried by some spoiled asshat rich kid. My dumbass ex with shitty bass playing skills was standing in my empty apartment. And my pathetic “best friend” was off god knows where, getting drunk with god knows who, off money she wasn’t paying when she was sleeping on my fucking couch.

I’d had it. I was done.

“I don’t care what angle you’re working,” I said flatly. “The billionaire and I broke up. Now, get out.”

“Wait,” Jason said. “That’s actually even better.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Just hear me out. Why don’t we get back together?”

“I’d rather deep fry my vagina,” I said.

“Come on, Ash,” he said. “Be reasonable. Just listen. We could go on the reality show and pretend we’re dating. Then we can talk about how the other half lives. We could talk about their sordid details and the drama that happened, and that wouldn’t just be exposure for me. It’d be exposure for you, too. The camera’s eating up bigger women these days, and you could wear and mention your jewelry line! It’d be perfect.”

“God, there was so much wrong with that statement I just don’t know where to begin.”

“But we’d really have to sell it,” Jason continued. “I could get you exposure, people buying your jewelry, and we’d have to do a bit of sleeping together.”

“For the cameras?”

“No, just to sell us dating. You know, talk about our sex life and stuff. Might as well have sex to talk about it. You’d get exposure, your product line off the ground, and mind-blowing sex.”

I stared blankly at him. Did he seriously think he could give me mind-blowing sex? After the multiple orgasms Mason could give me just with his tongue alone, did he really think the twig between his legs would actually compare to the thick piece of meat I’d been stuffing myself with for the past few weeks!?

I held out my hand and plastered a sly smile on my face, and I could tell by the way his eyes lit up that he thought he was in. He took it, and we stood by the door. Then I took his other hand and squeezed them tightly.

“Jason, sweetheart,” I said.

“God, you’re wonderful. I knew you’d do it, Ash.”

“Fuck off.”

I wrenched my hands away and threw him out the door. Then I slammed it shut behind him. I locked all the locks and made sure the window was closed, just in case he jumped off the deep end, and then I made my way back to my room. I grabbed my suitcase, tossed it into the corner, and flopped down onto the bed. 

God, I’d always loved my bed. The sheets were thick and comfortable, and I could crank my ceiling fan on high and sleep like a sound little child. My bed had always been a comforting thing for me. It blocked out the world and had absolutely no windows. It was the perfect place for me to forget about absolutely everything.

Finally, I had the balls to tell the world to go to hell.

It just took getting my heart broken twice in order for it to happen.

 






Chapter 33 

Mason 

 

There was nothing when I came home. Ash left Milan, I was stuck with the likes of Eva, and I just couldn’t handle it. The engagement ring had been burning a fucking hole in my robe pocket, so I simply packed up my shit, left Eva yelling at me in the doorway of the mansion in Milan, and peeled the fuck out. The city felt empty without her, and the world had come crashing down around us, and I had no idea how to fix it.

I didn’t really know if it could be.

Why the hell was this so hard? Why the hell was Ash getting so angry with me every time I brought up our differences? All sorts of couples have differences? What the hell was wrong with ours? 

I loved our differences. I loved watching her face while we flew up the coast. I loved watching her eyes light up as she walked the city of Milan for the first time. I loved the way she gripped my thighs hard on the jet plane when she was scared of flying over the ocean. All those things were incredible about her. Everything was so new and fresh.

Nothing was new and fresh with Eva. Or Winston. Or my mother. Or even me.

I loved that she hadn’t experienced everything because it meant I could have all her first times. I gave her her first man-induced orgasm, but we’d experienced so much more together. I took her to her first charity dinner and got to hold her hand and comfort her through her first bitch rage with Eva. I got to buy her her first ever real materials for her jewelry and take her on her first ever plane trip out of the country. I got to buy her her first ever piece of clothing that was more than fifteen dollars, and she got to share with me my first time ever having sex in a car.

I’d never be able to fuck another woman in another vehicle ever without thinking of her.

I hopped on my private jet without Eva and flew back to L.A. I was promptly met with the shrieks of my mother. She wanted to know what the hell that recording was that I sent her, and she was infuriated that I’d sent it to our lawyer. 

Apparently, our lawyer promptly contacted Eva’s parents and threatened them with a class action lawsuit if Eva thought for one second she could get away with anything she was spewing, and it pissed her father off so much he called to rip her back from her ledge.

And here my mother was, debasing me because I was sullying the family name, along with causing a rift between us and Eva’s family

I didn’t even care anymore. I dragged my shit up to my bedroom and slammed the door shut. Mother was constantly yelling things up the stairs at me. Things like “Why are you doing this to us?”, and “I raised you better,” and “We had so many plans.” 

You’d think I’d taken her prim and proper little puppies with their little bows and their matching haircuts and their fur dyed the same color hair as my mother’s for ransom. You would’ve thought a madman was holding a gun to her head, and she was begging me to do something just so he wouldn’t blow her brains out.

She was hysterical, and it made me sick.

I watched the sun go up and down, and I lost count of my days. My phone was ringing with my mother’s asinine text messages, and I was letting the battery run out. I watched message after message from Winston, my mother, and even fucking Eva roll through. And then it simply cut off. 

I got up to piss and draw the curtains every once in a while, and then I slept. I didn’t give a shit about what day it was or what dumbass functions I was missing. They weren’t any fun without Ash anyway. She made fun of people’s dresses and talked about how gaudy their bright diamonds were.

I loved her muted style juxtaposed against her bright jewelry and her red lipstick.

Mother kept yelling through the door at how disappointed she was with me for how I treated Eva. She couldn’t believe what I had done to their family, and how I could actually take any of her threats seriously. She was pissed that our lawyer was following up on Eva’s threats as if they were real, and for the first time in days, I lifted my head and shouted back at my mother.

“If you really think what I did was so wrong, then you’re not the woman Dad married anymore!”

I heard her gasp in shock before she let out a shuddered breath. Had I not been so fucking done with the entire situation, I probably would’ve felt bad. My mother had been through a lot and changed absolutely everything about her in order to fit in. All I did was throw it back in her face, along with reminding her of her dead husband.

But he was also my dead father, and I had to keep telling myself that he would’ve never allowed this. He never would’ve stood for it. I had to keep telling myself that, if I’d told him I was in love with Ash and not Eva, he would’ve supported me.

I had to think that someone in this house wouldn’t have been such a damn hypocrite.

Who gave a fuck if I was trashing the family name? Who gave a fuck if I didn’t marry Eva? She’d be a shitty mother anyway. Not that she’d raise her own children. I’d obviously be expected to hire someone to do that for her, while paying for the tummy tuck she would want so she didn’t have to deal with all those stretch marks come bikini season.

Ash would’ve worn her stretch marks proudly. To her, it would’ve been proof that she carried our children, and she would’ve loved every inch of them.

At least, I would’ve.

I sighed when I heard my doorknob begin to jiggle. Jesus, wasn’t my mother going to leave it alone? Surely, she’d shouted herself hoarse, and lord knows she didn’t have the strength to muscle into my room.

But when my door swung open, I tilted my head and saw Winston standing in the doorway.

“Really, Mase?” he asked.

“You’re the one who came in unannounced,” I groaned.

“Good thing I swiped this bobby pin last night,” he said.

“Did you really just pick my lock?”

“Yep. Now. Get the fuck outta bed.”

“No, thanks,” I said.

“Dude, you’re pathetic. This is all your fault. You don’t get to pout.”

“What the fuck is this all my fault for?” I hissed.

I felt the covers being thrown back, and Winston jumped from the side of the bed.

“Cover that thing up, would you?” he exclaimed.

“Don’t pick my lock, steal my covers, and then get pissed when my dick is out.”

“Come on,” he said. “Up you go.”

I felt Winston grab onto my shirt and tug it until I was upright, and then his arms slid under mine. He crinkled his nose and complained about how I smelled, but when he got me to the bathroom, he flicked the light on, and it caused me to lay against the counter.

“Jesus that’s bright,” I said.

“Yep. Light’ll do that sometimes. Now, I’m gonna get a shower started, you’re gonna get undressed, and then I’m tossing these disgusting clothes down the stairs.”

“Try to hit my mom on the way down, would you?” I asked.

“There’s my Mase. Now, shower.”

I heard the water turn on and the room began to fill up with steam. I yanked off the shirt I was wearing while Winston stripped down my bed. He threw it over the banister, and I heard a muffled yelp come from the bottom of the stairs.

“Goal achieved,” Winston said.

The water pouring off my body in the shower swirled down the drain a different color, and it physically made me sick. I didn’t know how long I’d laid in that bed and cried tears I’ll never admit to. I’d lost Ash, and I had nothing to look forward to but our damned skiing trip to Aspen. I was sure my mother would find a way to patch things up with Eva’s family if she promised our marriage by the end of the year.

I raged out in the shower and punched the tile so hard I thought I’d broken my knuckles.

“Dude. You just rolled out of bed after four days. Let’s not rush to the doctor just now, all right?” Winston called out.

“Four days?”

“Yeah. Four days. Get a grip.” Winston sighed. 

I saw him lean up against the bathroom counter, and I was pissed that he was hovering nearby.

“You gonna give me some privacy?” I asked.

“Actually, no,” Winston said. “I’m gonna tell you all the ways you fucked up.”

“Seriously? While I’m showering.”

“Yep. You’re gross. You’ll be in there a while, and I’ve got something to go do in an hour.”

“All right. So, tell me how I fucked up, wise old best friend.”

“You belittled Ash, again,” he said.

“No, I was just trying to show her that assimilating into our world was going to be hard, but that I was willing to do it if she was,” I countered.

“Not in her mind. See, what you meant doesn’t matter one bit. How you made her feel does.”

“The fuck?” I said.

“Yeah. What you meant was honorable. Got it. But how it was interpreted is what Ash is carrying with her. And Mason, you might be right, but you don’t get to say the things you’ve said to Ash and then get pissed when she starts to feel some kinda way about it. You’re not the deliverer of news and then the dictator of her feelings.”

“I didn’t try to—”

“It’s not about what you did! It’s how she interpreted it, Mase!”

“Then tell me how the fuck she interpreted it,” I said.

“She thought you were calling her lower than you,” Winston said. “She thought you were telling her she wasn’t good enough to be in your world because she didn’t come from money, but that you were willing to drop your standards to be with her. You made it seem like you were doing her a favor, because in the beginning you were.”

Fuck. I didn’t even think of it that way.

“In the beginning, that’s exactly what this was, Mase,” Winston said. “It was a lost bet that turned into a favor you were doing for a random woman to fulfill a bet. But somewhere along the line, you fell in love with her, didn’t you?”

“I think the engagement ring in my pajama robe says that,” I said.

“Engagement ring? Okay, we’ll get to that in a second. See, I get what you’re saying because I’m like you. You fell in love with a woman whom everyone around you sees as lower than you, and while you don’t see it that way, you know that if she stays with you, she will be surrounded by people that do think that way. While you were falling in love, you were also trying to show your mother that you weren’t gonna marry Eva, so you made Ash a pawn. A pawn you loved, but a pawn nonetheless.”

“She wasn’t—”

“Seriously, dude? Shut up.”

“Don’t I get to talk?” I asked.

“You talking is what got you into this mess. Just fucking listen, for once.”

“Fine,” I groaned.

“When you told Ash that people wouldn’t accept her beside you, did you tell her that their opinions didn’t matter to you?”

“Well, no,” I said.

“When you told Ash that money meant the world to the people around you, did you tell her you couldn’t give a shit about it?”

“No,” I said.

“When you told Ash you loved her, did you tell her all the reasons why?” Winston asked.

“Jesus,” I said.

“And finally, every time Eva opened her fucking face to debase Ash in the conniving way she does, did you ever once defend her?”

I couldn’t even bring myself to answer that last question.

“Yes, Ash is independent, but she’s still a woman. Does she want your money? No. Does she want your lifestyle? Not a chance. But does she want your support? Your defense? Yeah. She’s a fucking woman, dude. Her wanting you to defend her doesn’t make her weak. It proves yourself as the man standing next to her. She’s not the only one that has to prove that she’s worth something standing by your side. You have to prove that you’re worth something standing by hers.”

“When the hell did you get so philosophical on women, Winston?” I asked.

“When I started screwing a lot of them, and they started yelling at me all the things that I did wrong. That shit doesn’t go in one ear and out the other. You should be thanking your stars that Ash doesn’t yell at you every time you royally fuck up. If she did, she’d be like your mother.”

I turned off the shower, and I saw a towel being tossed over the glass door.

“You underestimate Ash’s strength. The likes of you won’t take her down. But you’re also underestimating your determination. If you wanna be with her, then go fucking get her and tell her that. Tell her that what people think doesn’t mean shit. Tell her what you did to Eva. Tell her that what people will say to you doesn’t matter. Tell her you love her and whatever that means for your fortune, so fucking be it. Be a man, Mase.”

I wrapped the towel around my waist and stepped out of the shower. I felt rejuvenated and refreshed, but most of all, I felt enlightened. I finally understood why the hell I kept pissing this beautiful woman off, and it was all thanks to Winston.

“I’d hug you,” I said. “But…”

“Yeah. Keep that shit to yourself. Listen, if you don’t go get her, you’ll regret it forever. I know you. You’ll marry Eva, you’ll scream Ash’s name in bed every time, and you’ll die a miserable man. Go get her, stop fucking up, and tell her shit, dude.”

“I’ve got some other things I need to take care of, but maybe I could go see her tomorrow…” I trailed off.

“Well, word on the street, and by street, I mean Frank, says Ash’s ex was waiting for her when she got back to her apartment. Apparently, he wants her back.”

“Excuse me?” I said flatly.

“Wanna know the kicker? Her ex, Jason? It’s the fucking dude from the play. That bassist bitch that stood up and took a bow after the performance. Yeah. That prick.”

That prick. The one who made Ash sign that fucking release to talk about their relationship all over some disgusting reality television show. That prick. The one who couch surfed and took all of Ash’s money then spent his gig money on booze and drugs. The one who was trying to get his hands back onto the woman I loved.

No fucking way in hell I was letting that happen to Ash again. Even if she didn’t take me back, she fucking deserved better than that piece of shit.

“I’ll leave you to your own decisions,” Winston said. “But remember. Stop fucking up.”

“Yeah,” I said as I scrambled for my clothes. “Got it.”

It made me sick, thinking that some guy was already trying to make moves on Ash. Especially the likes of that bleach-blonde mohawked idiot bassist who was only using her for his own C-list celebrity fame. Ash was the one for me, and even if she never took me back, I was never gonna get over her. She was perfect in every single way I’d been craving ever since I got bored with all the woman I let hang off my arm. She was thick, and delicious, and spunky, and witty, and creative, and just the right amount of confident and self-conscious that made me smile as she pressed her body deeply into mine in a room full of people.

I pulled on my clothes and plugged my phone in. It rang out with unsolicited text messages and numerous voicemails of my mother blowing her vocal chords to hell trying to get me to pick up the damn phone. I ignored them all to call the two places I needed to in order to try and win Ash back.

I called her work to talk to Luna, and I called my driver to see when he was free.

 






Chapter 34 

Ash 

 

A few days had passed since I’d gotten back in from the “vacation” to Milan. I was happy when Jason didn’t step foot back onto the doorstep of my apartment. I had been riding the high of literally tossing him out the door that I told Frank she either needed to start helping with bills or find a place of her own. I told her I loved her, and she’d always be my best friend, but something had to give because I couldn’t float her forever. 

We agreed she’d get the groceries and help me with this month’s electricity and water. By the time this month was out, she’d be in a new place of her own. She wasn’t really happy about it, but I didn’t care. I was done with the bullshit people were throwing at me, and to hell with her if she didn’t realize what she was doing.

It was nice, being able to stand up to people like that.

I stretched to continue putting new yarn balls away we’d got in last week. I finally convinced Luna to have a section of the store dedicated to more expensive types of yarns and fabrics, and they were selling like hotcakes.

 Luna gave me four more shelves on the main wall to promote these luscious craft supplies. I was knee-deep in wool-and-silk balls of yarn I had to stack and arrange by color in a way that was impressive to the eye.

I heard the bell above the door ring. I straightened out my clothes and wiped the sweat from my brow.

“Welcome to Luna’s Crafts, how may I—”

My breath caught in my throat when my eyes focused on the person standing in the doorway. It was Mason, with his intense stare and his plump lips and his tall stature and his strong arms.

Jesus, he looked spectacular, and I was pissed at my knees for clacking together the way they were.

“Hello, Ash,” he said.

For days, I had been working on my self-esteem. I told Jason off, I put my foot down with Frank, and I even told Luna she was getting a website whether she liked it or not. I told her that I cared about this store just as much as she did, and that if I wanted to work in it for the rest of my life, then it needed to get with the times. 

I got complaint after complaint from customers about us not having a website and being able to ship shit to them. I explained to her that it was possible to offer a wider array of products just online, then commission them from a warehouse and ship it right to the customer. No muss, no fuss, more money for the store, and we didn’t have to hold inventory.

I could’ve sworn there was a ghost of a smirk on her face, even as she fought me the entire time on it.

She told me I could take a couple weeks off from the store to get the site up and running and that she would pay me for it. I told her I was gonna outfit her store with some basic internet, and I could do it here while training her niece. Back and forth we went, and eventually, I got what I wanted.

For the third time in a week.

I knew I was worth fighting for, and just with Mason turning up, I could tell he’d convinced himself of that as well. But dear god, I’d given myself over to this man twice, and both times he had let me down. My heart had been ripped, shattered, and deep fried before it was thrown to the wolves in the middle of Milan, and I just didn’t know if I could do it with him again.

“First off, I need to apologize,” he began.

“Yep,” I said.

“No, no. I need to really apologize. For not understanding how my words were affecting you and not taking into account how they were being interpreted.”

I narrowed my eyes at him before I raked them up and down his body. He had an angle. I was sure of it. I just didn’t know what it was yet.

“I was so wrong to point out our differences. Instead of telling you none of those differences meant anything to me. Which they don’t, by the way. I kept battering you over the head with them, trying to get you to somehow feel sorry for me. Instead of defending you with Eva, which I will always do from now until eternity, I kept my mouth shut because I thought you wanted to defend yourself. I thought that by defending yourself, you could show all those prim and proper assholes I grew up with that you deserved to be there just as much as them.”

I watched him take a few steps toward me, and I couldn’t help but back myself slowly into the wall of yarn I was stacking.

“What I didn’t stop to think about at all was the fact that maybe they all had to prove themselves to you. Maybe, instead of you proving your worth, we all needed to prove ours. I needed to prove my worth to you.”

I felt tears rise to my eyes, and I cursed myself internally for faltering right in front of him.

“My family,” he said. “We’ve been doing things a certain way for generations. Families are picked to merge from the time children are born. That’s just the way it's always been. I had no idea how to untangle myself from that because no one in my family’s ever done it before. I’m the first, and therefore, there is no precedent for me to follow. No one’s example for me to trace.”

I swallowed hard to keep my tears from spilling down my face.

“The truth is, Ash, I’ve never met anyone like you. You make me feel alive. You make me see the world for the first time through the lens of someone who isn’t as privileged as I’ve always been. And I don’t mean that to say you’re somehow lower than me. I simply mean that you appreciate things in this world that I’ve always taken for granted. You’ve framed the world for me in a way I’ve never framed it before, and you do it with a beauty and grace I’ve never witnessed until I met you.”

Fuck him. Fuck him and his beautiful words, and his beautiful eyes and his beautiful chin. The tears brewing in my eyes rolled down my face in globs of wetness, leaving trails of my makeup in its wake while I stared up at the most beautiful man my heart has ever screamed out for.

“Mason,” I began.

“Let me finish,” he said.

“Okay,” I whispered.

I was petrified of what he was going to say next. Everything that he was saying was nothing short of perfect. A part of me worried that it was manufactured. I had already trusted him with my heart twice, and I just wasn’t sure if I could do that again.

Not with him.

“No, wait,” I said, holding up my hand to stop him. 

Mason’s eyes widened, and that was when I decided to take the reins. I’d made a lot of progress over the past few days with not allowing people to walk all over me, and I wasn’t gonna let some rich boy with stunning eyes and an expensive smile throw me back to square one.

“Mason, I don’t know if I can trust you with my heart again. I mean, you wanna talk about setting precedent? You haven’t done a very good job.”

“I know,” he said, nodding.

“I was in pieces when I came back from Milan,” I said sternly. “The only place I’d ever wanted to travel, and it was tainted by having my heart broken again.”

“I’m so sorry, Ash,” he said.

“And now you waltz back in here with your smooth words and your tailored suit and your beautiful lips, and you tell me that I’m supposed to trust you again so you can try to get this ‘new thing’ right again?”

Before I knew it, he had wrapped me up in his arms. He gathered me close to his chest, and I caved to everything that was him. His arms rippled around my back, and his cologne was the familiar scent of everything I’d fallen in love with. I felt his lips come down on top of my head, and he said the most beautiful words into my skin.

“I promise to never let you down again. I promise to always defend you, to always stand by your side, and to always make sure people understand the prize you are. It is not your job to prove your worth to me. Or anyone for that matter. It is their job to prove it to you. Give me one last shot to prove myself to you.”

His chest felt so good against my cheek, and the warmth of his body coddled me in a way no man’s body had ever done before. But I still couldn’t relent. He’d pulled this routine once already, and it lead to another heart break soon after that idiotic brunch we had.

“I don’t know, Mason,” I whispered.

I felt him let go of me, and I thought that was it. I mean, a man can only come prepared with so many words, and I figured he would simply bow out gracefully and slink out the door with his tail tucked between his legs.

But instead, I saw him pull out his phone before he grabbed me around my waist and pulled me close.

“Mason, what are you doing?” I asked.

A video chat window opened, and a voice spoke from his phone. “Mason? Mason, sweetheart, is that you? Where in the world are you?”

“Is that your mother?” I whispered harshly.

“Mother, do you see this beautiful woman on my arm?”

He panned the camera over toward me, and I forced a smile.

“Hello,” I said.

“This is Ash. The woman I’ve been telling you about. This is the woman I am in love with. Wholly and completely. And understand, Mother, that this is the woman I will eventually marry. If she’ll have me. She’s the only one for me, and that’s that. You can get with the program, digest it, and support it, or you can disown me and throw me out. Either way, the choice isn’t yours because I’ve already made mine.”

I was rooted to the floor in shock, but the kiss he placed on my cheek with his mother on the phone screen ripped me back to reality. Mason, the man who had been beating around the bush for god knows how long, called his mother and gave everything to her straight.

Right in front of me.

He just sacrificed his entire fortune, reputation, and lifestyle to be with me.

“I love you, Mason,” I said. 

He whipped his gaze down to mine after he hung up with his mother, and his hand cupped my cheek delicately as he gazed deeply into my eyes.

“Say it again,” he commanded.

“I love you,” I whispered.

“Again.”

“I love you, Mason.” 

Our lips were close, and I could feel his breath pulsating on my skin. I fluttered my eyes closed and wholly surrendered my body to his long, strong arms. He ghosted that beautiful phrase against my lips again before drawing me close into his body.

“I love you, too, Ash.”

And when we kissed, the entire shop stood still. In that very moment, I knew I was kissing the man I would spend the rest of my life with. In that very moment, I knew I was kissing the very future I’d cried tears over for years, as I sifted through douchebag after douchebag.

In that very moment, I knew we had finally done it. We had finally found the best of one another that each of us deserved.

 






Epilogue 

A couple months later

Mason

 

 

The ride up into the hills was absolutely beautiful. When I picked Ash up, she looked stunning in her crimson red dress. It had these little white polka dots that offset the onyx jewelry she had around her neck. I just wanted to strip her down and pound her into the limo seat. God, we had wonderful memories in the back of this thing, but I was waiting for the big bang tonight.

I was waiting until after the prize.

We crested the hill and came upon a massive house. I heard Ash gasp. She was gazing out the window while her body was hunkered down into mine. I couldn’t help but hold my breath. Her back was pressed against my pocket, and the box I had in it was digging into my thigh.

Reminding me it was there. Reminding me I still had a job to do.

When we came to a stop, I pulled out a blindfold, and Ash was hesitant. I told her not to worry, that I had her, and that it was merely to build the anticipation. She relented, made some comment about her makeup, and then she let me take her hand and lead her from the limo. She walked with me, her hand tightly wound with mine, until we were inside the house.

“Can I take it off now?” she asked.

“Not just yet.”

I wound her through the corridors, trying to thoroughly confuse her until I found the hallway I wanted. We padded down the hall slowly. The bright light from the room I wanted was pouring into the hallway.

“Now can I?” she whined.

“Almost there,” I said.

I led her into a room that had a massive work table that faced the window. The view was breathtaking. You could see the whole of L.A. from it. It even had a balcony where she could throw open the doors and go sit out there for inspiration. 

Drawers built into the walls, and inside those drawers were hundreds of thousands of dollars of precious materials and gems for her to use to make her jewelry.

I wanted to invest in her dream. Everyone complimented her on the street about what she was wearing, and they always asked who made it.

And they were always stunned when she said herself.

She had people stopping her and spouting off orders at her, saying they wanted two pairs of the earrings she was wearing, or four of the necklaces she had on her. She quickly became so inundated with orders that she had to quit the craft shop.

And Luna was all too happy to see her go.

“Now, Mason?” she groaned.

“Now,” I said. 

I removed the blindfold from her, and she slowly looked around the room. Her eyes adjusted before they fell onto the work table, and I could tell she was thoroughly confused.

“Mason, where are we?” she asked.

“Well, this is your new workroom for your jewelry business,” I said.

“Wait, what?”

“Yep,” I said, nodding. “It’s a room within our home.”.

“A workroom. Wait. Our home!?” .

I stuck my hand into my pocket and pulled out the little box. When I got down on one knee, her jaw dropped to the floor.

“Ash, from the moment we first met in that bar I had absolutely no idea how to find, I knew there was something about you. Something different and quirky, and it drew me in from the start. What started out as a favor to you, turned into a love I didn’t realize I could have for another person.”

“Oh, my god,” she said.

“And I know I’ve made some mistakes. Too many to count, in fact. But I’ll spend the rest of my life making them up to you. Ash, I’ll spend my entire life showing you just how much you mean to me. Just how special you are to me. Just how much I love you.”

“Oh, Mason,” she choked out.

“Ash. My beautiful, talented, strong Ash. Will you marry me and turn this house into a home?”

I searched her eyes as tears streamed down her cheeks. She grabbed the collar of my suit coat and ripped me from the floor, and when she did, she stood on her toes and crashed her lips into mine. Her arms flew around my neck, and I picked her up off the floor. When I set her back down, we were both panting and gasping for air.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yes, yes, yes!” she shrieked.

I plucked the ring from the box and slid it onto her finger, but her eyes were nowhere near it. They were looking around the room and taking in the view. Digesting everything that had happened.

And still, her hand was slid perfectly into mine.

“I love you so much, Mason,” she said.

I knocked her off her feet and swooped her up into my arms. We barreled out of the room before she had a chance to make her way onto the balcony. I knew if she went out there, I’d never get her back, and I couldn’t hold myself back any longer.

That dress was going to go fabulous with the carpet in our master suite.

I walked us up the stairs while she peppered my neck with kisses. When we burst into the room, I slowly lowered her into the bed. She was radiant in the sunlight that streamed in through the windows, and I couldn’t help but brush a little bit of her dyed green hair back from her face.

“It really brings out the color of your eyes,” I said.

“So, you like it?” she asked.

“I love it,” I said.

I lowered my lips onto her neck, and she bowed her body into mine. I couldn’t keep my hands off her. I knew that if I could have it my way, I’d order us dinner in bed, and we’d never leave. My hands trailed up her thick thighs, and I could feel her wetness beckoning to me.

“Oh, god Ash,” I groaned. “The things you do to me.”

I dropped to my knees and allowed my tongue to feast on her drippings. I licked up the inside of her leg before my mouth cupped her clothed pussy. She rolled her hips into my face, begging and wanting more from me, but I was going to take my time with her.

I was going to relish the body of my fiancé.

I hooked my fingertips into her underwear and slowly slid them off her legs. I took off her heels and kissed every single toe she had on her feet, but my body was pulling me elsewhere. My mouth was salivating for the sweet honey she was making for me. I trailed my nose up her other leg while my hands slid up the inside of her dress. My tongue finally reached its destination, and I licked her and swallowed every drop of her.

“Oh, god Mason.”

Long, languid strokes tickled her pussy lips, and her legs quickly locked around my head. Her dress was bunched up around her waist, and her body was flailing for me on the bed. Her hands wrapped into my hair and pulled me closer, but I was going to make sure this was a day she wouldn’t forget.

I was going to crash this orgasm so hard over her body, it would bring tears to her eyes.

I slowly circled her clit and could feel it pulsing against my tongue. Her moans and groans shifted to whispered pleas for mercy. When her thighs began to glisten with a sheen of sweat, I realized she’d been tortured enough. Silently, I slipped a hand from her stomach and slid a finger deep inside of her. Her walls fluttered around my intrusion, and I could no longer help myself.

Deeper and deeper I licked, flicking her swollen bud and crooking my finger against that beautiful spot of hers. When her back arched off the bed, I knew she was almost there. I could feel her juices dripping down my chin as she lost control of her body. Her hips rolled deep into my face, and I felt my dick throbbing against my pants. I couldn’t take it any longer.

“Mason! Please! Have mercy!” .

So, I did. I sucked that tight little clit between my lips and buried my face into that juicy pussy. She flung herself off the edge, and her legs trembled around my ears. Moans left her lips instead of my name, desperately trying to paint a picture of how good her body felt. She trembled and convulsed in front of me while sweat dripped down her chest. When her body finally hit the bed, I smiled and gave those beautiful pussy lips one last kiss.

“Come here,” she whispered.

I rose up onto my feet just as she rose from the bed. I went to crawl on top of her, and she pushed me back. She pushed me so hard I fell into a chair, and her hands went to work on my belt faster than I could protest. She undid my zipper, and my rock-hard cock came flying out. She straddled my hips, and I shook with anticipation.

I loved holding her like this: face to face, close to my body while she rode my dick. I could feel the heat of her pussy hovering over my leaking tip, and our eyes locked as she slowly sank down onto it.

“Jesus Christ, Ash,” I grunted.

Her hips rolled against mine, and her juices soaked the fabric of my pants. My hands cupped that round, luscious ass of hers, and she pulled her dress over her head. She was beautiful, with her skin bared to me and her body flushed with the pleasure only I could give her. No man had ever made her come the way I could, and no man would ever get the chance.

She cupped my cheeks and found my gaze. The two of us locked eyes as I slowly began to roll my hips up into hers. Every single thrust I made stroked my cock in all the right places, and every single time I reared up, her eyes would flutter closed.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

But all she could reply with was a whimper.

Slowly but surely, our undulating bodies reached their peaks. I raised my hips to hers while she bore hers down onto mine. My hands couldn’t help but sink themselves into her hips as my dick began to twitch.

“Come with me,” I growled.

I felt her walls flutter at my command, just as my dick grew and throbbed within her. I slammed my hips up into hers one more time, and I spilled my essence into her body. Her walls squeezed my cock, milking me for all I was worth. Her moans were swallowed by the crook of my neck while her fingernails raked down the fabric of my suit coat.

“I love you,” I whispered into her ear. “I love you so much.”

We sat there, cradled in each other’s arms while our juices dripped down onto my pants, and the only thing I could think about was that one little word.

Yes.

The love of my life said yes.

And I would spend the rest of my life making sure she never regretted that decision ever again.

***

END OF THE FOURTH STORY


 





 





Sneak Peak: Business & Pleasure
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Grant Jacobs. S*x god in a suit. My new boss.

He’s my dad’s best friend.

The man I’ve been crushing on since high school.

Now, the hunger in his eyes is making me weak.

And he wants to teach me everything he knows…

 

Grant:

I promised Crissy’s dad to keep her out of trouble.

So I hired her as my PA.

Man are we both in trouble.

Her sassy mouth is made for kissing. Her curves for sin.

She makes me forget my imperfect past.

Now I want more and I'm going to take it.

On my desk.

In the boardroom.

In the bedroom.

Her daddy's going to kill me. But he's the one in danger.

He's stealing from me. And I don't play nice.

Except with Crissy.

Mixing business and pleasure has never felt so good.

F*ck trying to keep this a secret. I’m going to make my intern my wife.

*

 

 






Chapter 1

Grant 

“Here at J&M Energy, we pride ourselves on two things: getting people the energy they need in whatever form they wish, and making money. For the past three years, we’ve accomplished the former. But now it’s time to accomplish the latter.”

I had all the junior executives gathered in the boardroom. For the past three years, my natural gas company had focused on tailoring our needs to the general public. We’d branched out and expanded up the entire East Coast, but now it was time to rake in some money. Broadening our streams of income was something the company needed to do if it was going to continue to thrive, and it was the perfect tool I needed to whip this batch of bombastic junior executives into shape.

“While the company’s been growing, if you compare the last three years to the previous ten, our sales and revenue have actually declined,” Alex said. “Now, what is your knee-jerk reaction to that statement?” 

“Our expansion,” Dylan said.

“That’s the usual reaction, yes,” Alex said. “Now, can anyone tell me why that’s a pathetic fallback?” 

“Because expansion into other states should mean more consumers,” Dylan said. “Looking at all the income as a whole shouldn’t exclude what we’re paying in debt in order to make money.” 

“Anyone else in the room awake?” I asked. “Is Anderson the only J.E. that came to work today?”

Murmurs from incompetent junior executives ricocheted across the room, and all I could do was sigh. Dylan Anderson was the only promising one out of the bunch, but even he needed some refinement. Alex Marks was my right-hand man, not to mention the man I bought the company from eight years ago. He was doing just fine on his own, but he was scared to branch out, scared to take his company to the next level. You couldn’t run a company on fear, so I came in and decided to do it for him.

At first he was pissed. Why should he believe a younger man, like myself, who came in with a tailored suit and a string of companies he had only spent a few years with and proclaimed he could suddenly turn all his problems around? Even to myself it would’ve smelled like a con. But I’d been sure of myself, and I had told him I could spend two weeks improving everything around him—free of charge. If he didn’t like the changes and didn’t see the improvement, I’d go on my way and he wouldn’t even have to pay me.

Needless to say, I proved my point. Things improved and I got paid.

“Can I throw out the first idea?” Dylan asked.

“Better than what everyone else is doing,” Alex said.

“Assuming the projections will have us earning next quarter, why don’t we branch into government contracts?” Dylan asked. “We’re stationed in Baton Rouge for fuck’s sake, and we’re an hour away from New Orleans. The navy contracts alone would do this company some good.”

“All right,” I said. “Assuming this would be good for our image, why don’t you begin to research that avenue, Dylan? That way, if we pursue it, it’ll be something you can use on your resume.”

That statement wet the palate of the lazy room of junior executives I’d assembled. Suddenly, their mouths were watering like vicious dogs, ready to take a bite out of the meat presented to them, and I was more than happy to oblige. I enjoyed their drive when they had it, but it always took some tempting.

And tempting was something I did best.

“What about this whole ‘fracking’ deal?” another executive asked. “What if we got in on that?”

“Get on the research,” I said.

“What’s keeping us from expanding into the West Coast?” another threw out.

“Research!” I exclaimed.

“What about charities?” someone else said. “Does the company donate? With the millennial culture, if a company throws its assets behind a cause they can stand with, that usually generates more revenue with just what we’re doing now.”

“Look into it; then get back to me,” I said. “It’s actually an idea I’ve been tossing around the past few weeks, but I haven’t had time to pass it on.”

“Anything else?” Alex asked.

After a few beats of silence, I nodded my head. The room disbursed as the excited junior executives chattered away about their new tasks. I shuffled the files in front of me, readying them to be put back into my briefcase, but then a light hand descended on my shoulder.

“Yes, Alex?” I asked.

“I’ve got something to ask you,” Alex said.

“Something that wasn’t appropriate for the meeting, I’m assuming.”

“Correct. It’s more of a…personal favor.”

I threw my gaze over to Alex before I nodded, telling him he could proceed. If there was one thing I enjoyed about Alex Marks, it was the fact that he never asked for anything. He was resourceful, had connections with individuals that spanned three entire rolodexes, and had a decent head on his shoulders. After all, he was the one who had built the company to be the most-used natural gas company in Louisiana.

I just came in and made it the most-used gas company on the East Coast.

“Well, spit it out, Marks,” I said. “What is it?”

“It would really help me out if you would consider it,” he said.

“Alex, in all the years I’ve known you, you’ve never pussyfooted around anything. I value your friendship greatly, not just your businesslike demeanor and knowledge. I’d do just about anything for you. You know this. What the fuck is it, man?”

“Crissy’s home from college,” he said.

“Well, I bet that’s fun for your new wife,” I said, grinning.

“She’s raising hell, Grant. I mean some serious hell. And it’s pissing Mel off. And me off.”

“I’m pretty sure Mel’s still going through puberty, so anything’s likely to piss her off,” I said.

“Not funny.”

“That’s what you get for marrying someone who’s a few years older than your daughter. Crissy’s, what, twenty-three now?”

“Twenty-two,” he said.

“And Mel?”

I stuck my hands in my pockets and waited for Alex to respond. I loved fucking with him about his new wife. She was the stereotypical exotic beauty: tall, thin features, long-ass legs, dark hair, and dark, brooding eyes to match. Even if she was simply staring off into space, it looked as if she was trying to figure out the source of the universe itself.

“Twenty-six,” Alex said, murmuring.

“That never gets old,” I said, chuckling. “What is it you need?”

“Crissy’s a smart girl,” he said. “She really is, but she’s just driving us all insane. Having her around the house is too much for both of us. She needs something to occupy her time that falls in line with her degree.”

“She went to Dartmouth College, right?” I asked. “What’s her degree in?”

“Business,” Alex said.

“Takes after her father, I see.”

“Honestly, I had no idea until about halfway through her college career,” Alex said. “When she did come home, the only shit she talked about was parties, booze, and boys.”

“Sounds like a wild child, but then again, she’s always been that way,” I said, shrugging.

“She’s got no desire to get a decent job, no desire to move out, no desire to start any life of her own. She just sits around the house pestering Mel and me and raising the type of hell she usually does.”

“I’m not going to lie,” I said. “It’s easy to make Mel angry. I’d do it for fun if I could, too. What is it you’re asking, Alex?”

“I was wondering if you had an internship here she could fill.”

The request stunned me for a second. He wanted me to take on his hellion daughter as an intern? We were a natural gas company. Enough hot air spewed from between that young girl’s lips to blow up half of Louisiana’s oil rigs.

“It would get her out of the house,” Alex said. “It would get her some experience in the field she got her degree in, and it would fucking give Mel and me some time to breathe.”

“And fuck, I presume,” I said.

“Grant.”

“Hey, you’re the one who’s asking,” I said.

“I can tell you’re less than thrilled,” he said.

“You’re asking me to take on a person even you describe as a wild child. Yes, I’m a bit hesitant to do it.”

“Just entertain the idea for a second, all right?” Alex asked. “Look at these executives that just poured out of this room. You’ve taken a misfit bunch of idiots and whipped them into prime slabs of beef for the business world. The ideas they threw out there are really good, and it’s because of your tutelage.”

“You don’t have to stroke my dick on this one, Alex,” I said, grinning.

“No, I’m just being serious. Even I can admit when you do something I can’t, and I never would’ve been able to pull that kind of shit off with them. If there’s anyone who can whip Crissy into shape, it’s you. Honestly? I don’t care what the fucking internship is as long as she’s got her hands in something here instead of something at my house.”

“You do realize you’re talking about your own daughter, right?” I asked.

“Look, all I’m saying is that Crissy needs a bit of guidance.”

“Guidance her own father can’t give her?” I asked.

“Look, Grant, things were tough. When Abby died…”

Alex panned his gaze out the window, and the moment his eyes began to glisten, I knew I’d take on the internship. I knew shit was hard when his wife died. It was one of the things that had strengthened our friendship. I understood his pain over losing his wife. I’d lost mine a little over a decade ago, and I’d had no passion to create any sort of substantial relationship with anyone since then, much less with a woman. But I had created one with Alex.

Then I watched him bounce from woman to woman before marrying a pretty young idiot only a few years older than his damn daughter.

“I know,” I said. “Alex, believe me. I get it. If there’s anyone in this fucking company who gets it, it’s me. But you gotta understand. I mean, I’m no father, but—”

“That’s right,” he said. “You’re not. All I’m asking is if there’s any internship my daughter could possibly apply for. She needs the experience if she’s ever going do something with her degree.”

Alex always got defensive whenever Abby was brought up. Everyone knew Crissy took a nosedive for the worse when Abby passed away, but it was something Alex didn’t know how to deal with. He’d been coping with his own loss, and Crissy needed her father, but when it came right down to it, she didn’t have him.

At least, that was how I saw it.

“You don’t even have to pay her,” Alex said as he turned his gaze back to me.

“I’ll pay her for the internship, but I’ll have to figure out where she’ll fit in the best,” I said. “It would be a bad idea to just put her as an intern for the junior executives. Those men would fucking eat her alive.”

“So, you’ll do it?” Alex asked.

“Yes, I’ll do it.”

“Thanks so much, Grant. Seriously. Just let me know what she’ll be doing and when she’ll be starting. I’ll tell her tonight that we’re coming up with something.”

“I’ll let you know when I do,” I said.

Alex retreated from the room, and I raked my hand through my hair. I couldn’t believe I’d just agreed to take on the hellion of the South. Crissy caused trouble wherever she went, and she seemed to take pride in it. She was obviously smart. Obtaining a business degree from an Ivy League school was no small feat, but I had no doubt in my mind that she had partied just as hard when she was at college. It was easy to see why Mel wanted her out of the way.

I couldn’t put her anywhere near the junior executives. Those men wouldn’t just eat her up because she was a woman; they’d eat her up because she was gorgeous. Even I could appreciate the younger female form when it presented itself in the proper fashion, and Crissy was the perfect example of proper womanly form. She had big tits, a small waist, and an ass you could bounce a coin off. Alex had half-assed raised a gorgeous daughter, and the only thing she would do was flirt with the junior executives all fucking day.

If she was going to be an intern at this company, she was at least going to get something from it. But if she couldn’t fraternize with the junior executives, there was really only one place I’d be able to keep my eye on her and mold her in the way Alex wanted me to.

And that was if she was at my side.

The only option I had was to make her my personal assistant. People had been telling me to get a secretary for years, but I didn’t want to spend the money just to have someone sit outside my fucking office and pester me. But a personal assistant would do more than just work. I could send her on lunch and coffee runs. I could get her to help with my dry cleaning. She could take all the little stuff off my plate while simultaneously taking minutes for important meetings, and it would give her a taste of the world she had majored in while giving me a few more minutes in my day to do more important things.

The only issue would be keeping her distracted from the young men who ran around this fucking place long enough to teach her something. If those boys got a whiff of her, if they even took a one-second look at the body that young girl was carrying around, they’d be all over her.

And she would love it.

If there was any man in this company who could control himself around a beautiful female, it was me—not to mention the personal relationship I had with her father. Having her at my side and working with me would not only present a mentoring opportunity, but it would keep her safe. I could fend off the hungry dogs and show her that the workplace wasn’t a place of fraternization. That was something a party girl like Crissy really needed to learn. I trusted myself, as well as my relationship with her father, more than anything on this planet, so I headed down to human resources to notify them of my decision.

I had to let them know they needed to talk with accounting to release the funds necessary to hire Crissy Marks as my personal assistant.






Chapter 2 

Crissy 

I lay in my bed swiping through pictures on my dating application. Every time I got someone who matched up with me, I was sorely disappointed. None of the little boys warranted any sort of effort. None of them looked like they had any experience underneath their belts. I wanted a man, someone who could use their tongue for more than just overestimating their sexual prowess. I wanted someone successful who had a thirst for success just as much as a thirst for my body. These boys were all young, dumb, and full of come, and I’d gotten enough of that at Dartmouth.

A knock on the door sounded into my childhood room, and my phone hit my face. I groaned, tossing my phone to the floor. Then I heard my door open before my sister’s voice rang out.

“Crissy, it’s time for dinner.”

“Pass,” I said.

“Crissy, come on,” she said. “You can’t just ignore the world forever.”

“I don’t know. I can pretty much do whatever I set my mind to, Sissy.”

She crossed her arms, and a smirk peeled across my face. I loved pissing my sister off. It was my favorite thing to do besides pissing off Dad’s new wife. 

“Come on,” she said. “Why won’t you join us for dinner?” 

“Because we never did the ‘family’ thing until Mel showed up on the scene. Now it’s all ‘sitting at the table for dinner’ and ‘watching a family movie’ and ‘no going out on Fridays because it’s family night.’ Who fucking does that?”

“Regular families,” Sissy said.

“Well, we haven’t been a regular family since Mom died,” I said.

Mom died when I was fifteen. Fucking cancer. It crept up on her like a ghost and took her before we even knew what was going on. It was her autopsy that revealed the cancer, not the doctors who had declared they wanted to “save her life.” Sure, I grieved. But I also had to plan the funeral. I also had to shake the hands of those who came by with food for weeks. I also had to force my father to eat while Sissy buried herself in college work because no one else knew what the fuck to do with themselves.

The least they could let me do was eat in my fucking room.

“I get your point, and I understand,” she said. “Really, I do. But you’re living under their roof, and it doesn’t look like you plan to move out anytime soon. If you want to live here, you have to play by their rules.”

“You mean Mel’s rules?” I asked.

“Whoever’s rules,” she said. “And if you don’t want to, then move out. Eat in your room every night. Leave all your dirty-ass piles of clothes and half-eaten plates of food anywhere you want.”

“Pissed that my room’s better than yours?” I asked, grinning.

“Better? It smells like a garbage dump. Do you ever wash your clothes?”

“When I need them, sure,” I said. “But I’m usually lounging around naked anyway, so who needs clean clothes?”

“Ugh. Come down for dinner, Crissy. Quit being a bitch.”

“Why don’t you get an apartment with me?” I asked as she turned to leave. “It would be cheaper for both of us.”

“Fat chance,” she said. “You’re a slob, for one, and I’m just fine slumming it here with Dad and his plaything until I get done with my graduate studies.”

“Oh, yeah. The master’s in Music. What do you plan to do with that again?”

“Become one of the world’s finest female conductors; that’s what,” she said.

“Sounds enthralling.”

“Better than getting a business degree to try to get Dad’s attention,” she said.

“I didn’t get that damn degree for him,” I said. “I got it because I want to run my own company someday. Maybe start my own business. Franchise. Branch out. Take over the West Coast before Dad does or something.”

“Well, for someone who wants to take over the world or whatever, you sure as hell are lazy,” she said.

“Not lazy. I’m just biding my time,” I said. “You’re not gonna go away until I come down for dinner, are you?”

“Nope.”

“Can I come down naked?” I asked.

“Only if you want Mel to somehow view you as competition,” she said.

“That could be fun,” I said, grinning.

“Don’t fucking do that. Come on. Come eat.”

I honestly didn’t want to. I was more than happy getting in my car, driving up the road to get a burger, and then coming back. But in the process of doing that, I’d have to justify to my father why I was doing that and then face Mel’s idiotic “mom stare.” Like she’d somehow raised me and knew how to stop me cold in my tracks.

Such an idiot.

I pulled myself from bed and threw my hair up into a bun. I picked up my phone and shoved it in my back pocket. If I got bored at the table, I would just continue swiping. Even if the guys on my phone didn’t know a damn thing about what a girl like myself needed, at least they’d be pretty to look at.

But when I got to the table, a bomb was dropped on me that made me forget about their faces in a heartbeat.

“I’ve gotten you an internship at the company, Crissy,” Dad said.

“Wait. What?”

“You’ll be Grant Jacob’s personal assistant,” he said, grinning.

“Oh, that’s fabulous!” Mel said. “Honey, how in the world did you swing something like that?” 

“Probably sucked his dick or something,” I muttered.

Sissy elbowed me harder than I expected, and I rubbed my ribcage. Apparently, Dad didn’t hear me. He was too busy gazing into the deep, dark eyes of his exotic, legal prostitute.

“You’ll be going to work for him tomorrow,” he said.

“That isn’t necessary, Dad,” I said. “I’ve already applied for a few full-time managerial positions around here with various places. I’ll be just fine.”

“It took a lot of convincing for me to get you this position, and with Grant no less,” Dad said. “Anyone would clamor for this job.”

“Then let them clamor for it,” I said. “I’m waiting to hear back on my applications.”

“It’ll be good for you, Crissy,” Mel said.

“Yeah,” I said, glaring at her. “It’ll get me out of the house and out of your hair.”

She didn’t take the bait. Mel just shrugged and took a sip of wine.

“You start bright and early at eight in the morning,” Dad said.

“Eight in the morning?” I asked. “Dad! Why the hell are you taking an interest in me now?”

“Crissy!” Mel exclaimed.

“Oh, can it, gold digger,” I said, not even looking at her. “Why in the world do you suddenly have an interest in me now, Dad?”

“You’re my daughter,” he said. “I’ve always had an interest in you.”

“Is that why you didn’t know what I was majoring in until halfway through my college years?” I asked.

“You came home and talked more about boys than you did anything else,” he said. “How was I supposed to know?” 

“By asking me, Dad,” I said.

Mel rolled her eyes, and suddenly, I wanted to throw a green bean at her. She was snotty, she was a brat, and she spent my father’s money almost as fast as he made it.

“Why don’t you use that expensive degree of yours for something other than a basic managerial position?” she asked.

“What, like marrying rich?” I asked.

“That’s enough. Crissy,” Dad said. “We’re done here. I had a long talk with Grant, and he’s taking you on tomorrow. You either show up or you have no place in this home.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked.

Sissy elbowed me again, and I kicked her shin underneath the table. If she really thought I was going to back down from this fight, she was sorely mistaken.

“Get up in the morning and get to your new job,” Dad said. “It’s a paid internship and everything. Fifteen dollars an hour, with the potential to grow if you want to stay on longer than a year. And if you don’t want to go, then pack your bags.”

“You’re seriously gonna kick me out if I don’t show up?” I asked.

“You raise hell constantly in this house,” Mel said. “The least you can do is be productive before you come home and do it.”

I looked between Mel and my father before I saw the guilt roll behind his eyes. That was what this was about. Mel didn’t like having me around, so Dad was throwing me somewhere he knew I’d be safe so his pretty little wife wouldn’t have to deal with me.

I couldn’t take this anymore. I threw my napkin down on my plate, guzzled the sweet tea set in front of me, then slumped off. What the fuck was he doing, suddenly taking an interest in me? He’d been clocked out since I was fifteen! Since Mom died. Why the hell did he suddenly think he had a say in my life now? I was twenty-two years old, and I had a good head on my shoulders. Sure, I raised a bit of hell. Sure, I liked looking at hot men. But what woman didn’t?

“Such bullshit.” I slammed my bedroom door behind me before I flopped back down on my bed. Why couldn’t my father just continuing to play “house” with his Barbie wife? Why the hell did he have to drag me into it?

I no longer wanted to be at the house, so I fished around for my car keys, grabbed my purse, and checked to make sure I had Dad’s credit card. Then I ventured out the front door before anyone could stop me. If Dad was into people who spent his money faster than he could count it, then that was what I would start doing. If he wanted to start playing house, then I would start becoming the woman he wanted to play house with.

After all, he loved her, right?

I got into my car and drove to the nearest bar. I threw back a couple appletinis and munched on some bar food, and I soon found myself four drinks in. I was giggling with the bartender as he hunched over and smiled at me, and for a brief second, I thought about taking him to my car. If I really wanted to piss my father off, I could wake up with a boy in my room the next morning, but there was something appealing about drunken car sex that made my mouth water.

But a neon sign caught my gaze out the window, so I turned to see what it was.

A blinking “We Do Piercings” sign was out there, and I was drawn to its colors. I paid my tab and wrote down an insane amount for a tip for the beautiful man who made my drinks. Then I shoved out of the bar and walked across the street. My lips were smiling and my nose was numb, and by the time I could take a decent breath, a man was grasping my tit.

“You sure you wanna do this?” he asked.

“Go for it!” I exclaimed.

The alcohol numbed the pain of the piercings, and for a little while, I forgot everything. I forgot about my mother dying and the funeral. I forgot about all the hands I’d had to shake. I forgot about walking five miles by myself to her gravesite every day because Dad couldn’t stand to take me. I forgot about all the boys I couldn’t talk about with my mother and all the advice that had gone unsaid because Dad was too uncomfortable with those subjects. I forgot about how Dad paraded around different women every week before he sprung on us that he was marrying Mel.

I forgot about how he missed me walking up onstage to get my college diploma.

How could he fucking forget? Sure, he was there to hug me after the ceremony, but the look in his eyes had told me he hadn’t gotten there until after I had walked. Coupled with the hickeys on Mel’s neck, it was easy to figure out what the fuck he’d gotten so entangled with and what was so much more important than his youngest daughter graduating.

I had dreams of running my own business one day. Dreams of opening my own shop I could grow into a conglomerate. Dreams of stepping in as the CEO of a company. Dreams of having enough money to buy a company, like Grant Jacobs did with my father’s.

Wait. I was going to be working for Grant Jacobs.

Scratch that. I was going to be working alongside Grant Jacobs. This might actually be useful to me.

“There you go,” the guy said. “How do they feel?”

I looked down at my nipple piercings and smiled. The bars were rose gold and had little disco balls on each end. They caught the light and sparkled every color I could ever imagine, and it was perfect for someone like me. I never could pick out which color was my favorite as a child. Orange was so happy, and yellow was so bright. Red was so sultry, and blue just went with everything. Why couldn’t I have all the colors?

Well, now I did, right there on my tits.

“How much do I owe you?” I asked, smirking.

By the time I got home, everyone was in bed. No one was waiting up for me to see how I was. No one had sent me any text messages asking me if I was all right. My sister wasn’t even awake in her room to poke her head out as I came up the hallway.

No one was there. Just like they weren’t there when Mom died.

I passed out face-first into my pillow, and suddenly, I saw Grant. His deep green eyes glared at me while his dark hair hung around his face. I reached out, running my fingers through it, but suddenly, he had me pinned to the wall. For a man who was almost fifty years old, he was strong. I ran my hands up his arms, feeling his veins bulging from his muscles before I wrapped my legs around his waist. My hands ran up his strong chest, tracing every divot his muscles provided before he thrust his hips forward.

I was breathless. His cock tore at my insides and pressed against every beautiful space. His strong legs rolled his muscle-bound hips, snapping my skin against his while his balls pounded my ass. His lips devoured me, sucking my pouty bottom lip in with his gleaming white teeth. He tugged on it, and I moaned, but before I could reach the best part of the dream, my fucking alarm went off.

I woke up panting, my chest flushed. The pain from my nipples pulled me from my dazed sleep, and as I lifted my shirt, I couldn’t help but laugh. Fuck. I was about to start my new job with a boss my mind was obviously curious about, and I’d just had my nipples pierced.

I didn’t even know if I had a bra that would cover this shit up.

This internship might not be as bad as I had first thought, though. Not only was Grant Jacobs a fine-looking forty-nine-year-old, but he owned one of the most prestigious up-and-coming businesses in the South. My business degree readied me to shadow someone like him, and being next to him at all times would give me a good look into the world behind the degree I’d obtained in school.

It would also give me a beautiful look at his ass.

“Crissy, you up?!” my father yelled from downstairs.

I groaned as I rolled out of bed and dragged myself to the bathroom. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do about my nipple piercings, but I certainly knew what I was going to do about this internship.

I had an hour to piece myself together before I had to be in his office.

 






Chapter 3 

Grant

Today was the day. The day I took on the hellion that was Crissy Marks. I did everything I could to embrace the walking disaster, including setting up a last-minute desk for her outside my office. I didn’t want to look up and see her every damn morning, but it was better than throwing her to the wolves that sat on every other floor of this building. I sat at my desk and gathered a few things I would require of her, and as the clock on my computer flipped to 7:30 a.m., I heard a ding go off on my computer.

I sat down at my seat and started scrolling through my emails. Reminder notices of meetings I needed to attend got jotted down in my calendar, then starred so I could pull them up for Crissy. I knew I’d have to hold her hand through the first few days, but after that, a girl like her should get the hang of it. I continued taking notes, filing emails, and sorting through my day until I came across an email that caught my attention.

When I saw the email address, “Sectual_Synner,” I knew it was spam. I hovered my mouse over the ‘spam’ button, but the subject line caught my eye.

What do you think?

Usually, spam subject lines were more salacious than that. They either had “cock,” “erection,” or “tits” somewhere in them, along with a bunch of characters. Part of me got curious. I would have to send a request down to the I.T. department to check our fucking spam filters on our work emails, but before I could catch myself, I was opening the email.

And right there on my screen was the most perfect set of tits I’d ever seen.

The milky white skin bloomed in all the right places. There was the cutest little mole on the side of the left breast, just begging for my tongue to lap at it. The rounded, pink nipples were reddened and sore, telling me the piercings I was staring at were new. The slender barbells were capped with little disco balls that glittered against the flawless skin of the owner, and instantly, I felt my cock harden. I glanced at the clock and saw it was almost 7:45, which meant I had to do something. I was expecting Alex and his daughter any second, and my pants were tented with a raging hard-on.

But I couldn’t peel my eyes away. This picture couldn’t have been meant for me, but I wished it had been. I hadn’t been with anyone in over a decade. Not even close. I didn’t go out to bars to drink. I didn’t go dancing to relieve tension. I didn’t even set up a site for women to come find me.

I just didn’t do that.

But knowing these beauties were out there churned a feeling in my pelvis I hadn’t felt in over a decade.

I scrolled down the picture, getting a look at just how perfectly the luscious tits hung on the body they were strapped to. I could see the beginning of the waist dip of the beautiful body before the picture ended, and I had to bite back a groan. I wanted it to keep going. I wanted to see what more there was. Maybe there was a little pooch behind this woman’s belly button. A pooch that would feel perfect in the palms of my hands. Did she have rounded hips? Maybe a nice, bouncing ass?

My mouth watered at the idea until I got down to the one line of text sitting just underneath the picture.

“What do you think? Sent from my iPhone...XOXO, Crissy.”

My jaw unhinged before I clicked the email closed. Holy shit, Crissy Marks had sent me a picture of her tits. Holy fuck, I knew she was going to be a hard one to keep in line, but what the fuck was this? Baptism by fire? Raking my hands through my hair, I leaned back in my chair. The clock on my computer shouted five minutes until eight, and I could feel my palms sweating.

I’d just salivated over Crissy Marks’s tits.

For fuck’s sake, her father was my right-hand man! The only person I considered a friend. What the fuck had just happened? How the hell did she have my work email? She hadn’t even shown up for her first day of her internship yet.

I stood up and took a few deep breaths as I turned to stare out the window. I only had time for some cleansing breaths before the two of them would show up, and if my cock was still hard, I could simply keep staring out the window. As the city of Baton Rouge hustled and bustled below me, I closed my eyes and tried to rid myself of those voluptuous tits. This was Alex’s daughter, and I was supposed to be the safe choice, the mature choice. I was supposed to be taking her hand and leading her through things, whipping her into shape, molding her for a world that would crush any woman like her in a heartbeat.

She was about to be my employee, and I couldn’t allow a knee-jerk reaction to a picture that wasn’t meant for me to compromise that.

Just as I felt my cock settle back down into its rightful place, a knock came at the door. I looked in the reflection of the mirror and saw Alex standing there. For a split second, I just stared at Crissy. It had been awhile since I’d seen her, but the way her blouse protruded from her body told me her tits were exactly what had been in that email. I searched her bosom for the outline of those barbells. She was smart enough to wear a thoroughly padded bra, and for a moment there, I felt my cock twitch again.

Fuck.

“Grant?” Alex asked.

“Come on in and take a seat,” I said. “Just gathering my thoughts.”

I heard them sit down, and it afforded me a chance to take a few more breaths. I finally turned around and was met with Alex’s anxious smile, but then my eyes landed on Crissy. She was wearing a black pencil skirt and matching heels with a pale blue blouse that was tucked in. The top couple buttons were undone, giving me a bird’s eye view of the lacy bra she had on underneath. I cracked my neck and cleared my throat, readying myself for the conversation at hand, but before I could open my mouth, Crissy’s voice invaded the room.

“Thank you for this opportunity, Mr. Jacobs,” she said. “It’s an honor.”

“Don’t thank me just yet,” I said. “You’ll hate me before this internship is over.”

“Oh, I highly doubt that,” she said.

I eyed her for a second before I looked at Alex. His anxious smile was gone, and in an instant, he was out of his chair. Without a word, he hurried out the door and closed it behind him, and that left me alone with Crissy.

And still, her tits were floating around in my mind.

“The job in the beginning will be fairly simple,” I said. “You’ll be managing my calendar, running a few errands, sitting in on all the meetings I attend and taking minutes, as well as keeping up with details on various projects I’ve assigned to my junior executives.” I paused. “Shouldn’t you be writing this down?”

She was staring at me, but she wasn’t moving. Her eyes scanned my body as I clasped my hands behind my back, and for a split second, I wondered if the email was intentional. It wouldn’t take much for her to pull up the company website and find out how to contact me, so maybe that was what she had done. Maybe the beautiful picture my cock was still trying to digest had actually been meant for me.

“Got it all up in the vault here,” she said, tapping her temple.

“Uh huh,” I said. “Crissy, you’re aware this is a serious job, correct?” 

“Of course, Mr. Jacobs,” she said.

“And you’re aware that the desk out there, the one with the brand-new computer and telephone, is yours, right?”

“I wouldn’t have expected anything less,” she said.

“If you aren’t interested in this position, I can find someone else to fill it.”

“I’m more than interested,” she said, grinning.

She’d sent the picture to rattle me. I knew it. That smug little grin on her face as she leaned back in her chair told me she thought she was just playing a game. The way her tits jutted out from her chest and the way her leg crossed over her knee reeked of a power play. She was trying to one-up me in my own damn office, but that wasn’t going to happen.

Part of whipping her into shape would be to show her who the fuck owned this company and who the fucked worked for it.

“Come the end of the week, you’ll be fielding all my phone calls and emails,” I said. “Reminders for meetings, scheduled lunches, anything that requires my attention will need to be inputted into my computer. The calendar application on your computer is synced with mine, so what you input, I can see. If people want to see me, they will go through you. You’ll take appointments, learn the names of the people I network with, and, eventually, you will be speaking for me. All of this will occur within the span of four months, and if it doesn’t, you’ll be let go. Do you understand?”

“I do, Mr. Jacobs.”

“I see you’re still not taking notes,” I said.

“Like I said, all in the vault,” she said.

“Unfortunately, I believe this company will have a bit more information to hold than what your little vault can maintain,” I said. “Find a way to keep track of things. Whenever we meet like this, I expect you to be taking notes.”

“Is there a pad and a specifically-colored pencil you’d like me to use, Mr. Jacobs?”

Holy fuck, she needed to stop calling me “Mr. Jacobs.” My cock couldn’t take much more of it.

“Why don’t you use your phone?” I asked. “You seem to be pretty handy with it.”

For a second, her face faltered. The smug grin and the confident glint in her eye flashed with something I couldn’t quite pick up on. I sat down at my desk and grabbed my pen. Then I looked back up at her and nodded toward the door.

“You’re free to go,” I said. “Take that vault and go set yourself up at your desk. You’re on the clock, Miss Marks.”






Chapter 4 

Crissy 

Thirty minutes into my day and I was already over it. He acted as if the computer system was some high-tech piece of gold I’d need a key and the hand of Satan himself to operate. The computer didn’t even have a password on it for fuck’s sake. I set up a password so it would lock when I was away. Then I went into the calendar system and began toggling things around. His schedule was all sorts of fucked up. No wonder he was so on edge. I switched a few lunch meetings around and shot off a few emails about the changed times. Then I looked up and saw his eyes hooked on his computer screen. He was squinting at it, no doubt registering the changes I was making. Then he sat back and locked his hands behind his head.

There was no denying that Grant Jacobs was a fine piece of meat. He did more for that suit than it did for him, but tailoring a decent suit was easy to teach a man. The fun little lecture he’d given me this morning was already making my head pound. Like I was some idiot who couldn’t remember a few bullet points in a conversation! His commanding nature was nice, though. He enjoyed having the upper hand, and I could admire that in a man. If my nipples hadn’t been so fucking sore from the night before, I would’ve smirked at the fact that they were hard right now.

But then my mind fluttered to that crack he made about my phone. Why would he say something like that?

I leaned back in my chair as I pulled out my phone. I started flipping through a few things, swiping a few pictures, and ogling a few pretty blue eyes. The men all had baby faces, which was cute until you figured out their tongues worked like a baby’s, too. A real man, a man like Grant Jacobs, would know how to use his tongue in just the ways I was looking for.

My skin heated up as his voice boomed across to my desk.

“Enjoying the technology I have for you?” he asked.

“Your schedule was bullshit,” I said. “I fixed it up and sent off a few emails.”

“Have you gotten used to the phone yet? There’s a headset in the bottom left-hand drawer if you’d prefer to use that. Hands-free might be easier for you.”

“Hands-free is always the best way, Mr. Jacobs,” I said, grinning. “Should I be taking notes on your comments on my phone?”

His face grew stern before he turned his back and walked into his office. Just before he shut the door, I got the best view of his ass, and it was more beautiful than what I’d seen in my dreams last night. Tight. Perky. Slender. The ass of a runner who decided a few squats every now and again would do him well.

And boy did it ever do him well.

I ripped my attention back to my phone as it buzzed in my hand. Sissy had sent me a text message, and I couldn’t wait to see her reply. I’d sent her a picture of my pierced tits. I didn’t know if she was going to be envious or fly off the handle, but I had a response prepared for both.

But when I opened the message, all it said was, Good luck, Crissy. You’ll kill it.

Nothing? Nada about the picture? I sent her an email about my nipple piercings! That warranted some sort of reaction, right?

Did you not get my email?

I sent the text message just as the phone rang. I sighed, setting my cell down before I took the call. I didn’t have time for this right now. I was trying to figure out why the hell my sister hadn’t reacted to the biggest thing I’d done since graduation! I jotted down the person’s name and the times they were free to do another lunch meeting. Then I hung up just as my cell phone buzzed again.

What email?

What email? Was she fucking serious?

The email with the picture of my boobs, Sissy. I got my nipples pierced!

Then Grant’s comment from this morning started to make a little more sense. I scrolled through my email and navigated to my ‘sent’ folder, and the moment I pulled up the email, I gasped.

Holy fuck. I’d sent the picture of my tits to Grant. To his fucking work email. How the hell did I make that kind of mistake? I saw an email sitting in my draft folder, and I clicked it open and scanned the poorly written email that was supposed to be sent to GJacobs@JM.com.

And my sister’s fucking email was Gyfted_Arteest@outlook.com.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! My phone must have saved his damn work email into my fucking contacts! I opened a new email and typed in the letter ‘G,’ and of course the first email to pop up was GJacobs. All because I drafted a fucking email when I was drunk.

Well, that was one way to make an impression on the new boss.

I tossed my phone to the side before I reached for the drawer that had the headset in it. That thing would make it worlds easier to answer this damn phone that didn’t seem to shut up. I looked up as I got it positioned on my head, and I caught Grant staring at me. The moment our eyes connected, he ripped them away, and I couldn’t help but feel a bit proud. He hadn’t fired me on the spot, so the picture must not have been that bad to him. Plus, I saw him checking out my tits when he turned around from the window this morning, so they obviously did something for him.

Maybe this internship wouldn’t be so boring after all.

As I fielded phone calls and kept filling up his schedule, I thought about Grant Jacobs. I’d had a fun little crush on the man when I was in high school, back when his hair wasn’t dotted with salt. His hair was a thick, luscious mound of dark tendrils, and it framed his strong jaw while accenting his beautiful green eyes. 

I never saw him smile often, but the few times I caught him and my father laughing, I couldn’t help but lose myself in the twinkling of his eyes. Grant had just purchased Dad’s company at the time, and while that didn’t make Dad happy, Grant would come over with an expensive bottle of scotch. They’d sit and chat and talk about boring shit I never paid attention to, and eventually the two of them made nice.

And while Grant came over to smooth things over with my father, I got to check out his beautiful body.

Back then, whenever he’d come over, he’d take off his coat and roll up his sleeves. I’d gotten a glimpse of the way his forearms bulged and flexed whenever he grabbed his drink. A few times, he came over in jeans and a shirt on the weekends. On those wonderful, rare moments, I’d gotten to experience the breadth of his chest and the strength of his back. He’d help out Dad with a few things around the house, and I’d watch him flex those beautiful biceps, and all the while, I’d be stealing little glasses here and there of the expensive scotch Grant always conveniently forgot.

But now, his hair was peppered with a bit of salt. Now, his suits hung just a bit too loose on him for a man with that kind of body underneath. Now, his long-ass legs tapered up into a trimmed ass I knew I’d be staring at for months to come.

Because I knew I’d nail this job before his deadline approached.

I had an easy job, a beautiful view of one of the sexiest men to have ever been created, and I would be rubbing elbows with some of the most important people I’d need to know if I ever wanted to own my own fucking company one day. Maybe my father’s idea for this internship hadn’t been a bad one after all, and if it turned out to be a bust, then there was always the view.

The view of those stormy green eyes through only the window that separated us.

The stormy green eyes that twinkled when he smiled and had taken in the sight of my tits this morning.

The phone finally died down, and I got a moment to breathe. I sat back in my chair and crossed my legs, but when I looked up, I saw Grant staring at me again. I set the headset down on my shoulders before I rolled them back, and the way he shifted in his seat told me everything I needed to know.

Tormenting poor Mr. Jacobs would make this job much more entertaining.

 






Chapter 5 

Grant 

I sat at my desk, frustrated, as I watched the clock. I’d sent Crissy an email a half an hour ago, telling her to get in here so she could take notes for me. I had ideas running through my head and things had been thrown at me over lunch that I needed to remember. They were things she had to mark down on the calendar, shift around, and there would be a couple nights I needed her to stay later. That meant she would have to adjust her own schedule, and I wanted to make sure that got put down on the calendar, too.

This week had been rough, and it wasn’t even half over. While Crissy did plenty of things well, like answering the phone and staying on top of my schedule, there were other things she didn’t do well. She didn’t take notes, she wasn’t very organized, times to show up to work were more like suggestions than requirements, and she always forgot to clock out on her lunch breaks. That meant I had to go out there and ask her when she took lunch before going into the system and altering it myself.

But all day yesterday, I was nursing a fucking hard-on. Every single time she came into my damn office, an inappropriate question rolled off her lips. Quips about my shoe size and whether I wore boxers or briefs had me clenching my jaw, but the moment she started in on my inseam, I had to dismiss her for the day. What the hell was this girl trying to do to me? I’d seen her fucking tits, I’d had enough of her shit attitude, and now she was perpetually bugging me about things that were beyond inappropriate.

And when I asked her what she was doing, she simply told me she was learning all about me so she could “better assist” me.

I had to admit, my cock had sprung to life when she’d said that. Her voice was light, and she fluttered her eyelashes a bit. She rolled her shoulders back a lot, jutting out those perky and rounded tits that I knew housed barbells I could just drool over. When I didn’t respond to one of her questions, she’d turn and walk away from me, and the first thing I noticed was how beautiful her ass swayed when she was wearing heels.

I’d had to take a cold fucking shower when I got home last night.

But now? I needed her to do her damn job. Now I needed her in my office so I could spout a few things off at her. I needed her actual assistance, and she was nowhere to be found. I stood from my chair and strode out of my office, ready to fire her on the spot. I would never be able to work properly with the inappropriate questions. Nor would I be able to work with a personal assistant who didn’t sit at her desk and—well, personally assist me.

However, when I heard giggling around the corner, a shiver ran down my spine.

Was that Crissy’s giggle? It was a beautiful sound, but it rumbled a bit low. It wasn’t high-pitched like I figured a girl like her would giggle. The moment a voice started in on another joke, I knew exactly who was around the corner.

“Mr. Anderson,” I said as I rounded the corner. “How was your lunch break?”

There Crissy was, pressed up against the wall with her foot crooked up on it. Her knee was bent, and her shoulders were pressed back, pushing her tits out. The smile on her face was innocent, but the glint in her eye was devilish, and I felt my back straighten out. Dylan’s lips were smirking, like I’d just caught him in the middle of one of his tricks, but I knew Crissy well enough to know that she somehow had the upper hand. Even with Dylan leaning against the wall with his hand just by her head, he only had the appearance of having the upper hand.

“It was good,” he said, grinning. “I found this little treat up here as I was coming to see you, and I thought I might have a bite of dessert real quick.”

“Dylan, you are such a bad boy,” Crissy said as that low rumble of a giggle began again. “You’re keeping me from my job, you know.”

“And it’s a job I bet you do fabulously,” Dylan said.

“There are many things I do fabulously, but I’m not sure if my job is one of them. You know, still learning the ropes and all.”

“Boss man here got you…tied up with all those ropes?” Dylan asked.

“You said you needed something, Mr. Anderson?” This workplace flirting was not appropriate, and that would be the first thing I would address with Miss Marks. My company was not the place for this type of interaction, especially since Mr. Anderson was absolutely terrible at it. A young woman like Crissy could do much better than the likes of him, and for a split second, I could’ve sworn I saw her flick her smirk toward me.

“Actually, yes,” he said. “I’ve got some information on that stream of revenue suggestion you told me to research.”

“That meeting will be later,” I said. “Until then, continue to gather as much as you can.”

“But I’m pretty sure I have everything there is on the topic. If we could just sit down—”

“If I sit down with you, I have to sit down with all the junior executives, Mr. Anderson, and I don’t have that kind of time. Miss Marks, your lunch break was over a half an hour ago. I need you in my office.”

“Oh, I’m sure you do,” she said, grinning.

“Do you care for your job, Miss Marks?” I asked.

The look on her face slowly morphed as she turned her head toward me.

“Dylan, I believe my boss needs me,” she said as she hooked her gaze on mine. “Care to talk later?”

“I’m looking forward to it,” he said.

Crissy snapped her gaze back at him and smiled kindly before her foot slid from the wall. I turned my back, feeling it pull taut as her heels clacked in front of me. She buzzed by me, heading for my office, and again, I found my eyes slipping down to her ass. I bet those tight cheeks of hers would overflow the palms of my massive hands, but the moment she sighed, it pulled me from my silent reverie.

“I’m sorry your job is impeding upon your personal life,” I said as I entered the office. “But no fraternizing of that sort occurs here.”

“I shall keep that in mind,” she said before she sat down.

Yet again, Crissy didn’t have anything to jot down notes with. I sighed before I pulled out a pen and pad. Then I handed them to her across the desk. Our fingers brushed, ricocheting a shot of electricity up my arm, but all I could do was ignore it. My mind was flooded with a thousand different ideas, and I needed them out before I lost them all.

“This meeting is confidential,” I began. “If any of this information gets out to the public, you will be fired on the spot.”

“On the spot. Got it,” she said.

“J&M is in the middle of a possible acquisition,” I said. “We’re still batting around figures and what that might mean for the company as a whole, but overall, it looks good.”

“It looks very good,” she said.

“Just take notes on whatever I say; then shoot me an email with the summary of it all,” I said.

“I can do that, sir.”

“Tike Oils Company has been spreading into the Midwest. We’ve had a hard time spreading into that area of the country, but their CEO has just been charged with several accounts of fraud, among other things. I’m preparing myself to make them an offer on acquiring their company. My accountants are currently evaluating the final offer I’m going to propose to them, but I’m thinking anything between three million and five million dollars for the twenty-million-dollar company.”

I sat back into my chair before I turned it toward the window. This company acquisition could mean a massive boost in yearly revenue in an area of the country we’d had a hard time establishing ourselves in. Tike Oils was a fairly new player in the area, but they were garnering a massive base of connections and trust.

That was, until their CEO fucked up.

But his fuck-up was my potential gain if I could play this right.

“Tomorrow morning at nine, I need to call the CEO,” I said. “I want to have a personal talk with him about what he’s being charged with and how fast it’s happening. I can’t take on a company with too much heat. Otherwise, I can’t fix it. They’ll need some work already, like updating their workplace policies as well as their overall brand. They’ll also need to trim down their employees. I won’t be able to take all of them on full time until I can really get us established in the Midwest.”

“Likes things trimmed down,” Crissy said. “Got it.”

“I do want to offer the CEO’s family shares of stock in the new merger. Just because he’s going to prison for a while doesn’t mean his wife and kids have to suffer. It won’t be anything substantial, but I’m thinking a three to five percent stock share in the newly merged company. I can afford to give that up.”

“Wants to give some things up,” she said, popping the “p.”

I knew what she was doing. She was trying to rile me up, like she had yesterday. Like she knew she had yesterday. She was trying to cause a fuss and wreak havoc and get underneath my skin.

But I wasn’t going to allow her to do that today.

“The board of Tike Oils is going to throw a fit,” I said. “I have to figure out how big it’s going to be, which means doing research on their board members. Miss Marks, I want you to take on that research. Get me what you can on those men, from their birthdates and where they live, all the way down to their last public hissy fit. I want to know these men inside and out before I begin this deal.”

“Knowledge is power. Gotcha there, too.”

“I want that research on my desk by next Tuesday at the latest—”

I turned around in my chair to face her, and I saw her heavy blue eyes staring at me. She seemed focused and intent, without a hint of malice of playfulness in her features, but the moment I looked down at the pad I’d given her, I saw nothing was written. I’d been sitting here, mindlessly chatting for ten or so minutes, and none of it was on paper.

“Why are you not writing any of this down?” I asked.

“The vault, remember?” she asked, grinning.

“Miss Marks, this job is a very serious position,” I said. “Being my personal assistant comes with responsibilities, and one of the simple ones is for you to take notes. Is that not a concept you understand?” 

“It is, Mr. Jacobs,” she said. “I just don’t need the crutch of a pen and a piece of paper to recall the boring information you’re giving me.”

“Then why don’t you repeat back to me the information you think you remember,” I said.

“You’re talking about acquiring Tike Oils Company in order to compensate your own falling revenues with this company. They’re expanding into the Midwest. Their CEO just got caught embezzling, however. Not defrauding his company. He’s also being pinged for tax evasion, if you can believe it. You want me to do research on his board members so you can go in there and do some kind of mind-fuck-bag-juju on them in order to intimidate them, and you want all that information by Tuesday. You want a planned phone call on your calendar for tomorrow at nine to discuss things with the CEO while your accountant draws up the terms for an offer he can’t refuse. But if you’re going to make that phone call, at least know what the poor man’s being charged with.”

I couldn’t help but be stunned. Crissy sat back in her chair and crossed her legs, smirking. In this moment, she knew she had the upper hand. Boys like Dylan Anderson didn’t know how to handle a woman like her, and it seemed every time we turned a corner, she had a new little facet of her personality I hadn’t noticed before.

“And no,” she said. “I didn’t forget about the three to five percent stock you want to give over to his family when the companies merge—after they trim down their staff, of course. Which doesn’t surprise me. Most men enjoy things a little slimmer when they first take them on. What they don’t realize, however, is that a meaty and robust company can really keep an acquiring company warm during the wintertime.”

Was she even talking about the company acquisition now?

“A word of advice?” she asked. “If you want to acquire a company, but then you ask them to trim down their staff, make sure you can take on at least half of them. If you don’t have the revenue to fully take on half, you’re not in a position to buy the company.”

“And how do you figure that, Miss Marks?”

“If you wanted to take on a woman, would you approach someone you could only take less than half of?” she asked.

“I’m not sure I understand the comparison,” I said.

“Because you’re too focused on the metaphor, and that’s the point. Any company rising to the top like J&M needs to tread lightly. Becoming greedy and taking on more water than the company can handle means bailing water out when the boat springs a leak. And you know what happens when men spring immature leaks.”

“You mean boats?” I asked.

“Whatever,” she said, shrugging. “Take it for what it’s worth.”

While it was worded immaturely, she wasn’t wrong. A company that was growing the way J&M was underneath my tutelage couldn’t afford to take on a company that had to trim itself down more than half. That wasn’t so much a rule of thumb for my situation as it was a rule of thumb for any situation like this, but I was shocked Crissy knew that nonetheless. She was obviously much more intelligent than people gave her credit for, but something told me that was because she hid her intelligence and led with her tits.

I felt my cock growing beneath my pants at the display of knowledge she’d just shown.

“Is there anything else my vault needs to take in, sir?” she asked.

“Miss Marks, I understand very well what you are doing. Inappropriate comments like that in this company will not be tolerated.”

“I’m not sure how any of the remarks I’ve made to you are inappropriate,” she said. “Care to…expand upon the subject?” 

“Miss Marks, you’re treading a thin line. You’re obviously intelligent, but you’re not without faults.”

“Mr. Jacobs, whatever do you mean?” she asked innocently.

“Just stop with the inappropriate comments,” I said. “You know full well what you’re doing.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Jacobs. It’s just…hard sometimes, I suppose.”

If she was going to continue acting like a child, then I was going to treat her like the child she was behaving like. I cleared my throat and slowly rose from my chair, but all that happened was her smirk grew. She thought she had me. She thought she had the upper hand in this situation. But she was about to quickly be reminded of who ran this company and who exactly she answered to.

“Do you see that bookshelf over there?” I asked.

“The one with all the books. I do, sir.” 

“Look at it.” She panned her gaze over and quickly took in the shelf before her eyes found their way back to mine.

“You’re going to alphabetize those books by the author’s last name, and you won’t go home until you’re finished,” I said.

“Seriously?” she asked. “You want me to restack your books? What about the summary email you wanted?” 

“Seal up that vault tight and get to work,” I said.

She sighed before she got up and started over to the shelf. I sat back down in my chair, turning it back toward the window as I continued to think on the merger. Numbers and dates were flying around in my head. I wanted everything to be right and in order before I called the CEO in the morning. I wanted to be one of the first to touch base with him, because even though he was tanking his company, it was still a hell of an opportunity.

But my attention was soon on Crissy.

She was bent over at the waist, stacking the books backward. Instead of starting at the top with “A,” she’d begun at the bottom with “Z.” It gave me the perfect view of her rounded ass, and for a second, all I could do was stare. Her legs were thick and luscious, her silky, smooth skin flexing underneath the effort it took her to stay upright in her heels. She slowly wiggled her hips side to side, trying to get the pressure off her feet, but all it did was bring my cock to life. Her hair was falling in her face and her tits hung from her body, and all I wanted to do was rip out my throbbing dick, smooth up the fabric of her pencil skirt, and shove my cock into that little pussy of hers.

Holy fuck, I was in a great deal of trouble.

***
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She’s mine. Her and our baby.

As a billionaire, I always get what’s mine.

And when I hired Stella, I wanted her.

I didn’t know she was my enemy’s daughter.

I didn’t know she was out for revenge.

But I knew she was mine for the taking.

Her sweet innocence. Her pure submission.

I know she wants to bring me down.

That her love is just an act.

But when she screams my name, I know her pleasure is very real.

I will do everything in my power to make her mine.

I won’t give up until I have all of her - heart and soul.

Especially now that she’s pregnant with my baby.
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