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    The Mitchell Healy Compilation is a spinoff of the Original Mitchell Family Series (10 Books) This series can be read with or without the original. 
 
      
 
    Parents/Children 
 
    COLT AND SAVANNA (Mitchell) 
 
    Noah (Savanna is his step-mother) 
 
    Christian 
 
    Addison 
 
      
 
    TYLER AND MIRANDA (Mitchell) 
 
    Isabella, (Izzy or Bella or Bells) Tyler is listed as her birth father on certificate, but he is really her step-father 
 
    Jacob (Jake) 
 
    Jaxson (Jax) 
 
      
 
    CONNER AND AMY (Healy) 
 
    Cassie 
 
    Callie 
 
    Cammie 
 
    Joshua 
 
    The kids are all related to each other as first cousins. 
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             Noah 
 
    “Come on, Noah. Stay the night with me.” A finger trailed over my chest where she’d already unbuttoned my flannel shirt. I couldn’t help but watch her lips over-annunciate the words as she spoke to me. “I’ll make it worth your while. You know I can. Tell me you don’t want me to touch you. We both know you do. Let me give you a reason to stay. I can convince you if you give me the chance.” 
 
    I knew if I gave myself a second to think about it I’d change my mind. She was stacked in all the right places, and always aimed to please. My girlfriend, Perry, had the biggest heart and she knew just how to play me to get whatever she wanted. 
 
    She could also do this thing with her legs, by putting them behind her head and holding them there without using her hands. Thinking about it made my dick buck inside of my jeans. “Per, we talked about this.” We’d been dating for a while, and if the circumstances were different, I could have seen myself really settling down with her. She wasn’t perfect, but certainly not boring. I’d fucked that all up a while back and there was no way out of the dilemma I’d made for myself, except to end things. She didn’t understand it, but I was trying to protect her, to save her from potentially hating not only me, but someone she cared deeply for. 
 
    Disappointment washed over her face while she used her body to try and sway me into a different decision. I could feel her tits pressing on my chest and one of her knees rubbing between the inside of my legs. If I looked down I’d be able to see the crease of her cleavage and maybe even her hardened nipples poking out of the fabric of her top. Her bottom lip came out as she replied. “I know what you said, but –.” 
 
    She really thought that she could stop this from happening if we slept together. I had to give her points for confidence, that’s for sure. It wasn’t like she would have been wrong. Perry knew how I liked it and she never turned down the opportunity of trying out new things. 
 
    While concentrating on why I was there, I placed my finger over her lips to make her stop. At first she kissed it softly, but within a few seconds she had a hold of my wrist and was preparing to show me exactly what she was going to do to my cock if I decided to stay. “But nothin’! This thing between us is over. It was probably over before it even started. You know it just as much as I do.” I was full of shit and she wasn’t going to accept it. She wanted the real truth; the truth that I wasn’t able to give her. 
 
    Her eyes began to moisten as a new type of pleading continued. I watched black mascara leave a trail over her cheeks. She wiped it away with her fingers. “I saw this night going differently.” 
 
    My hands grabbed both of her arms. We made eye contact while I began to try to reassure her. “I told you before why we had to end things. This has nothin’ to do with you, Per. You’re so god damn sexy, and I’m tellin’ you the truth when I say it’s goin’ to hurt me more than it’s goin’ to hurt you.” Another jolt hit my dick.  
 
    “Then don’t do it.” Her lips had begun to tremble when she spoke. 
 
    I did feel bad for what I was doing. None of this was her fault. I certainly could have pretended to work things out just to be able to get a piece whenever I wanted it. All I had to do was say the word and we’d be in bed, having amazing makeup sex. 
 
    Instead, I was trying to do the right thing. What she didn’t know was what was keeping her from telling me to go to hell. If she’d found out that I’d slept with her sister while she was out of town, she wouldn’t be standing in front of me ready to spread her legs. 
 
    It wasn’t like I planned on cheating at all. It just happened. I’d been out with a couple buddies and she was there, dancing on top of the bar. I let her have fun for a while until she began to take off her clothes. Knowing that she’d more than likely mention to her sister that she’d seen me, I felt obligated to get her home safely. 
 
    Unfortunately, once she was alone in my truck things went from innocent to crazy in a matter of seconds. While trying to keep focused on the road, clothes were being removed and thrown out the window. Being that we lived so deep in the country, street lights were non-existent. There was no way that I could get out of the truck and locate everything in the pitch black.  
 
    In my defense I did try to fight her off. It was difficult to do that with one arm, while driving with the other. By the time I’d pulled over the truck, she was climbing on top of me shoving her tongue down my throat.  
 
    I could have stopped her, forced her off of me, and called her sister to straighten her out, but I didn’t. I took one look at her naked body, that dark hair falling over her shoulders and the way her ass felt against the palms of my hands, and I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
    I took her right there, with no regard for the consequences. 
 
    What started in the truck, ended up back at her place. We both felt like shit the next morning, and it was then that I knew I had to end things with Perry. I was raised to be respectful, and accepted that my mistakes would come with sacrifices. 
 
    I liked her, but not enough to live with the lie for however long it would last. Plus, I knew that her sister meant the world to her. Losing me was something that she could get over, but losing her sister was something I was trying to avoid from happening. Taking myself out of the equation was the right thing to do. 
 
    We’d been arguing about the decision to break up for the past hour. I’d planned on saying my peace and leaving, getting the breakup over with before my parent’s big party that was planned for the next day. I may have been a cheating asshole, but I was decent enough to not put her through a big event with my huge family when I knew all along we were going to break up.  
 
    Her cries were louder as she clung to my shirt. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “You don’t believe what?” 
 
    “The reason. We get along fine and you know it. This all started after I got back from Jamaica. Is that it? Are you breaking up with me because I went somewhere with my friends? Is there someone else?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I defended. 
 
    “Then what?” She got close to my face again and stared me in the eyes. I could see the hurt and distrust in them, and honestly felt terrible over it. I knew that while I was with her sister I never once thought about her, but instead enjoyed every minute of it. Sure, my alcohol consumption that night could have helped me get over that guilt hurdle quickly, but I still knew exactly what I was doing while it was happening.  
 
    Perry pushed me backwards until my knees caught the back of her couch. Before my ass hit the cushions, she was tugging off her shirt. I wanted her to stop, knowing that my anger was going to blow up shortly if this continued. She watched me while she let her shorts and underwear fall to her ankles.  
 
    I should have closed my eyes, looking away from the prize in front of me. Unlike her sister, her golden colored hair shined against the light of the ceiling fan above us. Her light blue eyes were surrounded by redness, and the pain and fear had left her looking desperate and confused. “Don’t climb –.” 
 
    Her body was in front of me, slowly moving onto my lap. She leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips. The taste of her salty mouth only reminded me of how much pain I’d caused her, though I couldn’t bring myself to stop. The hunger inside of me increased for her, and as our tongues collided and meshed together, I felt my dick taking control of my decision.  
 
    When I pulled away it gave me a few seconds to come to terms with the mistake I was about to make. As much as I wanted to, I knew I couldn’t let it happen. I turned my head, rejecting her next attempt for a kiss. I think she knew right then that I wasn’t going to let it happen anymore.  “Please. I love –.” 
 
    The mere mention of that word was enough to scare me away from any relationship that I’d had in the past. There hadn’t ever been time in my life for love. Perry had been the first woman that I’d considered getting serious with, and my actions had only personified the fact that I wasn’t ready. 
 
    With a determined look on my face, I pulled away and rested my forehead on hers. “I can’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She cupped my cheeks and waited for me to open my eyes and look at her. “One last time? Let me show you what you’re giving up. I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    The constant urge between my legs was giving me the go-ahead, while my mind fought with that decision tooth and nail. I picked Perry’s petite body up and sat her back down on the couch beside me. “Jesus, Per. I told you I can’t do this. Please don’t make this harder than it already is. I care about you, but it ain’t goin’ to work out. Enough is enough. I’ve got too much goin’ on in my life right now.” 
 
    “There’s always a reason, so if it isn’t me then you need to tell me what it is. I know you aren’t happy at home, but that has nothing to do with us. You can get another job while we’re still together. Just tell me.” She waited for me to reply, but I kept quiet. Perry turned, grabbing my shirt and shaking me. “Please, just tell me. Tell me why you don’t want me anymore. Give me a reason to let you walk away, because right now it hurts too much to think about.” 
 
    I covered my face with my hands, realizing that it would have been easier to do all of this over the phone like every other pussy my age would have done. “Would you just stop? I’m just not into this anymore. It’s old and I want out.” 
 
    I was lying through my teeth, avoiding the real truth to spare her heart for breaking even more. Why couldn’t women just let things go? Why did they have to keep digging for answers all of the time? 
 
    “You slept with someone else, didn’t you?” She sniffled and wiped her tears before continuing. “Who is she, Noah? Do I know her? Is it one of your old girlfriends? Is that why you won’t tell me? Did you fuck one of them while I was away? How could you do this to me? How could you?” she repeated. 
 
    Before I could deny anything she was saying the front door shut and we turned to see her sister standing there, looking at what was happening. She dropped a bag of groceries and looked to be in some kind of trance. She finally looked over at me and I attempted to shake my head, as a silent plea for her to stay quiet. I could see the words coming out of her mouth before I could hear them.  
 
    “Per, I’m so sorry. We didn’t mean for it to happen.” 
 
    And there it was. 
 
    She’d walked in hearing half of a sentence, seeing Perry a mess, and thought I’d told her sister that we’d slept together. Her apology was something that neither of us saw coming, and neither was the fist to my face that followed it.  I clenched my jaw as I stood up and turned to see her hauling ass toward her sister, knocking her on the foyer floor.  
 
    While a cat fight could be considered sexy, this was far from being that. I’d destroyed the friendship between these two sisters, just like I ruined everything else in my life.  
 
    Once I had Perry by the back of her hair, I slowly lifted her off of her sister, giving her enough time to grab her purse and leave.  When I released my hold on her, Perry fell to the floor and began to sob.  
 
    That’s probably where I should have walked out the door and changed my cell phone number. Instead, being the man I was, I crouched down and wrapped my arms around her. “I’m sorry, Per. It was an accident and I didn’t want it to turn out this way. I was tryin’ to avoid this exact thing from happenin’, darlin’.” 
 
    She turned and looked like she was possessed by the devil as she spoke. “Get out! GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY HOUSE!” 
 
    I made it to the door before a remote control hit the back of my head. When I turned I noticed her arm cocked back with something else to throw at me. I pointed my finger and then walked out before she could do it. 
 
    It took me a while to leave the parking lot of her apartment building, and even longer to call her sister to let her know what a huge mistake she’d made in assuming that I’d confessed our little secret. As much as it was selfish, I was glad that it was no longer my burden to keep. I had enough on my plate to deal with, and the sooner I took care of everything, the sooner I could figure out what I wanted to do with my life, because god knows I didn’t want to work on the ranch anymore. I just needed to figure out how to tell my family, without it blowing up in my face, like this had. 
 
    After all, at the end of the day I knew family was the most important thing in life. Without them I was nothing, so I had to find a way to break free without destroying my relationship with them.  
 
    There had to be a way. 
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                Noah 
 
      
 
    There’s nothing like falling asleep and having a dream about a sexy brunette with her legs wrapped around my waist, naked and ready for what I’m about to give her. I knew I was sleeping, because this particular woman had a knack for talking too much. This moment was too perfect to be real.  
 
    In my dream her eyes, a crazy bright blue, were gleaming at me with entice. Her lips still wet from where her own tongue had stroked over them. I could still see the hint of glitter from the gloss she’d been wearing before our kissing rubbed it off. I licked my own and tasted the flavor of strawberry. Highlighted curls hung down to where her tank top met her skin, which happened to be extremely close to her nipples. I knew from being with her in the past that she had a set of tits worth memorizing, with matching silver dollar nipples that I’d sucked on more times than I could count.  
 
    We were right there, ready to seal the deal when I sat up in my bed and looked around the room.  
 
    Pissed, I narrowed in on what had disturbed such an awesome dream. 
 
    It only took a few seconds to realize that I’d woken to the sound of someone beating on the door. Ever since I’d decided to stay in the old doublewide at the back of the ranch I never got visitors, especially in the middle of the night.  
 
    Until now. 
 
    I looked around the room for the brunette, just to make sure that I hadn’t been dreaming about the sound. Sure enough, I heard the knocking again. My feet fell to the floor and I wiped my eyes, discovering the clock on the bedside table read three-fifteen. Since I knew my phone was on, I couldn’t for the life of me figure out who it was. 
 
    Instinct should have told me that there was something wrong. Maybe I should have known that it would be her all-along. Out of anyone in my life, she’d always come running to me first. I’d always been that one person she could count on. 
 
    After making my way to the back kitchen door, I flipped on the exterior light. One glance allowed me to verify who’d woken me up. My stomach dropped when she looked up and I saw the makeup smeared over her cheeks. Even in the dim light it was that apparent. I opened the door quickly, moving out of the way as she rushed in. Perhaps I should have not been so blunt, but this wasn’t the first time she’d coming running to the ranch. Here lately she’d been calling more, complaining about the same thing each time. “What the hell? Tell me you finally broke up with that piece of shit, Bells?” My cousin wasn’t just family, she’d been my best friend for as long as I could remember, probably since before we were old enough to know what that meant. Living in different states never stopped our connection. She knew all of my secrets and I knew hers. She was that one person that nobody else came before. Seeing her in pain broke my heart. 
 
    She fell into my chest and wasn’t able to answer as her sobs completely overwhelmed her. I held her tight and thought back to the first time she’d called me crying. Even though they’d been a couple for a long time, since their senior year in high school, her boyfriend wasn’t as serious as my cousin wanted him to be.  
 
    I held her tight in my arms, content with the fact that I’d do just about anything to take away her pain, including beating the shit out of his scrawny ass. He’d cheated and lied so many times, but she never learned. “Bells, you know you can’t keep doin’ this to yourself.” 
 
    “I know,” she snapped. It was the confirmation that I needed. Her boyfriend was the culprit. 
 
    “You also shouldn’t be drivin’ this late all messed up.” 
 
    “I couldn’t go home to my parents. Besides, they’ll all be here in the morning. Do you really think I could ride in a car with them or my grandparents for all that time? Look at me. They’d know and drill me until I told them. I just knew I couldn’t do it. There’s no way I could deal with Jake or Jax.  Mom would know immediately, and she’d tell Dad.” She pushed herself out of my arms and walked over to the sink to wash her face. I grabbed some paper towels and handed them to her as she turned off the faucet.  
 
    The whole family was coming to the ranch for a surprise anniversary party for my parents. Since the actual date was still months away, they had no idea they were being ambushed with a celebration, instead of a plain old visit.  
 
    My cousin continued. “Home is the first place he’ll look. Besides, you and I both know that if my dad finds out what he’s done, he’ll kill him. He just about promised it the last time he caught us fightin’.” 
 
    I wanted to snicker at the comment. Isabella was my first cousin. We’d grown up being the best of friends. I’d protect her with my life, especially from scumbag boyfriends that didn’t have any business getting into her pants. Although she acted like she didn’t need it to her parents, I was always the shoulder she could cry on. 
 
    “What’d he do this time?” 
 
    She sniffled. “I found a ton of messages on his phone from that same girl. Apparently his friend Jeb never even existed. Instead he’s been spendin’ his nights in bed with Jen. All those nights I felt bad that he was workin’ so hard. This whole time he’s been bangin’ some whore. Let me get my hands on her and I’ll shove my foot so far up her snatch that she’ll never be able to have sex again.” 
 
    She took a deep breath while I clenched my jaw to prevent from laughing at her explanation of what she’d like to do to the girl. “I think the blame should be on him, Bells. He’s the one who can’t keep his dick in his pants.” 
 
    She shook her head. “They grew up together. She was his first.” 
 
    Right away I saw her changing her attitude so that she would be able to forgive him again. It pissed me off so much, because I knew things would never change. As long as she was letting him get away with it, he’d keep doing it. In my experience, she was giving him the best of both worlds. Sure, she’d be mad for a time, but then he’d come crying back at the right moment and somehow earn a spot back in her good graces. This wasn’t anything recent either. Through college they’d been on again off again, never able to call it quits or settling down. “I just can’t believe he did this shit right before the big party. Everyone’s goin’ to wonder why he’s not here. What am I supposed to tell them?” 
 
    “The truth. You say he was a loser and you dumped his stupid ass.” 
 
    She covered her face. “Maybe I’m just a shitty girlfriend. Maybe I smother him.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just a douche. Look, Bells, you’ve been a good girlfriend. I think it’s time you realized that there’s other guys out there that would treat you better.” 
 
    She pulled her hands away from her face and let out an air-filled laugh. “Don’t even go there, cuz. You forget that I know your secrets. If you’ve taught me anything, it’s that you can’t trust a man.” 
 
    “That ain’t true.” I don’t know why it offended me so much. “Just because I don’t want a serious relationship don’t mean that men can’t be faithful. It’s a choice. Do you really think your daddy, or even mine would consider strayin’? You know they wouldn’t.” 
 
    “They’re old, though. Who knows what they did when they were our age?” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed. Knowing for a fact that my dad was crazy about my mom, I knew there was hope for mankind after all. Sure, I was shameless, picking up women for a good time without a single call afterwards. It filled my need and left me without the stress of having to impress someone twenty-four-seven. I needed freedom, and it was for that reason that I was living in an old double-wide instead of with my parents or at the main ranch house on the property with my grandmother.  
 
           I wasn’t the type of man to deal well with people ordering me around, especially my father. Just because my family thought I’d be the next person in line to run the ranch, didn’t mean it was going to happen. Sure, ever since I’d finished college, well the two years that I attended, I’d done nothing else but help run the ranch. There hadn’t been a single day that I didn’t wonder if there was something else out there that I’d enjoy more. For now I was stuck, and as long as I had my space I’d be all right with it. 
 
    “I ain’t goin’ to argue with you about this right now, Bells. I’m tired and I need to get up early.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t know where else to go.” 
 
    While following her to the living room, I scratched my head. “Well, you’re always welcome to stay here. You know that. Out of anyone alive on this earth you’re the only person I’d be okay livin’ with.” Imagining living with a woman, who I was in a relationship with, was like hitting my own hand with a hammer. I’d avoid it at all costs. 
 
    She looked over at me with those big, bright green eyes that we both   inherited from our parents. “I was hopin’ that you’d say that. I’m tired of North Carolina, Noah. I need to get away from everyone.” 
 
    “I feel ya. As big as our family is, sometimes they just need to mind their business.” I sat down next to my cousin and put my arm around her. “You know, my mom’s been tellin’ me to get a woman to clean up after me and wash my clothes. Now I don’t need to go lookin’.” 
 
    She shoved me away and finally gave me a hint of a snicker. “Shut up! I’ll never be your maid, Noah Mitchell.” She over-annunciated my name. “You need to find someone else that is willing to touch your dirty boxers. You keep forgettin’ that I know some of the shit you get yourself in to. There ain’t no way I’m messin’ around with your drawers.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well then that might be a deal breaker, Isabella Mitchell.” She hated her full name being called out and rolled her eyes immediately. 
 
    I always got a kick out of picking on her. While we’d been around the same height as kids, she’d stop growing around the age of fourteen. Being that petite, she wasn’t exactly someone that I looked at as strong, both mentally and physically. Since I stood a strong six-four, I towered over her tiny frame. 
 
    “Oh shut up. You know you miss me like crazy.” The room got quiet for a second. “Now I just have to tell my parents.” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed that I wasn’t fully alert until she’d made that statement. “Don’t tell me you’re doin’ it this weekend. Bells, you can’t ruin my parent’s anniversary party. Please, just wait until the family heads home. Promise me.” 
 
    She let her head fall against my arm and sadly replied. “Okay. I promise.” 
 
    As she closed her eyes I stared out into the kitchen. My cousin Bells living with me wouldn’t be so bad. Dealing with her drama and my unhappiness with my own life was going to be the deal breaker. “If he shows up I’m kickin’ his ass. You know that right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m countin’ on it.” 
 
      
 
    I woke up later with a heavy feel to my arm. My cousin was sound asleep with her feet tucked up on the other end of the couch. I slid myself off of the furniture and covered her up before heading in my room and climbing on my bed, though sleep wouldn’t come.  
 
    My mind was filled with what ifs.  My cousin showing up had only reminded me of how I’d been denying my own happiness. Something had to give. If I didn’t respect my parents so much I would have left a long time ago. They couldn’t hold me down forever and expect me to marry and raise my family on the farm without other options. Life felt forced. It wasn’t fair when I was a kid, and certainly not as an adult. Not one person had ever asked me what I wanted to do with my life.  
 
    Not one.  
 
    The older I got the more I knew I needed to have a talk with my parents. Obviously I wasn’t my father, and the sooner everyone realized that the better my life would become. 
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                 Noah 
 
      
 
    Being an early riser, I woke up before daylight and found my cousin on the couch, exactly where I’d left her only hours before. She’d kicked off the cover and was on her stomach appearing to have been trying to keep warm. After tapping on her back, and waiting for her to sit up, I picked her up and carried her to my bed. There were other rooms, but she’d need to be comfortable. The family would be coming into town, and I knew I could lock my bedroom door and keep them from bothering her, for at least a little while. 
 
    Bells smiled at me when I covered her up. “Your sheets better not be crusty, cuz.” 
 
    I snickered. “Like I would tell you.” 
 
    “You’re sick!” She nestled her head against my goose-down pillow and closed her eyes. “I still love you though.” 
 
    I grabbed my keys off the dresser and headed out of the room. “Sleep in, Bells. You know where to find us later on. And if I catch you callin’ that asshole, I’m goin’ to beat you with a willow switch.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” 
 
    “You better not find out.” A pillow came flying toward me. 
 
    “Get out of here!” 
 
    I don’t know why, but I felt more protective of her sometimes than I did my own sisters. It was probably because Christian never needed me to be a big brother. She was sort of quiet, didn’t talk to boys, and spent most of her time buried in a book. Addy was the one that I was soon going to worry about. She’d just had her fifteenth birthday and was already giving our dad indigestion. She was constantly having her phone taken away, and most of the time she deserved a lot worse. A few weeks ago she’d come to me and asked if I could get her and her friends alcohol that they could keep hidden in the barn.  
 
    She was pissed at me for saying no, but I knew there would be hell to pay if I’d done it. The thing was, I think if Christian would have asked me, I probably would have been okay with it, as long as I could chaperone. Unlike Addy, she refused to party and socialize, putting all of her focus on education and some big picture. 
 
    Christian was the lucky one. She didn’t have my dad forcing her into a career that she didn’t want. In fact, they’d already gone and looked at colleges far away, in hopes of my sister enrolling in some kind of Marine Biology major. I would have given my left nut to go away to college and do something else with my future. 
 
    At least they could say one child made it somewhere big, if she succeeded, because Addy wasn’t going anywhere at the rate she was going. Just the weekend before our mom had found out that she’d spent the night where she wasn’t supposed to be. Instead of being at her friend’s house, she’d gone and stayed with a group of kids, including her boyfriend. My mom had found pictures she’d taken of herself on her computer and had to take that away, too. Then they had to put a password on the WIFI so that she couldn’t access the Internet. It was getting worse by the day. Bells and I had a fifty dollar bet going that she’d be pregnant by age sixteen and forced to live with my Grandma.  
 
    Maybe she just did it to rebel. My dad was a hard-ass. He’d push us to be our best, but only when it was with something he approved. Either he’d given up, or he was going soft in his older age, because there is no way in all of Hell that he’d allow me to do the things Addy got away with. 
 
    I found my dad in the back pasture with a thermos of coffee in his hand. He was reading some kind of blueprint when I walked up and I watched him tip his hat like he was already sweating. “Mornin’.” 
 
    “Late night?” 
 
    I shrugged. “No. Why would you say that?” 
 
    “I seen a car parked outside your place this mornin’.” 
 
    I knew I probably shouldn’t have opened the can of worms so early, but I didn’t feel like hearing my dad’s shit about priorities and weekdays. “Bells is here.” 
 
    He nudged his head and acknowledged silently that he’d been mistaken. I wasn’t hooking up in the middle of the night when I knew I had a heavy day the following morning. “I thought she was comin’ with everyone else.” 
 
    I shrugged. “She said that ridin’ in a car with her brothers is like gettin’ needles stuck in her eyes.” 
 
    Jake and Jax were bad. Co-captains of the football team in high school, and even better at baseball, they strived to get on the nerves of anyone around them. Since college I hadn’t seen them much. They’d both decided to stay in North Carolina and it was a good thing. My uncle Ty had them working on the ranch on weekends and breaks. I honestly don’t know how Bells was able to put up with them the way she did. Maybe she was just immune to their antics. 
 
    Surprisingly, Jake had a girlfriend that he obsessed over, while his twin didn’t want anything to do with being tied down. He often bragged about getting laid, like it was something he deserved a trophy for. I remembered going through that when I was still in school.  For me it was easy. I’d always looked older than I was and the ladies told me that my green eyes drove them nuts. I suppose there were a few times when I used my looks to my advantage. I sure as hell knew I wasn’t ugly, so why not? 
 
    “Your mom wanted to know if you’d be alright if they stayed with you. We’ve got a full house. I think Uncle Conner said they are stayin’ over at Grandma’s house.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Boy, don’t act like there’s no room. You and I both know there’s plenty.” 
 
    I shook my head and put my hands on my hips as I replied. “It ain’t that. I just think Bells wants to be away from them.” 
 
    “That ain’t my problem.” 
 
    I turned away from him and mumbled something under my breath, “Asshole.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said nothin’. Are we goin’ to work today, or stand around talkin’?” 
 
    In the past few years my dad and I had brawled on occasion. It freaked my mom out and I hated to see her so upset. For me, it was like a stress reliever. My dad wasn’t the easiest guy to deal with. He was set in his ways and left no room for change, whatsoever. “I heard what you said, Noah.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear shit.” 
 
    “Boy.” 
 
    Before he could slam me, I held up my hands. “Seriously, the family is comin’. Let’s just get all this done so we can enjoy the weekend.” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head, finally looking down at the blue prints again. 
 
    “I’m thinkin’ that we need to tear down the feeding facility in zone one and rebuild closer to zone two. These were drawn up last week. Take a look and tell me what you think?” 
 
    I moved closer to him, secretly wondering if he was going to punch me in the arm for getting smart with him. My dad was still strong from working the farm everyday, but he didn’t lift weights like me. If I wanted to I knew I could take him. The design was similar to what we already had – another reminder of him keeping things the same. “Looks fine to me. Are we buildin’ it or havin’ someone come in and do it.” 
 
    He started putting his work gloves back on. “I think this time I’m goin’ to pay to have it done.” 
 
    That was a relief. He’d wait until the hottest or coldest day of the year and decided that was the time to start. “So, why are you even tellin’ me?” 
 
    “You know why. This is going to be all your responsibility. Your mother’s really gettin’ on my ass since I took that fall. When I was your age I was runnin’ it all.” 
 
    “Dad, I –.” 
 
    “I get that it’s a lot bigger, but we got good workers to help you manage. I can still handle the finances of it. All you need to do is focus on the labor.” 
 
    My head was starting to pound. I knew it was the worst time to mention it again, but something in me was itching and I had to spat it out. “What if this ain’t what I want to do?” 
 
    “Boy, we’ve talked about this. Now get your ass out there and do your rounds.” 
 
    I stood still and looked him right in the eyes. “I’m not you, dad. This ain’t my forever.” 
 
    “The hell it ain’t. I’ve spent my whole life makin’ this ranch what it is, and that’s what your granddaddy did for me. You’ll learn to like it.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” I whispered as I turned around and started walking away. 
 
    “Dinner’s at six,” he yelled. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and kept moving, knowing that once again I’d gotten nowhere with him. 
 
    By lunchtime my mood hadn’t changed. I stopped by my place to grab something to eat and check on Bells. She was fresh out of the shower and on her phone. I could see it on her face that she’d already forgiven the prick.  
 
    She gave me a dirty look when I shook my head at her. 
 
    “Babe, I got to go. Noah just walked in.” She looked right at me. “Yeah, I love you, too. See you tonight.” 
 
    I didn’t care if she hadn’t hung up yet. “What the fuck, Bells?” 
 
    “Don’t start, and don’t you dare threaten to beat me with a switch.” 
 
    “You seriously have a problem. There’s a ton of men out there that would treat you right. Why do you keep goin’ back and lettin’ him mess you up?” 
 
    “Because we love each other. You wouldn’t understand. When’s the last time you’ve been in love with someone other than yourself?” She hugged her knees after pulling her feet up on the couch. Her blow was low to my ego, but then again Bells knew exactly how to push my buttons. 
 
    “You’re bein’ a bitch!” She was my cousin and I could call her that and not feel bad about it. “I’ve had a shitty mornin’. You’re lucky I give a shit about you enough to still be around. Don’t judge me for my relationships when you fuck yours up the way you do.” 
 
    “How did I fuck things up? I’m a good girlfriend.” She stood up and got in my face. 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and looked down at her. “Just because I don’t want to get serious doesn’t mean I can’t love. After seein’ how your relationship works I don’t feel the need to be in one.” 
 
    The door swung open and a cocky voice made us look in the direction of the kitchen. “You two sound like a married couple. Maybe you should just commit incest and get it over with.” Jax smiled at his comment. I let go of my cousin’s shoulders and walked back out of the house, after nudging my cousin hard into the wall. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” he yelled through the cracked back door. 
 
    This weekend was going to test my nerves for sure. Between dealing with my dad, playing counselor to Bells and dealing with the twins in my house, I was going to need to drink, heavily. 
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                     Noah 
 
      
 
    Bells found me near the old willow tree at the far end of the pasture. It was a far walk unless you were on a golf cart or a horse. Even though my father had wanted to sell them, we still had a few horses that my sisters rode on occasion. The biggest one was named Oz. It had been a while since I’d ridden him, but I knew it would get me away from everyone else. With a bottle of whiskey in my satchel, I took him out in hopes for some peace and quiet. 
 
    “I knew I’d find you out here. Maybe you should answer your phone from time to time.” She climbed off and led the smaller female horse named, Puddles, over to tie her up. “It would have saved me the hassle of saddlin' this one up. She’s tough to deal with.” 
 
    “She doesn’t like to be ridden anymore, that’s why.” I took a swig of my dark colored beverage and looked out at the woods. 
 
    My cousin plopped down beside me and grabbed the bottle from my hand. She took a few sips and handed back, while scrunching up her face. “That is awful.” 
 
    “It does the job.” 
 
    “So you’re tryin’ to get drunk? That’s real classy with the whole family here.” 
 
    “If you’re here to give me shit you can just turn your little ass around and go back to the house.” As much as I missed her, I wasn’t in any condition to hear her giving me advice. 
 
    “What is your problem? I know it’s not just me. You forget I know you better than that.” 
 
    I covered my head with my hands and closed my eyes. “I don’t want to be here anymore, Bells. I need to get the hell off of this ranch.” 
 
    “You mean tonight? We can go out –.” 
 
    “Not just tonight.” I looked over at her. “For good. I’m so fuckin’ sick of it here.” 
 
    I’d mentioned it to her before, but I don’t think she’d ever believed me. Usually it was after some heated discussion with my dad, where I just needed to vent.  
 
    “This again?” 
 
    I stood up and walked away from her. The rustle of the dried grass let me know she was following behind. “Just stay out of it. I’ll wait until you all leave to tell my parents.” 
 
    Her hand grabbed my arm at the elbow. I turned to face her, feeling disturbed and unwilling to explain my reasoning any further. “Where are you goin’ to go?” 
 
    Our eyes met and I could see concern in hers. “Bells, no matter where I go you’ll always be welcome. I ain’t goin’ far. I just want more for my life. I’m tired of bein’ told what to do. Maybe I want to build houses, or work in an office.” 
 
    “You’re bein’ ridiculous, you know you don’t want that.” She was right. Those jobs sounded horrible. 
 
    “Maybe I do. Has anyone ever asked me? No! They haven’t. This family is so fuckin’ one-sided. I ain’t doin’ this same old shit anymore.” I took off my baseball cap and wiped the sweat off my forehead. “I ain’t yellin’ at you, Bells.” 
 
    “I know.” Her arms wrapped around me and she let her head fall on my chest. “I’m sorry about earlier though. I guess I’ve got my own problems too. Ever  since college ended all I hear about is what I’m goin’ to do next.” 
 
    “I’d still like the damn opportunity to be able to have a choice. Do you know how hard it is to wake up every day and know that someone has your future planned out for you? I’m sick of it. This shouldn’t be up to my dad or even my grandmother. My dad thinks that since he was cool about runnin’ the ranch, I will be too. That’s bullshit. I’m not him.” As the words escaped my lips I realized that I’d raised my voice.  
 
    Bells stared at me with wide eyes. “As pissed as we both know he’s goin’ to be, you can’t NOT say anything, Noah.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I was tryin’ to find the right time to do it.” 
 
    She let out a sigh. “There’s probably not goin’ to be a good time to talk to him. I know you’re pissed, but you takin’ over the ranch means everything to your dad. He’s not going to be calm and collected.” 
 
    There had been plenty of times where I wanted to bring it up. He had to know I was miserable. I hadn’t kept it a secret. “Yeah, I’m aware of that. It ain’t like there’s ever goin’ to be a good time.” 
 
    “Noah, please don’t get mad at me for askin, but are you sure this ain’t just you rebellin’? I mean, are you goin’ to turn around and realize that this is where you belong, after it’s too late?” 
 
    “Bells, trust me. I know what I’m doin’.” 
 
    The words were said with confidence as they left my lips, but somewhere inside of me my heart was telling me something completely different. I’d fought with myself over them each and every night. I wasn’t exactly sure why, because I knew I wasn’t happy. It was just there, buried deep inside where nobody else would ever know. 
 
    Bells and I enjoyed the sun setting and the sounds of nature all around us. We’d talked about many things, but finally she asked something that I wasn’t sure I had an answer for. I guess I just hadn’t thought that far ahead to even consider it. 
 
    “Noah, what are you goin’ to do if your dad tells you that you have to leave? I know he’s your family, but we both get how strict he is. Have you considered that he’s goin’ to be so pissed that he tells you to leave the ranch?” 
 
    “I don’t think my mom would let that happen, Bells. If anyone can calm down my dad it’s her.” 
 
    “Just promise me one thing.” She looked right at me, as if her question was extremely important. “Promise me that if things get heated you’ll walk away and cool down. I don’t want to see what happened last time. This weekend is goin’ to be so special for your parents. I know you. When you get a plan churning in that head of yours, you take matters into your own hands. I know you’re not goin’ to wait until after everyone leaves. You rollin’ around in the dirt with Jake wasn’t cool. You could have avoided it.” 
 
    It annoyed me that she’d said that about me. If I’d ever been anything in my life it was devoted. “You have a good point, and I will respect it, this time. I won’t ruin their party. Contrary to what y’all might think, I do love my parents. It ain’t like I look for reasons to sabotage their happiness.” 
 
    She laughed. “You took that the wrong way, cuz.” 
 
    I nudged her, knocking her down in the grass. “Well then learn how to say it right, dammit. I don’t have time to decipher your English.” 
 
      
 
    With just a crack of sunlight left to see with, we gathered the horses and rode back to the barn. I noticed my little sister, Addy, and my cousins, Josh, and Callie standing behind one of the out buildings. At first glance they weren’t doing anything wrong.  They were all close enough in age where it wasn’t like one was leading the other. 
 
    Bells put her hand up for me to stop walking toward them. “Did you see that?” She backed us up behind a large John Deere tractor that was sitting perfectly between the barn and other building. “I saw smoke.” 
 
    I started to move and she grabbed a hold of my arm. “Wait! Do you remember us smoking for the first time, on this very ranch?” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    She pulled me back again. “How so? We were younger then they are, Noah. Stop actin’ all big and bad.” 
 
    That instance the hint of marijuana filled my nostrils. “Son of a bitch!” I easily pulled out of my cousin’s hold and headed in their direction. Though still far enough away, I could see my cousin, Josh dropping the joint on the ground and standing on it, hiding the evidence. He was the youngest out of all of the kids, so he definitely had no business sneaking around. 
 
    Their faces were priceless, all looking as if they were going to go to jail. Footsteps tromping behind me let me know that Bells was high on my tail. “What are you three doin’?” 
 
    Josh put his head down. My sister Addy spoke up, taking the lead like she always did. “We were hangin’ out. What’s it to you, Noah?” For a teenager, I had to give her points for having lady balls. That kid would stand up to anyone. 
 
    I pointed at her face. “Do you have any idea what dad would do if he caught you out here smokin’ pot?” 
 
    She motioned for me to walk back the way we came from. “Mind your own business, Noah. You ain’t dad.” 
 
    In that moment I felt overcome by anger. I grabbed a chunk of her hair and yanked her away from everyone else. “I may not be your father, but I’m as close to it as you can get. Get your ass back to the house before I tell everyone what you three are back here doin’.” 
 
    She pulled away from me, getting up in my face the best she could being a foot shorter. “You’ve got no proof, and besides, you wouldn’t dare be a dick like that.” 
 
    I leaned forward, almost touching her face with mine. “Little girl, don’t you dare lie to me. I’m goin’ to give you one more chance to walk away, or I’m goin’ to kick your little ass myself.” 
 
    My sister punched me in the gut, then huffed and puffed toward the house. Her fist had done nothing but knock the wind briefly out of me. “You better not let me catch you again, Addy.” 
 
    She turned with her hand on her hip. “Or what? You goin’ to tell on me? I’m so scared,” She said as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What is wrong with you? Are you still pissed about the party I wouldn’t let you have?” 
 
    “You’re the lamest brother on the planet. Get out of my face, Noah.” She motioned for me to walk away. “Seriously, give me a freakin’ break.” 
 
    I watched her walk up the porch steps and go into the house. I wasn’t a dick. Telling my parents wasn’t something I’d do, not unless I had to. 
 
    While I’d been privately dealing with my sister, Bells was handling our other cousins. She came back to join me once they’d all left. Afterwards she picked up the joint, brushed it off and smiled, I knew exactly what she was planning on doing.  
 
    She lifted it up to her lips and lit it with a lighter. “Where’d you get that?” 
 
    “I took it from them. If they don’t have a lighter they can’t smoke.” 
 
    She handed me the joint and let the smoke out of her mouth. “You’re evil.” 
 
    I’d always  been anti drugs, but marijuana wasn’t exactly considered a drug, per se. Plus, I needed something to take the edge off of my stress. I took a hit and passed it back.  
 
    “Stop lookin’ around. We’re adults, Noah. We can do what we want.” 
 
    I started laughing loudly and coughing at the same time. “No, we really can’t.” 
 
    She hunched over, giggling even harder. We both knew we weren’t stoned yet, so this was just us blowing off steam, getting silly because we were both so annoyed with our lives. Suddenly, she stood up and looked at me. “Do you really want me to move in with you?” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes for a second, wondering what it would be like to live with a woman. I’d wondered about having a live-in girlfriend and never wanted it, but this was different. Bells was my family and I knew that out of anyone in the universe I’d want it to be her. Besides, she’d be cool if I didn’t come home, or even if I brought someone home with me. Sure, she’d be opinionated, and probably never like a single female that walked through the door, but that was what she did anyway. “Yeah, it would be cool.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you two doing?” I recognized both the look of horror on Bells face and the sound of her father’s voice.  She handed me the joint inconspicuously, but it was obvious what we’d been doing. 
 
    “Hey, Dad. When’d you get here?” 
 
    My uncle Ty began to laugh. “I came out to bust Josh and his sister, and I find you two instead. We could smell that shit from the front porch. Noah, what the fuck did I tell you about pressuring my little girl into drugs and other illegal activities?” 
 
    I looked at Bells and she smiled. “Sorry. We were just reminscin’ that’s all. Come on, Dad, I know all about your party days. You probably still do it with uncle Conner.” 
 
    Uncle Ty was a crazy man. Growing up he’d taught me how to be funny, mischievous, and also that no matter what I did, there’d be a time to grow up and be responsible. “Back in the day I did a lot of things. If your mother caught me out here smoking dope with our daughter she’d cut my balls off and grill them as an appetizer. Put that shit away. There’s kids here that look up to you. You know better.” 
 
    Maybe we should have told him that we’d gotten it from the kids, but it seemed stupid to get them in trouble when we were adults. 
 
    “Dad, wait up!” Bells went running over toward him. “Don’t be mad at me. It was just for fun. Neither of us do it everyday.” 
 
    I smiled, watching Bells kiss up to her father. Aside from me, he was who she’d always turned to. Their relationship had begun on the day she was born. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t her biological father.  She’d never have another dad, or want one.  
 
    I watched her kiss him on the cheek and walk back toward me. “We need to go to the main house and help out. I covered for our asshole cousins this time.” 
 
    “I was thinkin’ he was going to bend you over his knee and whip your ass.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and giggled. “Fat chance. He’s never beat me before. I’m his princess.” 
 
    I put my arm around her. “You really take advantage of that, Bells. It’s kind of pathetic.” 
 
    “Hater!” 
 
    “He won’t be walkin’ away smilin’ when you tell him you’re movin’ to Kentucky.” 
 
    She stopped walking and looked down at the ground. Instantly her mood had changed. “I know.” 
 
    “We should tell them our plans together. I know you’re goin’ to say it’s a bad idea, but I think if we’re all together as a family it would be safer, for at least a little while.” 
 
    “Hell no! I’m not makin’ a family announcement like that. You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll tell them first and then I’ll add your news.” 
 
    “Don’t!” 
 
    “We’ll be fine. Trust me.” 
 
    I could tell from the look on her face that trusting me was going to be impossible. Maybe it was the marijuana making me feel brave, or maybe it was just having her by my side to do it. Whatever it was, I was determined that I wasn’t going to keep her promise and wait until the party was over. My dad needed to know that I wanted something more with my life. He needed to understand that I was serious this time. I wasn’t going to live this way anymore.  
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                     Noah 
 
      
 
    Chaos. 
 
    That’s what happened when the family got everyone together in one place. Although the kids were now at least teens, it was still loud and unpredictable. While everyone waited for my mom and dad to show up at my grandmother’s house, I silently thought about how I was going to approach my dad. This was a long time coming and I was positive that if I did it while everyone was around, I’d at least have a few people on my side, supporting my decision. 
 
    Bells was going to be pissed. 
 
    The room became silent when my aunt Amy announced that they’d pulled up. Everyone hid in the kitchen and waited for them to appear. Slowly but surely, they walked in, talking to each other the whole time, having no clue that this was actually a surprise for them. Since their anniversary wasn’t anywhere near this particular date, they had no inkling. 
 
    My dad approached me first. He put his hand on my shoulder and pulled me in for a hug. “This was real nice, Noah. I know you had to help with it.” 
 
    I nodded as he pulled away. “It was nothin’. I just did what everyone told me.” 
 
    “Well I appreciate it and everything you do, for that matter.” Great, he was making me feel guilty already. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and said nothing as he walked away. Of all the times for him to thank me it had to be when I was preparing to tell him that I didn’t want this life anymore. I just couldn’t bring myself to understand why I was feeling so guilty. 
 
    It took a while for my mother to make her way over to where I was standing. She’d been thanking everyone and chatting, while making eye contact with me the whole time. It was weird of her to be so attentive toward me, especially since the whole family was around.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, she was a great mother, the best I could have ever asked for. I knew she didn’t give birth to me, but that meant nothing, not after everything we’d been through.  
 
    After the accident and hospital stay, which I don’t really remember, the police took me to this building where a woman from Social Services came and sat with me. I was  scared and cried for my birth mother, Krista, over and over again. I was almost four and didn’t understand that my birth mother wasn’t coming back. I was too young to perceive the concept of death.  
 
    All they could tell me was that my mother was in a better place. 
 
    There were days when I wished that I couldn’t remember; times in my life that I wished I’d forgotten forever. That was definitely one of those times.  
 
    I owed Savanna my life, and although I was very young, I remember the day that I met her for the first time, when Social Services brought me to the door of my dad’s house. It wasn’t his fault that he never knew about me, and I’m sure the adjustment was hard on both of them, my mom especially. She’d been through a terrible ordeal after being abducted, and losing a baby. Yet she still welcomed me with open arms. When I was younger she used to tell me I saved her too. I’ll never forget that, or her smile on that first day.  
 
    Even though most of it was a blur, meeting my dad and his wife were vivid. I remembered the way her eyes narrowed in on me when I came into her view. I could still recall the way she bent down to be on my level and spoke to me with her angelic voice, giving me so much hope when I felt completely alone and afraid.  
 
    We’d had our share of disagreements, but at the end of the day I knew she was meant to raise me and be my mother. It was hard to explain, maybe because I’d been so young. I didn’t have memories of my birth mother, so I had nothing to compare Savanna to. All I knew was that she’d been there for me, and I loved her more than I would ever be able to express. I was blood to her, the same as both of my sisters. She never treated me like I didn’t belong to her. 
 
    Her arms wrapped around me and her words vibrated against my cheek. “I can’t believe you kept this from us.” 
 
    I pulled away and smiled. “You made it hard at times, Mom.” 
 
    “I had no idea. This was a complete surprise.” We both looked around the room at how many of their friends and family had shown up to celebrate their big milestone. “It still feels like I just met your father. I can’t believe it’s been twenty years.” She looked directly at me. “It’s still hard to accept that you’re a grown man. I still remember when you were that little boy with his father’s eyes.” 
 
    “I was just thinkin’ about that, and about the impact that you’ve had on my life.” For some reason just standing there with my mother reminiscing was getting to me. “I’m real glad I’ve got you in my life, Mom. Thanks for puttin’ up with Dad for so long.” 
 
    We both laughed.  
 
    “He’s not hard to deal with.” I looked over at her wondering why she’d take up for him. Then I noticed her winking and giggle. “Okay, maybe he has his moments. He’s still a good man, though. I wouldn’t trade a single day with him, or with you for that matter. We are so blessed. I know you don’t always see eye to eye, but your dad loves you, Noah. He loves all of you kids.” 
 
    I looked over at my father, who was laughing about something with my two uncles, Ty and Conner. He’d always lightened up when they were together it seemed. It also could have been that he just wasn’t on my back about things while they were around. 
 
    I turned to give my attention to my mother, who was watching my aunt Miranda approach. She wrapped her arms around me and I leaned down to let her kiss me on the cheek. “I thought boys were supposed to stop growin’ once they reached eighteen.” 
 
    Her comment was overused, but I still managed to smile and act like it was some kind of compliment, for my mother’s sake. “It must be from all Mom’s cookin’.” 
 
    I caught her smile and winked back at my mother. “If you ladies will excuse me, I need to go talk to Bells.” 
 
    I found my cousin sitting on the couch looking down at her phone. She was texting that asshole again, I just knew it. “We’re supposed to be havin’ a good time.” 
 
    She looked over at me. “If I’m really goin’ to consider movin’ in here, I need to tell him. He deserves to know that I’m done with him.” 
 
    I sat down next to her and looked around the room. My cousins were standing in their regular clicks. Christian was by herself, while Josh, Cammie, Callie, Cassie and my sister Addy were all together. Jake and Jax were approaching my sister and I noticed that they were doing it so she wouldn’t notice them coming. Before I could realize what was about to happen, I watched a cupcake full of icing smashing into my sister’s face. I stood up immediately. “Those little fuckers.” 
 
    Bells followed behind me as I started hustling toward them. “Noah, hold up. They’re just playin’ around.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t as close as his brother Jax. I was able to grab him by the shirt and pulled him back towards me. “You think you’re funny?” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw a white haired lady coming at me. She grabbed my hand and removed it from my younger cousin. “I’ll take care of them, Noah. You go back over there and sit down.” 
 
    “Gram, they need to apologize to Christian.” When I pointed to my sister I noticed she was steady wiping the icing off of her face.  
 
    Red and blue icing had already smeared all over her light yellow dress. “It’s ruined. They ruined my favorite dress. Assholes!” The look on her face let me know that she wasn’t going to be satisfied with any kind of punishment our sweet grandmother could make. They needed to learn a  lesson and I was going to teach it to them. 
 
    I looked right at my sister. “You want me to take care of them, sis?” 
 
    She wiped her dress with a napkin, making the stain worse. “Kick their ass, Noah. Brake their damn legs if you want. I hate them so much.” 
 
    I kissed my sister on the top of her head. “I got this.” 
 
    I grabbed Bells and pulled her out on the front porch of my grandmother’s house. “What now?” 
 
    “Your little prick brothers are about to get their asses beat.” 
 
    “Seriously, Noah, that ain’t goin’ to stop them. You can’t have a repeat of last time. You promised me.” She may have been right, but I wasn’t about to deal with her arguing with me. I was sick of them bullying my sister. Of all the people in our family, she was the least to deserve their antics. 
 
    “They need to learn a lesson. You’re either goin’ to help me, or keep quiet about it. Before you decide you need to know that I can’t promise this will be easy for you to watch.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow. “Noah, you can’t just stand there and tell me you’re goin’ to hurt my brothers and expect me to be cool with it. They may be little dickheads, but I’m their sister. We’re supposed to be settin’ a good example.” 
 
    “So you’re in?” I taunted her. “Come on, Bells. I need ya.” 
 
    A smile formed in the corner of her lips on one side. “Fine. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    I chuckled as I explained the plan to her while we drove a golf cart to my place. I needed something from the kitchen drawer and I didn’t want to have to hunt for it at my grandmother’s house. 
 
      
 
    Bells reconsidered being a part of my plan several times. Finally I had to stop to calm her down. “Jesus, Bells. You were a lot more fun when we were kids. Stop actin’ like a mom. It ain’t like we’re hurtin’ anybody.” 
 
    “I know. I still have a bad feelin’ about it, though.” 
 
    I look at her the same way I always did. She knew me too well to be able to bullshit her. “Would you chill out? It’s fine.” 
 
    Armed with what we needed, we pulled back up at my grandmother’s house and went inside to find everyone lined up for dessert. Very carefully, while Bells went over and distracted them, I pulled out the super-glue and spread it across two forks. I grabbed two more and held them in one hand, while holding the spokes of the other two. One at time I handed them to the boys, who’d forgotten to grab one. 
 
    My aunt stood up and started giving a speech to my parents. The best part about it was that everyone stood still while she spoke, giving the glue ample time to dry. 
 
    It took a couple seconds after that for them to sit down and notice that the forks had adhered to the skin on their hands. One before the other, they began to yell about their dilemma. I leaned down in between them, catching their attention temporarily. “That’s what you get for fuckin’ with my sister, you little shits.”  
 
    “Who you calling little?” Jax asked. 
 
    Okay, so they were my size, but I was still stronger. 
 
    Bells grabbed me by the arm and walked me out of the room, while her mother walked over to attend to her sons.   
 
    Once outside, we burst into laughter.  
 
    A couple things happened a few moments later. 
 
    A car pulled up, and out walked Bella’s asshole boyfriend. 
 
    My father and uncle Ty came flying out of the front door pissed, with my cousins coming out behind them. Jake had a paper towel in hands that was soaked with blood, while Jax still had the plastic fork attached to his skin. 
 
    My father came up and shoved me against the siding on the house. “I would think that after all of the work put into this party for me and your mother, that you would at least have the decency to set a good example for your younger cousins. You need to go home and cool off.” 
 
    I could hear a commotion approaching the door near where we stood. My mother appeared, as well as my aunts and my grandmother.  
 
    Jake came at me, bloody hands and all. “YOU PIECE OF SHIT! I’VE GOT PRACTICE NEXT WEEK!” 
 
    I could tell he was pissed, except it didn’t make me want to care. I’d done something that they’d probably done themselves. So what if his hands were bleeding? They deserved it. 
 
    I shoved my cousin away. “Get the fuck off of me.” 
 
    Then all hell broke loose.  
 
    He came back at me swinging and I took him down easily, but before I could throw one punch I was being grabbed by two different people and pulled off of my cousin. 
 
    “Boy, what is wrong with you?” My father had this look on his face that I recognized right away. “I said cool it.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “He deserved it. That’s all I’m sayin’.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eyes I could see my mother covering her face. For the most part our family get-togethers didn’t involve fist fights, however trips to the Emergency Room were common. We’d all rolled around in the dirt before, so it wasn’t like it was a big shocker. 
 
    Another shove from my father slammed me back into the side of the house. “You need to not only apologize to your mother, but also to everyone here.” 
 
    “Fat chance. I ain’t apologizin’ for shit they do all the time. Don’t sit there and claim you and uncle Ty didn’t do the same shit. Do you even want to know why I did it?” I pointed toward Jake. “That little fucker was messin’ with –.” 
 
    He didn’t let me finish. “You know what Noah, it doesn’t even matter. Here lately you’ve been on my last damn nerve, boy. Get your shit straight, son. You hear me?” 
 
    “Dad, I’m tryin’ to tell you that I was protectin’ –.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Noah! There ain’t no reason to do somethin’ as stupid as you did. You know how important sports are to that kid’s future. He’s on a scholarship, for Christ sakes. This wasn’t the time or place, and you know it. Go home and settle down. Let your mother enjoy the rest of the night without drama for once. By mornin’ it will all be calm again and we can enjoy their visit.” 
 
    I shoved away from him and started walking. “This is why I can’t do this shit anymore,” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
    I felt him pull on the back of my shirt. “What did you say, son?” 
 
    And there we were.  
 
    Staring each other down like things always ended. 
 
    This time I was determined that I wasn’t backing down. 
 
    “I said I ain’t dealing with this SHIT anymore.” 
 
    I think the shock of me standing up to him caught him off guard. For a moment he stood there contemplating what to do or say to me. After looking around I discovered that the whole family was outside, watching us. I spotted Bells in the crowd and noticed her douche-bag boyfriend with his arm around her. I think it was at that moment when I just snapped.  
 
    I was tired of being pushed around by my dad, and expected to live my life a certain way. No matter what I did was never good enough for him. I wanted more out of life and this was my opportunity to let him and everyone else know it. “Speechless? Is that what you are, Dad?” I backed up more so he couldn’t hit me. “You heard me right. I’m sick of this place. I’m tired of you bossin’ me around and tellin’ me all that I do wrong. You want the god damn truth about it, well I’m tired of you. If I had a choice, I’d get the fuck out of here and never come back.” In my defense the last comment wasn’t true. There’s nothing more important to me than my family, and that sentence had guaranteed that I’d never have their support again. Before my father could even say anything, I knew that to be true. 
 
    His cock-eyed look let me know that he was officially flabbergasted. He held up his hand and pointed toward the main gate of the ranch. “Pack your shit and get out then. You think you’re so much better without this family then go on. There ain’t no other place for you out there, Noah. You’ll come home cryin’ sooner or later.” 
 
    I walked past him, keeping my eyes on his the whole time. “Yeah, well see about that.” 
 
    “We certainly will.” 
 
    My mother came rushing to my side while I was climbing on the golf cart to head back to my place and pack my bags. “Noah, please don’t do anything stupid. Your dad is just mad, that’s all. He doesn’t want you to leave. I don’t want you to leave. This is your home. Just go home and sleep it off.” 
 
    “That’s just it, Mom. I don’t think I can be here any longer. Before all of this happened I was plannin’ on tellin’ him that. I ain’t happy here.” 
 
    She pulled on my arm when I started to move forward. I hit the brake and finally looked into her tear-filled eyes. I had to clench my jaw to hold in my emotions. My heart was beating like crazy after having words with my dad, but this was something entirely different. She was pulling at my heartstrings and there was nothing I could do about it.  
 
    Acting like a hard-ass came easy, but breaking my mother’s heart was something I couldn’t handle. I’d promised myself a long time ago that I’d never let it happen again. One look into those blue eyes of hers and I knew it was too late. “Mom, please don’t cry. I didn’t mean to ruin your party.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that,” she cried. “Where will you go?” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed her hand, holding it with mine and caressing the skin with my thumb. “I’ll find a place to call home. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m a grown man. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She cried harder, so much that I had to look away from her. I couldn’t stand seeing her so upset and being the culprit for making it happen. “This is your home,” she repeated. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak and saw him coming toward us. Quickly, I glanced over at my mother and lifted her hand to my lips. After kissing it, I still held it while I spoke. “I’ll call you as soon as I get settled. I promise.” 
 
    “Noah, don’t –.” 
 
    “Let him go, Savanna. Just let him go. He’ll be back when he realizes how good he has it. You’ll see.” 
 
    I pulled away from them, leaving my mother to cry against my dad’s chest. It was difficult to stay collected when my adrenaline was heightened. Still, I kept my focus and knew that after I was packed and off the ranch I could stop and have a drink to calm down. 
 
    The worst part was over with. My dad knew the truth and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
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                    Noah 
 
      
 
    I’d no sooner got back to my house and found a duffle bag when I heard someone coming in the back kitchen door. I didn’t stop gathering my things even when I heard the person approaching. “Noah, what the hell just happened?” 
 
    I turned to see my cousin standing in the doorway. “You know what was going on.” 
 
    “You knew this would happen, didn’t you? You knew that your dad would go off and you’d have a reason to speak your mind?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I probably should have known, but I hadn’t considered it to be an option. 
 
    “Don’t give me that. You forget who you’re talkin’ to.” 
 
    “Whatever, Isabella. Don’t you have a boyfriend to tend to?” 
 
    She shoved me down while my back was turned. When I got to my footing she was standing behind me with her hands on her hips. “Noah Mitchell, are we usin’ full names tonight, because I can play that game too.” 
 
    Nobody except my mother called me by my full name. It wasn’t that I hated it. I just didn’t particularly like it being used. “Screw you.” 
 
    “Screw you! What is wrong with you? Did you even consider that I’m not goin’ to be able to move in now? My dad’s never goin’ to be alright with it.” 
 
    “Bells, I don’t give a shit about where you live. Hell, I don’t even have a place to live. Just go back to the party and leave me alone. I’m not in the mood for your opinions.” I stood up and tried to get past her, but she refused to budge.  
 
    “Dude, this is like that time when I called your girlfriend a whore and you didn’t talk to me for three months?” 
 
    I scrunched up my face. “No. It ain’t like that. We ain’t kids anymore.” 
 
    “Well you’re actin’ just like one.” I could almost see her blood boiling. 
 
    “Like I said before, you can leave. Where’s lover boy?” I hated him so much that mentioning his name pissed me off. “You better go run after him before he tries gettin’ into someone’s pants at the party. Hell, he’s probably already fucked one of our cousins already.” 
 
    Her hand made contact with my cheek, and while I put my hand up to coax away the sting, she kneed me right in the balls. I sank down holding myself while pain ripped through me. “What the hell is wrong with you, Noah?” 
 
    “He’s no good for you, and you know it.” 
 
    “You’ve got no room to judge. Your life is pretty fucked up right now.” 
 
    I sat up and reached for my cousin. The pain in her eyes let me know that my words were hurting her. Immediately I felt horrible. Of all the people in the world that I’d hurt were the two that were most dear to me. “Damn it. Bells, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Save it.” She put her hand up. “We need to put our heads together to figure out where we’re goin’ to go.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Yes, we. You think I’m goin’ to let you go without me? I want out too.  There’s got to be a place out there for us.” 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and looked right at her. “Bells, you ain’t goin’ with me. Stay here and watch the house. I’ll call you when I settle in somewhere.” 
 
    “You’re just goin’ to leave me? After everything we’ve been through? You’d leave me?” 
 
    “It ain’t like that and you know it.” I kissed the top of her head and backed away, grabbing my bag off of the bed. “This is somethin’ that I need to do on my own.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand where this is comin’ from. You don’t have to leave to figure things out. You’ve got your own house. Your mom and grandparents aren’t goin’ to let you just ride off into the sunset, Noah. You’ve got other choices.” 
 
    I turned and looked right at her. “Bells, you heard my dad. He wants me out, and I’m happy to oblige. I’ve lived under his rules for too damn long. In fact, if anyone is to blame for all of this, it’s him. I’m tired of his shit.” 
 
    She sat down on the couch and crossed her arms. As soon as I sat down beside her we heard someone coming in through the kitchen. When I saw her boyfriend standing there I lost it. “Get the fuck out of my house.” 
 
    Not only did he not turn around and leave, but he began to walk towards me. “I came for my girl. She don’t need to be around you when you’re acting like a tool.” 
 
    I cocked my brow and turned to look at my cousin. Why she was with such a loser was beyond me.  
 
    I got up in his face, looking down to his shorter level. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “You heard me.” He didn’t stand down. 
 
    I shoved him, giving him little time to get his footing. He tumbled back onto the kitchen floor. As he started to get up, I could hear Bells coming up from behind me. “Noah don’t!” 
 
    As soon as I turned to apologize, grab my bag and leave, I felt something hard smashing into the side of my face, just below my eye. I closed it and took the full blow before turning back to look at him. With his arm cocked back prepared for another punch, I caught him off guard, and shoved him with my head. We landed back down on the floor and I took advantage of the situation by ramming my fist directly into his jaw repeatedly. “You’re nothin’ but a lying cheater. You don’t deserve her. You never have and you never will.” 
 
    Bells was on my back in an instant. “Get off of him, Noah. You’ll kill him!” 
 
    I kept pounding my fist into his face, getting the release I needed from all of the drama that had conspired earlier. The harder I punched him the more I felt better about what I was doing.  
 
    My cousin screaming finally got my attention enough to stop. Her boyfriend’s head turned to the side as he fell unconscious. While turning to stand, I felt her smacking me in the chest. Tears ran down her face. “I hate you, Noah. How could you?” 
 
    “How could I?” I shook my head and grabbed the bag. “You’re just like the rest of them. If defendin’ the people I care about is wrong, then I don’t fuckin’ belong here. It was a fuckin’ prank, get over it already.” 
 
    Before walking out the door I looked back to see her trying to wake him. I was so pissed over it that I refused to say goodbye.  
 
    She’d made her choice, just like the rest of my family. I’d never be able to do anything right in their eyes and I was done trying to change that. 
 
    The brisk evening air filled the inside of my truck as I approached the main highway out of town. I had the music blaring for several reasons, but mostly to block out the sound of my cell phone constantly ringing.  
 
    The past couple of days had taken a toll on me and I was ready to walk away from it all.  Between my breakup with Perry, the problems with my dad, and now the drama with Bells, I knew that I had to get as far away from Kentucky as I could get.  
 
    Once I’d driven west for a good hour, I pulled the truck over and grabbed a coin out of the ash tray.  
 
    “Heads is north. Tails is south.” 
 
    I flipped the coin in the air and watched as it landed on heads. Then I just sat there staring at it for a long time. I don’t know why I was questioning it, but something was telling me that heading north was a bad idea. Since all of my decisions were said to be bad, I figured to go against my better judgment and head there anyway. After all, I had plenty of time on my hands; time that was going to require me to think, which was something I really didn’t want to do. 
 
    Once I hit the Ohio border I started to feel tired. Since I had my own money, and plenty of it, I knew I could stop and get a room somewhere without having to count the change in my truck. 
 
    My phone had died, so asking my cell phone to find me a place to eat wasn’t an option. I had to follow the road signs and hope that I ended up at a good place, where I could at least have a beer and a hot meal.  
 
    Leave it to me to pick the most abandoned roads to travel on. It took nearly another whole hour before I came to any place that served food. The old roadhouse was located right off the main highway. The dim lit parking lot with only a few cars let me know that I was definitely still in the boonies.  
 
    Upon walking into the establishment, I spotted the bar and made my way over to it. A man, looking to be around my age came forward, giving me a once over, before taking my order. He handed me a menu while he went to grab me a beer. After ordering a steak, I took my beverage over to one of the tables located toward the back of the building. I wasn’t trying to be inconspicuous, because I knew I didn’t know anyone around. It was just that I didn’t want to be bothered with conversation. 
 
    While waiting for my food, I noticed a young woman arguing with the bartender. She was wearing a baseball cap that kept me from seeing her face. A long ponytail of dark brown hair was pulled through the back of the hat. The man was pointing his fingers in her face, and after a few choice words, she retreated into a back room. 
 
    About that same time I realized that I’d left my wallet in the glove compartment of my truck. I approached the bar, at first to let him know that I wasn’t skipping out on my bill, and then he had to run his mouth. 
 
    “Hey, I’ll be right back. My wallet is in the truck.” 
 
    “Sure, man. Did you hear that bitch just now? I tell ya, women are only good for one thing and that’s fucking. Other than that they need to keep their mouths shut.” 
 
    “We all have our opinions.” I wasn’t trying to start with the bartender. All I wanted was my meal and a couple drinks to calm me down, but drama always seemed to follow me, no matter where I went. 
 
    It only took a second for me to get what I needed from my truck. I’d grabbed my wallet and started making my way back into the restaurant when I saw the same girl leaned against the building. She was crying and had her hands over her face. 
 
    I had every intention of walking by her and minding my own business. I was already running from my own problems and had no interest in taking on someone else’s. With my hand on the door I heard her calling out to me. “Hey you. Got a light?” 
 
    She held a cigarette up to her lips while she waited.  
 
    I held up my hands. “No, I don’t. Smokin’s bad for you anyway, don’t you know that?” 
 
    “Waking up every morning is apparently bad for me. This little cigarette won’t do shit.” 
 
    “Bad day?” I don’t know why I asked, because I sure as hell didn’t care. Still, she was a female, and even though she was hiding it under baggy clothes, I could tell she had a nice figure.  
 
    She let out an air-filled laugh. “Bad everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s goin’ around.” I started to turn to go back inside. “You know, don’t listen to that dick inside. He’s a douche.” 
 
    “Hold up.” She waited for me to look at her before continuing. “You’re not from around here are you?” 
 
    “Just passin’ through. Does it matter?” 
 
    I watched her arms cross over her chest. She looked down, denying me a chance to see the color of her eyes. It was funny to me how she was hiding her body with a loose t-shirt and a pair of baggy jeans. “This town sucks. I was just going to tell you to keep on driving. There’s nothing here worth stopping for. Trust me, I’ve been here my whole life.” 
 
    I should have just walked away. It wasn’t like I owed her or anyone else anything. After my meal I’d get in my truck and keep on driving. The highway would lead me to my future, I just knew it. “Sorry your havin’ a bad day. Mine hasn’t been all that great either. When it rains it fuckin’ pours.” I kicked a couple rocks around while I spoke, noticing that the music had stopped playing inside as the songs changed. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a dinner to eat.” 
 
    “Not if I don’t bring it out to you.” Her snarky words were without emotion. 
 
    “Now, why would you go and say that? You don’t even know me, so why make me suffer. It ain’t like I’m the one that pissed you off. In fact, I just told you that I had a shitty day.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Forget it! Your order will be out in a few minutes.” 
 
    She walked inside through the back door leaving me alone outside. I stood there for a few minutes looking at the cigarette on the ground. It wasn’t like I wanted one, but more that wanted something to take the edge off of how I was feeling. My temper was still flaring even hours after my altercation with my father. If I remained tense, I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep later on.  
 
    As soon as I got back inside I order a couple shots of whiskey, before making my way back to my seat.  
 
    Just like she’d promised, my steak dinner was delivered. Even in the poor lit establishment I could finally see her face enough to know that she was cute and maybe not as young as I’d first assumed. While handing me the shots I noticed that she bit her fingernails. It made me think about my sister, Christian. Though extremely beautiful, she never could kick that habit. When I was finally settled somewhere I would call her and have her come visit me.  
 
    “Is there anything else I can get ya?” Though the question was directed to me, I couldn’t shake that the attitude attached to it wasn’t. She kept looking at the guy who was bartending. 
 
    “I’m good.” I took a bite of my steak and noticed my shot glasses were empty. “How about you bring me a couple more of these?” 
 
    She grabbed the glasses and rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 
 
    A loud crash at the bar a few seconds later caught my attention. I turned to see the girl and guy having words again, but the music was playing and I couldn’t make out what they were saying from so far away. A couple minutes later the guy wiped off his hands and walked out, after saying a few choice words that I was able to make out. 
 
    Aside from a few people sitting at the counter drinking, there wasn’t anyone else there. The girl walked over to the corner of the bar and leaned on it, putting her head down where nobody could see. When she stood up straight she had this happy look on her face. I’d seen a lot of crazy bitches in my life, but none that acted the way she was. 
 
    The smile was still there when she delivered my next two shots. “Here you go. Two shots of whiskey.” 
 
    I looked down and noticed that there were three. “Um, there’s an extra one here.” 
 
    “Oh that one’s for me.” She picked it up and held it out in front of me. “Here’s to assholes that hold us back from our dreams.” 
 
    I almost spit the whiskey across the room. Her toast hit so close to home, but I knew she couldn’t possibly know what I was going through. I took the second shot quickly and handed them both to her without another word. As intrigued as I was, I knew I couldn’t get involved.  
 
    Her advice was for me to keep driving, and that’s exactly what I planned on doing. 
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                   Shalan 
 
      
 
    As if my day couldn’t get any shittier, my brother had decided that getting a piece of ass was more important than helping me close up the bar. Who knew when he’d come back, if he did at all, though I couldn’t blame him for that part. 
 
    If the establishment hadn’t been my only source of income I would have walked away a long time ago, but since my uncle owned it, we all felt obligated to spend every waking moment making sure it didn’t burn to the ground. 
 
    It wasn’t like tonight was any different than others. My brother often ran out for pussy, leaving me to wrangle up the town drunks and make sure they couldn’t locate where I’d hid their keys, at least until they sobered up. 
 
    At least this night had come with an added bonus.  
 
    It was rare for us to see travelers, since we were located off the main route. I was surprised to spot a very handsome man walking in, and more shocked to notice that he obviously didn’t want to socialize. While he made his way to the farthest seat in the place, I studied his body language, trying to catch a vibe as to why he was there and what for. Not that it even mattered. He’d be gone by morning and the town would be just as boring as it was every other day. 
 
    I thought back to a time when my dreams seemed like they could come true; a time when I didn’t understand the concept of money, and how much of it I would actually need to make it on my own. This was also before I started dating Rex, and decided that my dreams could wait. 
 
    That was one year ago to the day. I remember because it was also the anniversary of the day that my mother died of breast cancer. I’d only been thirteen when it happened, but it had scarred me for life, especially since my good-for-nothing daddy stopped being a parent to me. 
 
    Though I still saw him on occasion, I rarely even spoke of the man, more less depended on him to take care of me when times got tough. I’d been taking care of myself since the day she died, and probably even before that. 
 
    My dad was bitter, and withdrawn. He’d given up on himself, which in turn trickled down to my older brother and then to me. I wish I could say that my brother was around to help guide me in the right direction, but being that he’s six years older than me, he was already in college on a scholarship that wouldn’t allow him to take time off, or care for a kid sister that he had nothing in common with except for a little blood. 
 
    You see, we may have shared DNA, but that’s about all it was. My dad wasn’t his father, and after being reminded of it a thousand times, my brother was adamant about cutting him off completely. 
 
    That left me alone with him. 
 
    The picture is even less pretty when I admit to the many times my dad came home drunk and confused that I was my mother. A stiff kick in the balls would free me from what was about to take place, but it didn’t help with the fear I had of living under the same roof with a monster. 
 
    Throughout high school I kept my problems bottled up so that no one would see. I knew that my father was a bad man, albeit feared what kind of person I’d have to live with if the state put me in foster care.  
 
    It wasn’t until my senior year that my brother showed up at my door. After so long thinking that I had nobody, he told me that we had an uncle, who happened to be living in our town. He’d cut off our mother from the family when she’d run off and eloped with my father. It was also the reason why he’d never come looking for me. He didn’t know I existed. He’d moved out of state and since come home to manage his wife’s father’s saloon. When my brother came back he stopped in for a drink and recognized my uncle after so many long years of not knowing him.  
 
    One would think that living in the same small town would provide little to no secrets. Our town was the exception. My father kept my mom at home, first caring for me, and then to take care of herself when she started to get sick, when I was around the age of seven. She never once mentioned her brother, or had pictures to prove that a sibling existed. 
 
    I don’t know if she ever reached out to him, and he’s never mentioned if she did. 
 
    After we met I had a million questions; the first being could I come live with them. I was almost eighteen and wanted to get away from my dad. With no money, and nothing lined up, I knew I was stuck. 
 
    Not only did my uncle let me move in, but he also offered me a job.  I’ll never forget the day I packed my things and walked out of my house. I never said goodbye, or told him where I was going. In fact, I still don’t think he knows my uncle is back, and that we are in touch with each other. 
 
    The last time I saw my dad was this morning at the graveyard. He tried to hug me, but I pulled away before we connected. The older I got the more disgusted with him I became. What man drinks so much that he thinks his daughter is his dead wife? It repulses me. 
 
    Thinking about my dad brought me back to why I was so pissed off. Not only had my boyfriend forgot about the importance of the day, but he’d blown me off to hang out with friends.  
 
    I should have known he was bad news when we got together, because that’s all I’ve ever been attracted to. I want a guy that I work hard to get; one that treats me like shit, but keeps expecting more. 
 
    It was my nature by fault, and I didn’t know how to change it. The only good thing that came out of it was that I never expected a man to save me from myself. I knew how I was and I’d accepted it. 
 
    The only real downfall to setting my standards so low was that at times like these I needed support. I needed a shoulder to cry on, and the reminder that I wasn’t alone in the world. Sure, I had friends and even some family, but they’d walk away from my problems for their own petty needs without a single ounce of guilt.  
 
    That’s what ripped me apart inside.  
 
    It was probably a bad idea to feed a complete stranger so many shots. Usually I wasn’t so negligent when it came to patrons. Going to jail for serving someone alcohol and them getting in a wreck wasn’t my idea of a good time. After the seventh shot for him, and second for myself, I’d decided that he’d drank enough.  
 
    We’d spoke briefly, and both times I was sure I wasn’t exactly friendly. My mood was tampered by my shitty life, and knowing that I’d never get out of this town to pursue what I really wanted to do. 
 
    I approached the customer and noticed that his eyes were drooping. Where he’d worn a frown before was now replaced with a cool smile. His white teeth were perfect, and I almost wondered if they were fake. Though he was wearing a hat, I could tell he had thick dark hair. Then there were those eyes. My god, I’d never seen green eyes like his before. “You comin’ over for another round, darlin’?” 
 
    His words… 
 
    That accent… 
 
    He gave me butterflies when he spoke to me, which was so unusual. I dealt with men every day, and not even my boyfriend could get a response like that. “Actually, I was coming to give you your bill. I think you’ve had enough to drink.” 
 
    He grabbed my arm before I got a hold of the shot glasses that were empty on the table. “Just a couple more and then I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    I pulled away from him as a natural reflex. Too often I was being approached with random drunks from town. They reminded me of my dad and I always got nauseous.  
 
    Except this was different. His focused eyes stayed on mine. “You’re already way over the legal limit. I think it’s best for both of us if you had a couple glasses of water.” 
 
    “You got any Doritos? I love eatin’ those fuckin’ things after I’ve been out partyin’.” 
 
    He wiped his face, so awkwardly that he almost missed it completely. He definitely couldn’t pass a sobriety test.  
 
    “I’ve got pretzels and water.” I turned to walk away and he grabbed the back pocket to my jeans, pulling me back towards him. When I fell down on his lap, after losing my balance, I shot up and was prepared to smack him.  He covered his face with his hands. “I’m sorry,” he slurred. “I just need a minute to think.” 
 
    I placed my hands on my hips and waited for him to say something else. Instead, he stood up and then fell back down in the chair. “Did you put drugs in my drink? I don’t do drugs. What’s a pretty girl like you doin’ wearin’ such crap? I bet you’re beautiful without a disguise,” he slurred. 
 
    It was funny to me how this drunk stranger somehow understood why I dressed that way for work. The less skin and figure that I showed, the safer I was around a bunch of intoxicated, belligerent fools. It wasn’t like my brother cared if I was abducted and sexually assaulted. He’d made that obvious when he started leaving me to close up shop without him. 
 
    “Water and pretzels would be nice.” Finally he relaxed in the chair again.  
 
    When I got back to the bar I noticed that money had been left on the counter and all of the other customers had gone. The clock was nearing midnight and I felt comfortable that nobody else would be stopping by for a drink. After locking the outside door from people coming in, I served the drunk guy pretzels and a bottle of water, and started cleaning up.  
 
    After a while I forgot that he was still there. I mean, in the back of my mind I knew I wasn’t alone, but he was so out of it that it wasn’t like I had good company. 
 
    The jukebox had stopped playing a mixed variety of music for a while, and I hated the quiet, so I started to do what I did best; what I did every night that I closed out the bar.  
 
    I sang a song that I wrote for my mother.  I’d sang it earlier in the cemetery and every year on the same day. She was my angel, the one person who understood what I was put on the earth to do. She made me promise that I’d never stop singing, and I couldn’t let her down, no matter how hard life got, I couldn’t stop. 
 
      
 
    “Why’d you have to leave me, 
 
    Out in the cold so alone and afraid. 
 
    I’ve done my best with what I’ve been given, 
 
    I’ll never feel ashamed. 
 
    I know you’re out there watching, 
 
    Making sure that I don’t fall. 
 
    Life without you, Momma, 
 
    Feels like no life at all.” 
 
      
 
    Clapping made me jump and stop singing. 
 
      
 
    The stranger was standing, well leaning, on a stool on the other side of the bar from me. “That was amazin’. Do it again.” 
 
    My cheeks caught fire as I became aware that he’d been listening. Since I was no good at performing in front of people, this had made me uncomfortable. “I –” 
 
    “What’s a little thing like you doin’ with pipes like that?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. When I was a little girl I sang in the choir. Back then it was easy for me to perform. It wasn’t until my mother died that everything had changed. Maybe it was after she died, when my father came home and blamed all of my singing on her cancer. He said my voice was from the devil and that I’d made her sick. 
 
    I kept my promise to my mother, but somewhere deep inside I often wondered about what he’d said. I knew it wasn’t possible, but it still kept me from being confident about it. 
 
    “It’s just something I do to pass the time I guess.” 
 
    “So no encore performance?” 
 
    “Nope,” I answered while feeling embarrassed. 
 
    He pulled out his wallet and tossed a hundred dollar bill across the counter. “This should cover my meal, drinks and your tip. Thanks for the song, darlin’.” 
 
    I watched him walk out, and after swooning over his words again, I went after him. “Wait! You can’t tip me this much. You’ll come back hunting for your change in the morning.” 
 
    “Doubt that!” He pulled out his keys and touched the keypad on the actual door to unlock his truck. I couldn’t help but notice that it was extremely nice. It was a four-door, obviously brand new and fully loaded. He leaned in and started the truck with just a push of a button. “Which way is north?” he asked. 
 
    I started to lift my finger in the direction, but knew he was in no shape to drive. “Your truck is really nice. Can I see what the new keys look like?” 
 
    Since he was drunk I knew he’d fall for it. As soon as he handed me the key ring, I tossed it as far as I could into the grass. “Please don’t hate me for this, mister, but I can’t go home with a clear conscience if you’re out there driving. Sleep it off and when the sun rises you will find your keys.” 
 
    “My truck won’t let me drive it without the keys. I need to get out of here. What the fuck?” He looked like a kid that lost his puppy. 
 
    I started to walk away, but he somehow caught up to me and came walking into the bar.  
 
    I turned around to realize he was a lot closer than I thought. Our eyes met and I got that warm feeling again. “Nothing is more important than your life. You may hate me right now, but you’ll thank me tomorrow. If not, you know where to find me to chew me out.” 
 
    “Shiiit! Fuuuuck!” He stomped back outside and things got quiet. 
 
    Not wanting to deal with the stranger for any longer, I hurried and turned out the lights after locking away the money in the safe. 
 
    I locked the front door again, so that he couldn’t come back in, and exited out the back. Quietly, I crept to my car and tried to start it. Unlike his fancy machine, my vehicle was twenty years old and didn’t always want to start. I tried a dozen more times and finally realized that I’d not only flooded the engine, but the battery had also died. My head fell against the steering wheel. “What else can go wrong today? Come on, Momma, help me out here.” 
 
    Three attempts to call my boyfriend turned out with three voice messages. His house was too far to walk and there wasn’t exactly any place inside to lay my head down, unless it was the dirty floor. I couldn’t call my uncle for two reasons. The first was that the bar was supposed to stay open until at least one. The second was that I’d been staying with my boyfriend for the past four months, and I knew he’d be pissed since he hated him so much. 
 
    Deciding that my car was the best option, I reclined my seat and closed my eyes. This night couldn’t possibly get any worse, and this was going to guarantee it. 
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                   Shalan 
 
      
 
    A knock on the window scared me to death. There he was, the stranger with the perfect teeth and southern drawl. “You need some help?” 
 
    I kept the window rolled up. “I’m fine. Just waiting for the tow truck,” I lied. 
 
    “I can give you a ride if you help me find my keys.” 
 
    His ploy to get his keys back wasn’t going to work on me. “I don’t get into cars with strangers, especially ones that have been drinking.” 
 
    “Come on. I need to get on the road. I’ll pay you. Would that change your mind?” 
 
    I rolled over in my seat, trying to pretend he wasn’t right outside begging me to help him. I hated that I’d put myself in this situation, again. At least this time I wouldn’t have to see this guy ever again. By morning he’d have those keys and be gone. 
 
    For a little while it got quiet, so silent that it made me wonder if he’d passed out in his truck. I sat up when I heard someone curse. In the field next to the parking lot I saw him crawling around searching for those keys. One dim light lit the back of the lot, and I saw the shimmer of metal about four feet from where he was searching. Though it was far away, I had a feeling that it was his keys and he was getting way too close to finding them.  I exited my car quietly, focusing on the keys and not the man. I kept my eyes on the item shining in the overgrown grass and recovered them before he could see what I was doing. 
 
    “Hey, you found ‘em.” 
 
    I put them behind my back. “I can’t let you drive. Now, I don’t know you, and you certainly don’t know me. Let’s keep this as cordial as possible for the sake of my sanity. I’m really trying to do a good thing here.” 
 
    He put both hands in the air. “You’re the boss, but I can promise you that my truck has workin’ heat and a comfortable ride home. I mean you no harm, just tryin’ to do my part for someone in trouble. Where I come from we help out our neighbors.” 
 
    “We aren’t neighbors, sir. You could be a criminal for all I know.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head, as if my comment were the funniest thing he’d heard in ages. “Look here, I just want to get out of this town and move on. We don’t have to be neighbors or even friends. I’m offerin’ you a ride home on a chilly night. That’s all. Either way, I’m goin’ to get my keys and be on my way.” 
 
    I felt like he was invading my space as he took a step in my direction. I held my hand up for him to not come any closer. “Hold up! I’m starting to feel uncomfortable being out here all alone. If you come any closer I may have to scream.” 
 
    He cocked his right eyebrow and looked around. “Like anyone would hear you.” 
 
    “They would. Noise travels,” I lied. We happened to be in the quietest town that existed on the planet.  
 
    He took another step closer to me. My breathing increased. It scared and excited me at the same time. Sure, being alone in the back of the bar parking lot with a stranger was a terrible move on my part, but at least if he was a murderer or worse, I’d die by the hands of someone that was as hot as a man could ever be. “Just give me my keys. I’m not as drunk as you think I am. It’s been over an hour since I had that first bottle of water. Trust me, I’ve driven home way worse than this.” 
 
    I held the keys behind my back, still not convinced. This situation wasn’t going to end well, and as depressed as I was, I certainly didn’t want life to end this suddenly. “What if I drove?” 
 
    Again, he laughed at me. “Women don’t drive my truck. It’s a rule.” 
 
    When he stepped toward me again, I panicked and dropped the keys down the front of my t-shirt. I have absolutely no explanation for it. 
 
    “Do you think that will keep me from gettin’ them?” He continued laughing at me. 
 
    “You can try, but you will be ball-less when I’m through with you,” I promised. 
 
    He finally crossed his arms. “So you’re tellin’ me that I’m supposed to trust someone that I don’t even know with my baby?” 
 
    “Oh my god. You did not just say that.” I rolled my eyes. “Men are all the same. It’s like you were all made from the same broken mold.” I laughed. “It’s a truck. It doesn’t live and breathe. It’s not a damn person.” 
 
    “You’re brutal, woman. Just give me my keys and this broken man will be out of your face forever.” 
 
    I turned to reach in my car and grab my purse. He stayed where he was standing, and it was good he did. My key ring was equipped with a bottle of mace and I wasn’t afraid to finally be able to use it.  
 
    I started walking toward the front of the building. The sound of his boots behind me let me know he was following. 
 
    When I got to his truck I used the pad and opened the door. Without looking back at his expression, I climbed in. “What the fuck? Are you tryin’ to steal my vehicle right in front of me?” 
 
    “I’m tired and we’re not getting anywhere arguing. I want to get home. Get in. When I get to my house, I’ll give you directions.” 
 
    He walked around the other side of the truck and climbed in. “This is criminal. You can’t do what you’re doin’.” 
 
    “That’s funny, because I AM doing it.” I started to back out of the parking spot. “Buckle your seatbelt. I haven’t driven something this big before.” 
 
    The truck filled with his laughter. “I get that all the time.” 
 
    I scrunched up my face. “Eww, please don’t talk bullshit to me while I’m trying to focus on the road.” 
 
    “Bullshit?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “Every man thinks he’s got the biggest thickest cock. I’m so tired of hearing it. The truth is that none of you have anything to brag about. In my experience it’s the ones that talk that are the smallest.” 
 
    He continued laughing. “Darlin’, you just keep thinkin’ that.” 
 
    I kept focused on the road instead of telling him that the size of his junk meant nothing to me. The sooner I pulled up in my boyfriend’s driveway the sooner we could part ways.  
 
    I would have liked to be able to bid him goodbye and finally feel the comfort of being home. It would have been great to hug my boyfriend and cuddle up next to him in bed after such a horrible day. 
 
    In just a few seconds all of that changed. In fact, everything changed. 
 
    If I hadn’t wanted just one more look at the gorgeous man next to me I never would have seen it. That one peek ruined everything. 
 
    We were driving past this parking lot where a grocery store sat towards the back. Now, normally one wouldn’t notice two cars pulled next to each other, not unless one of those cars had about five grand in aftermarket parts and was painted a neon green. Nobody else in town owned a vehicle like Rex’s. I veered off the road and into the parking lot, causing the strangers weight to shift and fall against me. He sat up quickly. “What the hell are you  doin’? Are you crazy?” 
 
    I couldn’t answer him, because I recognized the car sitting next to my boyfriend’s. It was my best friend Kim’s car. 
 
    I pulled up around the back of the building and hopped out without  explaining. At that point I didn’t care if he pulled away and left me there. The last thing I wanted to have to talk about was finding the two people closest to me together. Sneaking up on them was definitely a mistake I wish I could have taken back. 
 
    I knew it before I even got close enough. Not only were my fears becoming a reality, but the car shaking let me know that things between them had gone even further than just talking behind my back.  
 
    I pulled the door open and watched two wide-eyed people in the back seat peering at me. “Shalan? Oh my god. Please just listen to –.” 
 
    I couldn’t look at Kim, and I definitely didn’t want to see Rex. They were naked and it took them a second to climb out of the back decent. Rex came to my side first, while Kim continued to cry, as if I could feel bad for what she’d done.  
 
    “You’re a skanky bitch!” I yelled. “I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “Baby, calm down. It meant nothing. She means nothing to me.” His excuse was worthless, just like he was.  
 
    “You didn’t say that five minutes ago, Rex.” Kim didn’t seem happy with his choice of words. “Shalan, he came on to me.” 
 
    He started walking toward me. “Get the fuck out of my face, Rex. I’m done with you and your lies. While the two of you were fucking each other, I was dealing with the anniversary of my momma’s death. You two common bastards didn’t even remember. How could you do this to me? How could you do it on this day?” I looked toward Rex. “Do you have no compassion at all?” 
 
    He came toward me and I backed up. “Don’t you dare. So help me God, I will hurt you. You stay away from me, you hear? Both of you, stay away from me.” 
 
    Kim rushed over towards her car and then climbed in it, apparently afraid I was coming after her. I laughed and turned my attention to Rex again. “We’re done. For real this time.” 
 
    “Baby –“ 
 
    I shoved him away from me and he came back for more.  
 
    I have no idea what made me do it except for feeling completely insane, but I jumped into his car, locked the door and started the engine. While he banged on the window, I hit the gas and drove away.  
 
    He followed behind me, screaming and flailing his hands around. As pissed and hurt as I felt, it was an amazing feeling to have him by the balls. When I knew he wasn’t following me anymore, I slowed down. Then I did something even more stupid than stealing the car.  
 
    I pulled over and drove it face first into a pond.  
 
    My head hit the steering wheel and as the pain became noticeable, I saw headlights heading down the road behind me. Knowing he’d probably jumped into Kim’s car, I climbed out, trudging through the muddy water to get to the patch of woods on the other side where I could hide.  
 
    When the vehicle honked I turned to see that it wasn’t Kim’s, but the stranger from the bar. He was obviously in the driver’s seat, waving to me. “You look like you could use a ride.” 
 
    I ran for that truck like my life depended on it, and once inside I kept quiet as he continued to drive. 
 
    A few minutes later he pulled over. “You alright?” 
 
    I wasn’t crying. That was the first thing I noticed.  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just take this next left up here.” 
 
    I gave him directions to a place where I knew Rex couldn’t find me. It was a place that my uncle owned. On the property was a little thirteen foot camper that he went to when he was hunting geese. On the far side of the property was a huge part of the river where he had a goose blind set up.  
 
    I think the stranger must have thought I was crazy when we pulled down the deserted road and arrived in front of the dark and dingy trailer. “This where you live?” 
 
    I opened the door. “Of course not! It’s just a safe place that nobody knows about. Listen, I’m sorry for getting you involved in that. Just go back out the way you came and make a right. The main highway headed north is about ten miles down that road. Good luck with everything.” I closed the door and walked up to the trailer to go inside.  
 
    Once inside, I noticed how gross the place was. I’d only been there once to jumpstart my uncle’s car when the battery went dead. When you walked in there was a small bathroom to the left. A kitchen straight ahead and a queen size bed at the other end. The kitchen table turned into a bed, but it had never been used for one. 
 
    I sighed and sat down at the kitchen table, finally letting what had just happened sink in.  
 
    A knock at the metal door startled me, and the stranger opening it made me even more concerned. “Sorry, you forgot your purse.” 
 
    I jumped up and met him at the door. “Thanks.” 
 
    He just stood there staring at me. “I’m just goin’ to sleep out in my truck, if it’s alright with you. I’d rather wait until daylight to get on the road, and since I didn’t see any hotels anywhere around here, I reckon this is my only option. Plus, this pretty lady told me that I had too much to drink, so it’s best I sit tight for a bit.” 
 
    He started to walk out. “Wait!” I ran and got him a blanket. “It’s cold. Take this.” 
 
    “Do you need it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s plenty.” 
 
    “Thanks. Well,” he paused. “Goodnight then.” 
 
    “Yeah, goodnight.” 
 
    I closed the trailer door and walked over to the bed. After plopping down on it I let the tears fall. I’d been saving my money slowly in a jar that was at Rex’s house. He knew where I kept it, and I was aware that after the incident tonight, I wasn’t getting it back. Not only was I losing my place to live, but every ounce of money that I had to my name. That money was my only way out of this god forsaken town, and now it’s gone. 
 
    I cried so hard that I could feel the trailer shaking. I didn’t care if there was a guy outside who could hear. Nothing mattered. I just wanted to disappear. 
 
    A few hours later, after my sobbing became the second priority to getting warm, I sat up and started looking for an extra blanket. Realizing that I’d given it to the strange man that was out in his truck, I considered what I could do to get warm without it.  
 
    The trailer ran on propane, but I didn’t know how to turn it on. I knew the power didn’t work from all of the matches and candles laying around.  
 
    A knock at the door scared me for the second time. I opened it to find the stranger standing there. “I saw you movin’ around. It’s none of my business, but I can’t help but wonder if you need help with somethin’.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to work the propane. I’m freezing.” 
 
    He walked over to the truck and grabbed the blanket, bringing it inside and handing it to me. “Here, take this while I check out the propane tank.” 
 
    As cold as I was, I couldn’t hide my excitement as I followed behind him.  
 
    Ten minutes later he’d got the heat on and hooked the battery up to the one in his truck. The small camper immediately started to heat up.  
 
    He stepped inside again. “I just want you to know I’ll be turnin’ the truck off in a bit. The battery might be charged enough to run  for the rest of the night. I can’t be real sure.” 
 
    “Thank you. Seriously, I’m sorry for calling you a creep. Obviously, you saved my ass and now you’re stuck here with me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Yeah, I might still be a creep. Never let your guard down.” 
 
    He started to leave, and I called out for him to stop. “Wait. The table turns into a bed. We can both stay in here and be warm tonight. It’s the least I can do for ruining your night.” The truth was that I didn’t want to be alone. “If you decide to cut me up into a million pieces I swear to god I will come back and haunt your ass until you die. 
 
    He stood there looking at me, scratching his head. “Yeah, I don’t know if that’s a good idea. My parents taught me to never spend the night with strangers.” 
 
    As much pain as I was in, I felt like smiling. It always gave me comfort. This guy wasn’t out to hurt me. He’d done nothing but help me. If he wanted to rape or murder me, he wouldn’t have gone out of his way to save me, and provide me with heat.  “The amenities suck, but at least you can stretch your legs out.” 
 
    The man went out and turned off his truck. When he came back in I had to admit that I felt a little uncomfortable. He could hurt me and nobody would find me.  He must have seen the look of fear on my face. “You sure this is alright? I’m fine in the truck. It ain’t like I haven’t slept off a buzz before.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure. It’s fine.” 
 
    We got the second bed set up and were both laying down in a matter of minutes. I kept my eyes open, staring at the ceiling. He thanked me a couple more times and then started to quietly snore.  
 
    That is when I finally let myself cry. I didn’t want the stranger to see me weak. He had to think I was in control of my emotions and I wasn’t a helpless, vulnerable woman, all alone with him in a camper. 
 
    No matter how much it hurt me to find Rex and Kim together, I had to be brave until this guy was out of my life, and I could figure out my next move. 
 
    I looked over at the sleeping man. He wore a pair of jeans and a nice button up shirt. His cologne smelled expensive, and I knew the boots he had on had to cost a pretty penny. After riding in his truck I could tell he liked nice things and took care of them. It allowed me to feel comfortable enough to close my eyes. 
 
    It was reassuring knowing he was there with me. I felt sleep finally coming. There I was, alone in a tiny camper with this stranger, and yet I couldn’t remember a time where I felt so protected. It was either a gift from my mother, or a reminder of how pathetic my life was. Whichever it was would have to wait until the morning for me to figure out. 
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                     Noah 
 
      
 
    This bitch was crazy with a capital C. I couldn’t wait for daylight to come so I could get the hell away from her. I think she thought I hadn’t noticed that she’d stolen a car and drove it into a body of water. I suppose it was my stupid fault for offering to give her a ride. Before I knew what I was doing, I was lying down in a tiny-ass camper right across from her.  
 
    Sleep came easy for me, as it always did when I drank whiskey. It never failed either. The moment that liquor hit my tongue it got to me. I could drink beer after beer and never feel a buzz.  
 
    The sound of birds let me know that the sun was getting ready to rise. Since I was used to getting up before daylight, I sat up and looked around. The shitty conditions made me cringe and realize how afraid this girl must have been last night. I turned and looked at her, seeing her for the first time without a hat. Her eyes were still closed, but the smooth skin of her face was more desirable than I could have imagined. Her lips weren’t small, but they weren’t too big either. Brown wavy hair covered her pillow. Her eyelashes were long and dark, and the sound of a car coming down the lane cause her to open her blue eyes. She rushed to the window, peeking out to see who was coming. “Shit!” 
 
    I sat up and looked out too. “Who is it?” 
 
    “My uncle. Just sit there and be quiet. I’ll get rid of him.” 
 
    She walked over and opened the door. The first thing I noticed was that sometime in the middle of the night she’d removed her jeans. Her legs were short, but sexy, especially the shape of her thighs. I couldn’t see much from the extra large t-shirt hanging down, but I knew they led to her ass, which I could only imagine was just as pleasing to look at. 
 
    “Uncle Paul. What brings you out here?” She held the door opened enough to where he couldn’t see me inside. 
 
    “Cut the shit, Shalan. What the hell happened last night? The police came to the house lookin for you around two. I’ve been trying to call since then.” 
 
    She began to stutter, possibly from the fear of what the police wanted. As fast as I could move I stood up and removed my pants and my shirt. Standing in just my boxers, I walked over to the door where she stood and opened it all the way. “That’s probably my fault. We left our phones in the truck last night.” 
 
    I don’t know what shocked her more, the fact that I was covering for her, or me standing behind her almost naked. I avoided eye contact with her in case the older man came at me for sleeping with his niece, or at least thinking I did.  
 
    It wasn’t like the man was any match for me. I could take him down easily if I needed to. 
 
    He looked at his niece, and then back to me. “This is my friend Mitch. Sorry I didn’t tell you about him. We dated in high school and he stopped back in town to see me last night.” 
 
    He still didn’t seem convinced, so I reached my arms around her waist and kissed the inside of her neck. Part of me wanted to laugh, because I knew she was going to kick my ass once the man left. In my defense I was only trying to help. 
 
    “What time did you close the bar?” he asked. 
 
    “Midnight. I closed up a little after midnight. My car wouldn’t start, so Mitch gave me a ride back here, why are you asking?” 
 
    He looked up at me, disgusted and concerned. “Is that the truth? She was with you all night?” 
 
    This was where I should have walked away. I knew I was involving myself in a crime. My father would have killed me for doing it, and maybe that’s why I did, but I decided that I didn’t care. I had nothing to lose. “Yes, sir. We were together since nine or ten in the evenin’.” 
 
    “Where are you from, kid?” 
 
    It was funny that he called me kid. According to everyone else, I looked much older than I was. “Kentucky.” 
 
    “And you say you know my niece?” 
 
    I scratched my head and laughed. After this was all over I WAS going to know her better. She owed it to me. “Yes, I most certainly do.” 
 
    He turned and looked outside. “The police came by saying that you stole Rex’s car and drove it into the Perkins Pond. When I saw your car at the bar, I swore it was true.” 
 
    She looked at me and shot a fake smile. “Well, as you can see, he’s lying. He’s probably just mad that we broke up. Obviously, I found someone much better to spend my time with.” 
 
    “Get yourself dressed and come home, Shalan. I don’t want to find you out here again. This ain’t a place for you to come to sleep with men. You hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I hear you.” 
 
    He didn’t say goodbye to me, not that I expected him to. As soon as his tires started moving she turned around and shoved me. “Don’t ever touch me again!” 
 
    I put my hands up. “He believed me, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Just put your pants back on. I’m going to need a ride back to my car.” 
 
    She leaned forward to grab her pants off the bed and I got a straight view of her perfect ass. It was almost enough to make my dick hard just looking at it. “I get why you hide behind all those clothes.” 
 
    She turned and discovered that I’d been checking her out. “You weren’t so creepy last night. I think I like you better drunk.” 
 
    “Hey, at least you admit you like me. We did just spend the whole night in bed together.” I pulled my jeans up and started to fasten them. A pillow hit me in the head and I couldn’t help but laugh. “A simple thanks will be good.” 
 
    “Thanks for helping me last night, Mitch.” 
 
    “Why do you keep callin’ me that?” 
 
    “It’s your name, right? It’s on your arm.” She pointed to my Mitchell tattoo. For some reason, I’d been stupid and followed the lead of my father and uncle and had our last name tattooed on my arm.  
 
    A smiled formed at the corner of my mouth. “Sort of.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” She was getting annoyed and I enjoyed watching the way her expressions kept changing. Plus I kept thinking about when I’d just been close to her and got a whiff of her hair products. “It’s either your name or it’s not.” 
 
    “Well, Miss Shalan, it’s easy. Mitchell is my last name, not my first. Some would call it my sir name.” 
 
    She bit down on her lips when I talked and I saw her glancing at my chest. The more she tried to act savvy and in control, the more I could tell that she was liking what she saw. “Yeah, you heard my uncle. Whatever. So what’s your first name?” She asked after finally looking back up at my face. 
 
    “Noah.” 
 
    “From the bible? What’s a man with that strong name doing in this town?” 
 
    “Apparently I was sent to save you from a flood of bad decisions.” 
 
    She shoved past me, muttering something I couldn’t make out. I grabbed my shirt off the bed and walked outside. The sunlight was bright, but it was still chilly. I watched as she tucked her hair through the hole in her hat and situated it. “I don’t have time for your sarcasm. If you don’t want to answer then don’t.” 
 
    “Does it even matter why I was there? I’m obviously not a murderer. I’m just someone passin’ through.” I climbed in the truck and started it up.  “I’ll be out of here as soon as you tell me where I’m takin’ you.” 
 
    “I already told you to take me back to my car. Get your mind out of the gutter, Noah Mitchell.” 
 
    I looked right at her and smiled. “Darlin’, my mind ain’t in the gutter.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m used to my asshole boyfriend, or I guess ex boyfriend now.” 
 
    “If that was your boyfriend then I’d suggest you get your eyes checked. I only saw him from afar, but he wasn’t nothin’ to write home about. And that car... don’t even get me started on that piece of shit.” 
 
    “Not everyone can afford something like this,” she snapped. 
 
    “I saved up for this truck. There’s a lot of blood, sweat and tears that went into payin’ for it. Maybe you shouldn’t judge people so quickly.” 
 
    “Whatever!” She kept her eyes focused out of the window. “You’ll be free of me in a few short minutes.” 
 
    Her phone started ringing and it must have startled her. She jumped before putting it up to her ear. “Hello? You can’t do that. Please. You did this, not me. Rex, don’t!” She put the phone back in her purse. “Do me a favor. Keep driving.” 
 
    Her sobs were loud, but since I was a stranger there was little I could do to comfort her. After driving for nearly thirty minutes I pulled over the truck at a gas station. After hopping out and filling the tank I got back into the vehicle. She’d calmed down a little. “I need to know where I’m takin’ you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you probably have somewhere else to be. It’s just that he said he’s taking my phone messages to the police and that they prove you’re a stranger. I left them last night before we took your truck. It’s enough to incriminate me in the theft. I don’t want to go to jail. What was I thinking?” She covered her face and sobbed harder.  
 
    “What do you want to do, Shalan? You got any friends you could call?” 
 
    “My friend was the girl who was naked in the back of Rex’s car last night.” My thoughts went right to Perry and how she was forever damaged after finding out that I’d slept with her sister. Though it was the other side of the equation, I understood what this girl was going through. “I think you should let me come with you. I need time to let Rex cool down. If I’m out of the picture he’ll move on and forget about what I did to his car. Besides, he’s got access to my money and all of my belongings. By now he’s taken everything and made sure I’ll never see it again.” 
 
    She started crying again, and I honestly felt bad for her. I didn’t know this girl’s whole story, but from what I’d already gathered, she’d had a terrible time, and nowhere to turn. 
 
    It was probably a huge mistake, and I’d get nothing out of it except aiding a potential criminal, “If I let you come with me then you’re goin’ to have to cut that shit out. I can’t stand to see a woman cry.” 
 
    She wiped the tears away and tried to smile. “So I can go? I promise I won’t get on your nerves. You won’t even know I’m here.” 
 
    “What if I decide that I don’t want to go back to Kentucky? Will you be able to find a way home?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Whatever. Just know, you ain’t gettin’ into my pants on this trip. I’m tryin’ to get focused and pussy will just mess me up.” 
 
    “Did you really just say that?” She looked appalled. 
 
    “Yeah. I know how women look at me. Stop actin’ like you’re so shocked. It’s human nature. It’s like how you were given a beautiful voice. I was given this face. Don’t act like you haven’t noticed.” I was cocky. Some may say that I was being an asshole. This trip was important to me, and I wasn’t about to ruin it on some chick I picked up at a bar. It wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    “You are sadly mistaken if you think I’d ever sleep with you, Noah. I’m in no shape to get involved with any man, especially one that I barely know. You keep that thing in your pants and I’ll keep mine on.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw, wondering if she meant those words. It wasn’t that I wanted her, it was the fact of knowing that I could have her. That last statement came across as if it could never happen, making me interested immediately. “Then I guess we can agree on somethin’.” 
 
    She looked at me as if I’d been the one to insult her. “I guess we can.” 
 
    Women were so unpredictable. I’d come to believe that I’d probably never understand them completely. 
 
    So there we were, two strangers on a road trip with no idea where we were headed. I was battling my own demons, facing the idea of living my life without the support of my family; something I wasn’t sure I could live without, since I’d never had to go about it before. I was scared, in a not knowing what was next sort of way. The idea of having some company was almost reassuring. Sure, she’d probably end up being a pain in my ass, but at least I’d have someone to sit with when I stopped for a meal. If it didn’t work out I’d drop her off at a bus station and send her on her way. 
 
    It would all work out, because I was determined to prove my dad wrong, no matter how hard things got. 
 
    Shalan fell asleep shortly after our talk. I knew she was tired, probably petrified to be in the same room as me the whole night. The fact that she’d asked to come with me told me that she was over the distrust. While she rested I thought about my life, and future.  
 
    First I needed to find a place that I could call home. Then I had to figure out what I wanted to do. At some point I’d get rid of the woman in my truck and be able to get serious. For the time being we were just two people running away from our lives.  
 
    It was then that I realized it was time to let loose a little bit. I was out on my own, with nobody telling me what to do. If I wanted to get wild and party I could.  
 
    It was time to live the way I’d never been able to before; to do everything that I knew my dad wouldn’t approve of, just because I could.  
 
    Even thinking about it made me smile. 
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                       Shalan 
 
      
 
    His muscular arms held me tightly, making me feel safer than I had in a long time. The smell of his cologne filled my nostrils, making my desire for him heighten. He’d removed his backwards hat and was lingering over my naked body, ready to fill me completely. I ran my hands over his tattoos that I was able to see, while his lips made contact with my collarbone, slowly traveling my body until he reached my most sensitive private of areas. His eyes looked up into mine as his mouth brushed over my sex. I could feel myself trembling beneath him. I wanted his tongue to drive inside of me, and give me pleasures that I’d never felt before. I wanted to get lost in this strange man that made me hot between the legs. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes. 
 
    I woke up and it was dark outside. Country music played from the radio and Noah was humming instead of singing the words. He was too focused on the road to notice that I’d opened my eyes. Though feeling blushed, I decided to do whatever I could to not think about the dream I’d clearly just had.  
 
    Who could have blamed me for it, after taking one look at him? I couldn’t remember ever being so turned on by a stranger in my life, and it was all because of the way he looked. Though young, probably my age, he was so well-defined. Even his large hands were muscular.  
 
    I swallowed the sexual thoughts and remained quiet for a bit, determined to not let him see my predicament. 
 
    We’d stopped for lunch when we made it to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. One would think it would be weird traveling with someone I didn’t know, but Noah was easy to be around. He didn’t ask a ton of questions, and he didn’t seem to mind all mine. I still hadn’t asked him anything really personal. We talked about music and things we both liked to do, but that was about it. 
 
    After we drove around the town for a while, stopped by the Salvation Army, and a Walmart so I could buy some cheap clothes to wear, we got back on the road. Noah was determined to get as far North as he could before the day was over. Since this was his trip, and I was only tagging along, I couldn’t complain about his schedule, as long as I was as far away from my old life as possible. 
 
    Though still worried about the repercussions of my actions from the night before, I felt safe for some reason. It was weird because I’d never been in a situation with a stranger, yet at the moment he was as close to a friend as I had.  
 
    I sat up and stretched the best I could in the truck. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A few hours maybe.” 
 
    “Really?” I’d never been able to sleep in a car, which only let me know how tired I must have been. “So where are we?” 
 
    “Almost to New York City. I figured we could grab a bite to eat and find a place to stay tonight. Is that cool with you?” 
 
    I’d explained to Noah that the only money I had was his tip from the night before. For some reason, and it better not have been because he thought it would get him access to my panties, he’d offered to pay for my room and food, until I could figure something out, or it was time for me to go home. I felt bad, especially since I knew he was probably limited with how much money he’d brought with him. He wasn’t exactly frugal the night before with his money, so I didn’t want him running out because of me. When I suggested that, he just laughed and told me not to worry about him. “Sounds good. Just remember that places in the city are more expensive. We might want to find something on the outskirts to save a couple dollars.” 
 
    “And get bedbugs.” He laughed. “Shalan, I’m not risking the chance of bugs crawlin’ on me while I sleep.” 
 
    Just thinking about it gave me the heebie-jeebies. “Okay. Since you put it that way.” 
 
    A little later Noah parked in front of a hotel that only offered Valet. A man came and took the keys from him, while we grabbed our things and headed into the lobby.  
 
    My parents never had money for us to go on trips or take vacations. The marble floors were extravagant and I felt out of place immediately, especially with a ball cap on my head.  
 
    Noah walked right up to the front desk and got our rooms, so I thought. He came back over and handed me a card. “This is for you.” 
 
    “What room number am I in?” I needed a shower so bad. When we’d stopped earlier I’d brushed my teeth with only my fingers. I’d bought a travel toothbrush at one of the gas stations that we’d stopped at, but knew Noah had probably been smelling my stank breath all day. 
 
    “You’re in three fourteen.” He started walking towards the elevator with me. 
 
    “Cool. What room are you in?” 
 
    He smiled, giving me this look that almost seemed ornery. “Three fourteen.” 
 
    It took a second for me to interpret that it was the same room number he’d given me. “But -.” 
 
    “It has two beds, Shalan. I’m not tryin’ to take advantage of you, if that’s what you think.” 
 
    I put my head down, feeling a little overwhelmed for getting myself into this situation. “It’s fine.” I had to keep reminding myself that he was doing me a huge favor. I couldn’t be picky about the accommodations. “What if you meet someone and need to be alone?” 
 
    “I’ll make you hide in the bathroom until I’m done.” 
 
    I turned my face so he couldn’t see my shocked reaction. There was no way I was going to stand in a bathroom listening to him get it on with a stranger. He was sick. 
 
    He burst into a chuckle. “Seriously, woman, you’re so easy to mess with.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I took offense to his comment. He didn’t know me. 
 
    “Don’t believe everythin’ you hear. I ain’t always serious.” He laughed more. “I ain’t plannin’ on bringin’ anyone back to our room, unless you’re into three-ways.” 
 
    I shoved him, realizing he was definitely joking. “No! I’m definitely not the type of person that shares.” 
 
    “Yeah, most girls feel that way.” He looked up at the moving numbers on the elevator. “It’s a damn shame.” 
 
    I shook my head and prayed that the doors would open so I could get some distance between us. When they did open I hauled ass down the long hallway until I reached the number on the door that I’d been searching for. Noah was right behind me, but he’d stopped joking about threesomes. 
 
    Thank God! 
 
    Our room was immaculate. 
 
    I walked right in and plopped down on the soft bed. Noah took the bed nearest to the window and kicked off his boots before sitting down and grabbing a folding brochure.  
 
    “Do you want to order in, or go downstairs to the restaurant. It’s the same food either way.” 
 
    “How do you know that? Does it say that on that paper?” 
 
    He handed it to me. “Probably somewhere, but I’ve been here plenty of times with my grandmother.” 
 
    “You’ve been in this same hotel before?” I needed a second confirmation on that. 
 
    “Yes. My family always stays at this chain anyway, no matter where we travel to. We earn points for stayin’ with them.” 
 
    “And you’re farmers?” 
 
    He sat up and leaned forward so he was facing me. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I guess I thought farmers were poor.” 
 
    Noah laughed and put his hands behind his head. “We do alright.” He was quiet for a second before he asked, “So, room service or restaurant?” 
 
    “Can I shower first?” 
 
    He motioned towards the bathroom and rested his head back on the pillow. “Go for it. Wake me up when you’re done and we can go.” 
 
    The bathroom was even more gorgeous than the lobby. Marble was from floor to ceiling and the tub had actual jets in it. The shower had one of those waterfall heads and the pressure was intense compared to what I was used to. On the sink was little samples of different shampoos and lotions. I was beside myself with excitement over the whole ordeal. It was also difficult to decide whether I wanted a bath or a shower.  
 
    I chose a shower since I knew that Noah was waiting for me. The hot water felt so good against my tender skin. I was sore from sleeping in the camper and then the truck. While washing my body, I thought about the man that was sitting right in the next room. I imagined what it would be like for him to slip into the shower with me. It was so wrong, but I couldn’t stop doing it. By the time I turned the water off, I’d gotten myself so flustered that I almost needed to take a cold shower. 
 
    It wasn’t until I hopped out that I realized I didn’t have a brush, or my bag that had my underwear and toothbrush in it. I wrapped in one of the large white towels and opened the door to retrieve them. Noah sat up and smiled when he saw me standing there and I just froze.  
 
    It wasn’t that I felt vulnerable or violated. His eyes were fixed on my body, and the skin that was exposed. I bit my lip and thought about what it would be like to drop the towel. I wondered what would happen, running different scenarios through my mind while standing there. “You need somethin’?” His question made me snap out of my trance.  
 
    “Um, no, I can get it myself.” I grabbed the bag and hurried into the bathroom, completely embarrassed. 
 
    I hadn’t tried on any of the clothes I bought, so trying everything on was making me nervous. It wasn’t like me to wear a skirt, or a dress, but I’d picked up one of each. I’d also managed to grab a couple pair of jeans that were from a fancy store I never could have afforded on my salary. The jeans were worn in certain spots, with custom rips down the front of each thigh. On the back pockets were just enough bling to make them snap and take away from my hips, that I felt were too wide. 
 
    The shirt was a little tight and way too low. I considered putting on a plain t-shirt and calling it a night. Then I thought about Noah, and how he looked without a shirt on. I wasn’t expecting anything from him, but having someone that looked like him staring me down made me feel good about myself. I refused to allow myself another moment to consider changing.  
 
    The blow dryer on the wall took forever to dry my hair, but it worked and that I could be thankful for. After applying makeup to my eyes and a light layer of gloss to my lips, I stood back and looked at myself.  
 
    It was weird that I barely recognized the reflection in the mirror. It had been forever since I’d gotten dressed up and worn makeup. I wasn’t even sure why I kept it in my purse for so long.  
 
    Since I knew I’d taken forever, I put my hand on the doorknob and slowly opened it. Noah was sleeping with the remote to the television in his hand. I walked over and leaned down to take it from him, to give him time to rest before we went out. My touch was enough to startle him awake. He grabbed my hand that had a hold of the remote and looked around the room, before stopping on me. I watched his eyes traveling from my legs then up to my breasts. It should have made me angry that he was being so blatantly obvious about it, but it didn’t. He let go of my hand and it fell to my side. I couldn’t move. I just stood there letting him take me in. My breathing increased as his focus finally made it to my face. When he started to sit up I moved backwards. He was a good ten inches taller than me, so once he was standing I had to look up to see his face. “You ready to eat?” He walked past me as if the past four minutes hadn’t happened.  
 
    As much as I should have felt ashamed for wanting a rise out of him, I felt saddened that I hadn’t gotten the reaction I wanted. “Yeah. I’m ready.” 
 
    Noah took ten minutes to shower and change, before we headed downstairs to eat. I sat on the bed waiting for him to walk out in only a towel, but he’d been smart and taken his clothes into the bathroom with him. 
 
    The elevator ride was just as awkward as the ride to our room earlier. I could feel his eyes on me, but refused to turn around and call him out on it.  
 
    For the life of me I couldn’t figure out why I was so worried about him being interested in me. I’d just caught my boyfriend cheating on me with my best friend, and ran off with a complete stranger to escape life. I had no right to flirt or even hang out with the guy. Everything about the last twenty-four hours of my life were insane and reckless. 
 
    The restaurant was crowded and we were finally seated after having to wait several minutes. Our table was located against a wall. I took the back booth seat, while Noah sat in the chair across from me. While looking at the menu I noticed our waitress had come over and take in Noah. It gave me butterflies to watch him smile and speak respectfully to our server.  
 
    I didn’t know her, but I hated her. Wasn’t that ridiculous? 
 
    After we ordered, and got a round of beers, Noah took a swig and looked right at me. “You haven’t said much. What’s up with you? Havin’ second thoughts about taggin’ along?” 
 
    I raised my brow. Was he trying to get rid of me so he could slip our waitress his room key? “Are you?” 
 
    He seemed amused by my question. “Why would you ask me that? I haven’t complained.” I caught him looking at my cleavage for a split second before looking into my eyes again. 
 
    “I saw the way that waitress checked you out. I guess I’m wondering if you regret telling me that you weren’t interested in bringing someone back to the room.” 
 
    “Are all women jealous?” 
 
    “Are all men pigs?” 
 
    He took another sip of his beer and waved down the waitress. I sank down in my seat when I thought about how bad he could embarrass me. “Can I help you, hun?” 
 
    He put his hand on her back as he spoke. “I’m goin’ to need some shots. Bring us two rounds of whiskey.” 
 
    She backed up and smiled. “Coming right up!” 
 
    He purposely watched her walk away before turning his attention back to me. “Is that what you meant about bein’ a pig?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” I crossed my arms over my chest and looked in another direction.  
 
    He laughed and finished off his beer. “This could go a lot more easier if you’d relax.” 
 
    “What could?” 
 
    “This ploy to get my attention. You think I haven’t noticed, but darlin’, I’ve been around long enough to know how this turns out.” 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. Then, out of complete panic, I laughed at him. “Are you kidding me? You think I’m trying to what…sleep with you? Is that what you think?” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Our shots were being sat down on the table. The waitress cut into our conversation. “Do you need anything else?” I hated how she directed her question to Noah and not me, as if I wasn’t even sitting at the table with him. 
 
    Noah said something in her ear. She smiled and walked away gracefully. 
 
    I stood up and got ready to leave. He stood up with me. “Where are you goin’?” 
 
    “Back to the room. I lost my appetite.” 
 
    He grabbed the back of my shirt as I tried to walk past him. “Hold up! Don’t get all mad.” I finally sighed and looked at him, annoyed and ready to punch my way free if I needed to. He leaned forward while peering directly into my eyes. As pissed as I was, I was taken back by the way he could make me pant for more. This guy was experienced. He knew what buttons to push and I hated him for it. He was dangerous and I knew I needed to get away from him.  
 
    He picked up a shot glass and lifted it to my mouth, running the smooth glass over my lips. “You look thirsty.” 
 
    I lifted my hand and took the glass away from him. “I am.” I downed the first shot and then the second, never taking my eyes off of him. “I didn’t come here to play games with you, Noah. I don’t sleep with strangers just because they look good. Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    He sat back down and motioned for me to do the same. “Not at all. You can’t blame me for testin’ out the waters, not when the person looks like you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You really want to know what I said to her?” 
 
    Of course I did. I wanted to know why he thought he could pick on me and tease me by flirting with other women. What was his purpose of pissing me off so that I wanted to knee him in the balls? 
 
    Before he could answer a loud announcement came over the speaker sitting near our table. “Welcome to Karaoke night at the Grasshopper. I see a lot of familiar faces out there tonight, but some new people as well. In fact, I’ve already gotten a volunteer to start things off for us tonight.” 
 
    Noah started to smile as he finished off his final shot. He winked at me at the same time I heard the announcer’s next words.  
 
    “Can Shalan come up to the stage?” 
 
    I kicked him from underneath the table. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I told the waitress that you’d just been signed in Nashville and was here visitin’.” 
 
    I wanted to puke. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Woman, we’re in a town where nobody knows us. We can do whatever we want. We can be crazy and nobody will ever hear about it. Get your ass up there and sing somethin’.” I appreciated that he thought I could sing, but I hadn’t done it publicly in a very long time. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    He leaned over the table. “I promise not to mess with your head anymore if you get up there and sing one song. I’ll be a perfect gentlemen.” 
 
    My eyes widened when I realized that this had been his plan all along. “You’re an asshole.” 
 
    “Fuck this!” He stood up and walked away, leaving me at the table all alone. 
 
    A few seconds later, after I’d assumed he’d gone back to the room, I heard something that shocked me. 
 
    “This song goes out to my friend. She knows who she is.” 
 
    He sang an old Johnny Cash song and I was utterly surprised by his voice. What shocked me even more was when he walked off the stage and came over to serenade me. He grabbed my hand and winked at me as he very gracefully belted out the lyrics. When the song ended there were a bunch of whistles. Noah returned to our table with a face full of smile. “That’s how it’s done, darlin’. Go on if you think you can top that.” 
 
    He didn’t know me, yet he knew how to push me in ways that would make me do something I wouldn’t normally do. I stood up and pulled my shirt down so it covered my navel. “I can definitely do better than that.” 
 
    It took me a second to find the song I wanted, but once I had it I knew I’d blow them all away. My mother used to sing it at the top of her lungs. It was one of her favorites. 
 
    “Busted flat in Baton Rouge, waitin’ for the train…” 
 
    The crowd started screaming when they heard me begin. Janis Joplin was the ultimate karaoke song if you could pull it off, and I certainly could. 
 
    I sang with enthusiasm, and after the first verse the crowd disappeared to me. All but one person that is. 
 
    His eyes were fixed on mine as I continued to show him up. The smile never left his lips either. If I wanted his attention, I’d finally figured out how to get it undivided. I swayed my body with the rhythm of the music, and exasperated myself when it got toward the end. I wanted the song to end with raw emotion, and I nailed it. 
 
    The whole restaurant stood up and applauded. I could feel my body shaking, but only felt absolute satisfaction. 
 
    Then I did something without thinking about the message it was sending. “I’d like to sing another song, if that’s okay?” 
 
    The crowd got loud.  
 
    “Take another little piece of my heart now baby…” 
 
    By the time the song ended I felt high. I found my seat and noticed that our food had been brought out. Noah hadn’t started eating. He was too busy staring at me, shocked and in awe. 
 
    I grabbed a fry and popped it in my mouth. “How’d I do?” I already knew the answer, but I wanted him to admit it. 
 
    “This taggin’ along shit ain’t goin’ to work.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” My buzz was fading. 
 
    “It’s takin’ all of my willpower not to take you upstairs right now and fuck the shit out of you, woman. I ain’t even goin’ to lie about it. That right there just made my dick hard.” 
 
    I took a drink of a new beer, but never stopped looking at him. This was bazaar. It wasn’t possible for me to be so attracted to this man. I’d never had a one-night stand before. I wasn’t that kind of girl. 
 
    I couldn’t be feeling this way about a stranger, yet it was happening and I couldn’t stop it. The heat between my legs increased and although we were in a very public place, all I could do was imagine what it would be like to be naked with him. 
 
    I thought of a million things I could say to him. I even imagined turning him down and singing some more songs.  
 
     “Do they have to-go bags?” 
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                  Noah 
 
      
 
    We were traveling together, staying in the same room. Was it so wrong for two people that had chemistry to go for it? I mean, this girl was stacked in all the right places. It was only natural to be completely attracted to her, especially when I saw her come out of that bathroom in a towel. Then to top that her little outfit had me going crazy. The jeans fit her plump ass like a glove. It almost made my mouth water when I walked behind her. Her shirt was short, and I kept getting glimpses of the creamy skin on her waist.  
 
    I’d had a couple one-night stands, but couldn’t remember either of them having this kind of impact on me. Those words she sang, they were for me. I had to get out of that restaurant, whether she came with me or not. My adrenaline was wired and it wasn’t because I was mad. I was so damn turned on that I couldn’t control myself. If there was a corner I could see myself taking her in it.  
 
    We waited for the waitress to come back and get the check. I watched her fidgeting with her fingers. “What’s taking her so long?” 
 
    “Havin’ second thoughts?” 
 
    “Are you?” She cocked her brow. “Honestly, I’m trying not think about it.” 
 
    I could tell from the way she wouldn’t look at me that she was full of shit. She was nervous. “How about we grab a couple more shots?” I waved and signaled to the waitress for another round. She obliged and brought the final bill at the same time. 
 
    We shoved everything into one box and down the shots at the same time.  
 
    I watched her watching me. The food wasn’t going to get eaten as long as my hunger was for something completely different. 
 
    I’d be given the go-ahead and nothing could stop me. 
 
    So I thought. 
 
    Before we could make it out of the restaurant the waitress came running toward us, with a man who looked to be her boss.  The man held out his hand. “I’m Jerrod Adkins, manager here. Listen, I don’t normally do this, but my band for tomorrow night is in a bind, on account of the singer getting his tonsils out. I’ve made calls all day and nobody can do it on such short notice. We all heard how amazing the two of you were tonight. I don’t know how long you’re staying, or if you’ve ever sang together, but we could use someone to fill in, if you’re interested.” 
 
    I looked at Shalan, knowing she had stage fright before her performance earlier. “Can you give us a minute to talk about it?” I was trying to not ruin my chances of getting laid. If I said yes without discussing it, all of my efforts would have been for nothing. 
 
    “We don’t need to talk about it. We’ll be honored to do it?” 
 
    “The band we use leaves their stuff here. It’s my brother-in-law’s group. They usually perform here three nights a week,” he explained. “He went to the doctor this morning for a sore throat and ended up having surgery. It’s crazy. But anyway, I can see if one of the guys can provide you with a song list. They mostly do covers, and all are popular songs, both new and old.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” she announced. 
 
    I raised my brow, still wondering where her courage was coming from. “Yeah, sounds easy enough.” 
 
    “Just leave me your information, so I can get you that playlist. You can pick and choose whatever songs you want. I’m sure they’ll play just about anything.” 
 
    We shook hands and he handed me his card. I gave him my number and let him know the room we were staying in, before we walked out of the restaurant. 
 
    Shalan made it to the elevator before she started jumping up and down, talking like a crazy person. To say she was excited was an understatement. “Oh my god. Do you have any idea how long I’ve dreamed of something like this happening to me? This is terrific, Noah. I can’t believe it. Am I dreaming? Is this really happening?” 
 
    I smiled and looked down at the floor realizing that she’d forgotten all about our plans to end up in bed. “It’s real. We’re performin’ tomorrow night in front of a shit ton of people. I think we might even get paid.” 
 
    She put her hands in the air and screamed loudly, causing my ears to hurt. Then she walked up and hugged me before realizing she’d done it. I watched her back away from me but never take those blue eyes off of mine. “Do you know that this is all I’ve ever wanted to do? This is my dream, Noah.” 
 
    I laughed. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Seriously, isn’t this an opportunity of a lifetime?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell her how I’d been against the music industry for a long time. My uncle Zeke, the leader of a very popular rock band had used me for a publicity scam and never talked to me again. I had hard feelings when it came to him and other singers in the business. It was wrong to judge them all, but it was all I’d ever known. The man had humiliated my family and caused me to lose the last link I had to ever knowing more about my birth mother. 
 
    I’d read somewhere that he owned a record label . I had a feeling if Shalan found out about it, she’d use me as her ticket to fame.  
 
    I didn’t leave my family to get tangled up with my uncle. I was doing this for myself. If I could have some fun and make a little bit of money while trying to find my way I was going to do it. 
 
    Knowing how excited she was, I decided to not damper the mood with my concerns. If Shalan wanted to be a singer I couldn’t talk her out of it. It wasn’t my place, and with the talent she carried, she could make it really far. “Looks like we got ourselves a reason to celebrate.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together and smiled. “Hold on, cowboy. I know what I said earlier, but this gig is WAY more important than a romp in the sheets. I need to prepare song choices and we should work on harmonization. We’ve got less than a day to get this perfect.” 
 
    I wiped my face and tried to relax enough to be kind. It wasn’t like I could convince my dick to calm down. It was ready for action, which clearly wasn’t happening now. 
 
    “It’s just sex. We’re two adults seeking pleasure from each other. I’m attracted to you, and you’re obviously attracted to me. We don’t have to make this more than it is.” 
 
    Her quirky reaction gave me hope, for maybe a second. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. You should probably take a cold shower before we start working.” 
 
    “You’re definitely goin’ to want to put that old ball cap back on your head, and maybe even some dirty clothes. I can’t look at you for another minute with what you’ve got on.” 
 
    The look of disgust was apparent. Seemingly annoyed, she shook her head and walked into the room without replying. The cold shower wouldn’t have helped my balls recover, so I decided to ignore the need and take care of other things. While Shalan stood in front of the bathroom mirror, I sat in a chair on the other side of the hotel room and turned on my cell phone. The vibration was constant as all of the messages loaded.  It had been two days since I talked to anyone in my family, and I knew they were going to give me shit about it. 
 
    I started the text messages first. 
 
    I can’t believe how you’re acting! – Bella 
 
    Next time I see you, I’m fucking you up, you honky-tonk bitch! – Jake 
 
    Noah, you can’t run away from your problems. You and your dad need to sit down and talk about this. You have responsibilities to this family. – Mom 
 
    I forgot to tell you to be safe and that I love you. We all do. – Mom 
 
    Shutting off your phone doesn’t solve anything, Noah. Call me back or I’m going to hate you forever. – Bella 
 
    Baby, it’s me. I kicked my sister out of the house. She told me she seduced you. I want to talk about this. Please call me, Noah. I’m still in love with you. - Perry 
 
    Dad and I are getting worried. Please at least check in with us. – Mom 
 
    You’re freaking me out. Don’t do something stupid. Call me back. – Bella 
 
    This is your aunt. You need to call home. Your mother is a mess, kid. Your uncle and I know the boys provoked you. Christian came to us after you left. Call your mother. – Miranda 
 
    So this is your plan? Are you cutting all of us off from your life? – Bella 
 
    It’s Mom checking in. Please call me or Dad. Love you. – Mom 
 
    As pissed as I was at my family, my heart ached when I thought about my mother being upset. I knew I probably had thirty voicemails waiting, and certainly didn’t want to hear my ex calling over a dozen times, but decided to just call and let a certain someone know I was alive.  
 
    It rang twice before she answered. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Gram, it’s me. I’m just callin’ to let you know I’m fine.” 
 
    “Noah, do you know what time it is?” 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed that it was after midnight. “Sorry. I just checked my messages.” 
 
    “Anyway, I know where you are.” I could hear her shuffling around, like she’d been up walking when she answered the phone. Then I realized that she’d been in bed and the phone wasn’t near her. “The hotel called and verified your stay with me.” 
 
    Shocked. I thought that they wouldn’t know where I’d been until the credit card bill came in, which I’d pay. “What? Since when do they do that?” 
 
    “Since people started stealing credit cards and banking information, smarty pants. Did you really think that running away was going to solve things with your dad?” 
 
    “No, but I needed some air, Grandma. He doesn’t let up.” 
 
    “Noah, if you two learned to communicate with each other life would be a lot easier. You wouldn’t have to go to such extremes to make your point.” 
 
    I looked toward the bathroom and saw Shalan spinning around, obviously planning some choreographed routine. She was going to every extreme for one little performance at a hotel lounge. “Listen, it is what it is. Can you just do me a favor and tell everyone I’m fine. Don’t tell Dad where I’m at.” 
 
    “I could cut off the card and force you to come home.” 
 
    “Come on, Grandma. Don’t do that. I just need a couple days to cool off. Besides, you can’t cut me off from the company account, when it’s all goin’ to be mine anyway, right?” I knew if I added that tidbit she’d be cool with my little vacation. My grandmother may have wanted me to take over the business even more than my father wanted me to. 
 
    “Be safe in that city, Noah. I’ll let your mother know you called. If you had any sense you’d call and tell her yourself.” 
 
    I made a face knowing she’d never see it. “Yeah, I don’t really feel like hearin’ her upset.” 
 
    “She’s your mother. Of course this upset her.” 
 
    “Well my call would only make it harder. Just tell her I’m fine. Please.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll see you in a few days then.” 
 
    “Noah, hang on. Have you heard from your cousin? From Isabella? Her mother called last night asking if I’d seen her. I thought maybe she was with you.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her, Gram, but I’ll definitely give her a call.” 
 
    “Love you, kiddo.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I smiled knowing damn well I wasn’t a child. “Love you too.” 
 
    When I hung up Shalan came walking up in front of me. “Are you ready to go over a couple songs? We need to make sure we know all the words. I’ve selected a couple older songs we could sing together. The people really liked your rendition of Johnny tonight, so maybe you could do that again.” 
 
    I rubbed my face and avoided looking up at her. “I need to sleep before I can deal with all that. You should rest too.” 
 
    “I can’t I’m too excited. We should go out to celebrate. Want to hit a bar or something?” 
 
    “No! I just told you that I’m beat. I’m hitting the sack. You want to go out and party, I ain’t goin’ to stop you.” Her hyper mood was annoying. 
 
    “I’m too wired to stay in.” She started pacing around. 
 
    I plopped down on the bed and watched her lurking. “I know a way to tire you out.” 
 
    A shoe. She tossed a shoe at me. “Stop it with that mess. It’s not happening.” 
 
    I put a pillow over my head. “Goodnight then.” 
 
    I waited until she walked out of the room before calling my cousin. I didn’t want her hearing the two of us get into it, if it came to that. 
 
    It rang five times before the voicemail picked up. “Hey, it’s me. I just turned my phone back on. Call me.” 
 
    With no success and a day’s worth of driving and then everything else I was too tired to do anything else. Sleep came easy.


 
   
  
 



[image: 12] 
 
                 Shalan 
 
      
 
    I was in the big city, a place I’d only dreamed of visiting. It was bright and busy, just like I’d always pictured it to be. Cabs lined the road, which was strange in itself. We didn’t have cabs in my town, and the sound of car horns after midnight was astounding to me. 
 
    It was a shame that Noah was being such a party-pooper. Obviously he didn’t appreciate what being in New York City meant to me. Not to mention the fact that we’d nail ourselves a gig without even trying.  
 
    It amazed me how easily I’d agreed to do it, almost like my mother was pushing the decision because she knew I was too scared. At any rate I knew it was my only chance. I had one shot to make an impression and it had to be the best one I’d ever make. 
 
    I still couldn’t believe it.  
 
    One day ago I’d been living with my cheating-piece-of-shit boyfriend, believing every word that came out of his mouth. One day ago I’d met Noah, the handsome man who’d come in for a meal and gotten so much more. I didn’t mean to be such a burden on him. He hadn’t told me much about himself, but I knew he was running from his family for some reason, and I wish he knew me enough to tell me why.  
 
    It was just like a man to want to sleep with me without expecting to get to know me first. I often wondered if I had some invisible sign that only men could see, offering them a free piece of ass.  
 
    Then again, Noah seemed different. All sexual innuendos aside, he’d saved my ass more than once, and also paid for my meals, and had given me a place to sleep. I had to be grateful, even if he was trying to get into my pants. It didn’t hurt that he was so damn fine. I mean, the guy was all country, born and bred to wear dungarees and boots. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he didn’t own a cowboy hat. 
 
    Still, if that manager hadn’t pulled us aside I don’t know what would have happened. In that moment I wanted him. I wanted to know what it felt like to have his lips on mine, and his hand touching parts of me that I reserved only for very few people. The invite to sing had been a wake-up call for me. I needed to stay focused. Noah and I were still strangers. In a few days he’d move on, and I’d be left with my piss-poor excuse for a life. Singing anywhere in New York was an opportunity. It was probably going to be the only one I ever got, so I was determined to make sure it was perfect. 
 
    After walking for only five minutes I’d been approached for loose change twice. The further I got from the hotel, the more shady people seemed.  
 
    Most of the businesses were closed, since it was so late. The ones that were open were filled to capacity with drunk and obnoxious people.  
 
    Since I had less than ten bucks left from Noah’s tip, I didn’t have many options as to where to go. What sealed my decision to head back to the hotel was a guy running out of a building, followed by three cops with batons out. I looked around at all of the people around me and they seemed to not even be fazed. It scared the hell out of me, so much so that I turned right around and walked back to the hotel.  
 
    I found Noah sleeping soundly on the bed next to mine. He’d taken off his shirt, and even one glance made me feel hot and bothered. I couldn’t stop looking at his sculpted chest and wondering what it would be like to crawl on top of him and start something. 
 
    From his advances earlier, and the way he’d picked on me, I knew he’d go for it. It was my conscience keeping it from happening. Even though I’d never have to tell anyone that I’d hooked up with a stranger, I’d still know it happened, and it wasn’t something I thought I could live with. 
 
    Then I thought about that word – stranger. Was he a stranger, or a new friend that I happened to meet at one of the lowest points in my life? That question intrigued me. I was certain of one particular fact about it. If our circumstances were different I would have been doing anything to be with him. Pickings were slim in my town, and he was unlike any other man I’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
    When he opened his eyes it startled me. I turned away even though I knew he’d caught me. “You still up?” He stood and walked into the bathroom, not even closing the door when he started to urinate. 
 
    “I went out.” I started removing my shoes and watched as he walked back to the bed. 
 
    “Guess you didn’t get mugged. That’s always a good thing.” 
 
    Right in front of me, in between the two beds, he dropped his jeans. Standing there in only his boxers, he let me take him in before smiling and climbing back into bed. 
 
    “Yeah, it was pretty scary. I’m not used to it.” 
 
    “Well, if you get scared again, you can always climb in here with me.” He chuckled and rolled over, letting me know he was going back to sleep, even without giving me a second to reply. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I hated when he was cocky, or loved it. The sweet side of me wanted to feel violated when he made those comments. The other wanted to crawl under those covers and make him forget about every other woman he’d ever been with. 
 
    “Goodnight, Noah. Thanks again for this.” 
 
    I tugged down my jeans, since his back was turned to me. We were both adults and he’d obviously seen a woman before. Being in my underwear was exactly like wearing a bathing suit. I had nothing to feel ashamed of. 
 
    Well, that’s how I felt before he turned around and got an eyeful. “I wasn’t kiddin’ about sharin’ a bed.” 
 
    I climbed into the cold bed next to his. “You and I both know what will happen if I get into that bed with you.” 
 
    He sat up, leaning on his elbow. “What’s that exactly?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re funny. Like you don’t know already. Do you really think I’d just throw caution to the wind and sleep with you after one day?” 
 
    “You almost did a few hours ago.” 
 
    He was right and I hated that he knew it. “I would have stopped you.” 
 
    “Darlin’, after one kiss you’d be beggin’ me for more.” 
 
    His huge ego annoyed me, but it also made me hot between my legs. I could close my eyes and picture him being between them, satisfying the growing craving I had for him. “Have I mentioned how much I hate cocky men?” 
 
    “Maybe you just hate cock. Are you into cleanin’ carpets? Is that how you roll?” He must have thought his comment was funny, because he rolled on his back and cackled at himself. “You like the taste of pussy?” 
 
    I pulled a pillow over my face and screamed into it. The bantering between us was making me crazy. I finally removed the pillow, put my hand on the lamp switch, and spoke. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I shut off the light and rolled over promising myself that I wouldn’t listen to anything else he had to say. 
 
    The room stayed quiet and I finally fell fast asleep. 
 
      
 
    The next morning I woke up and noticed two things.  
 
    Noah was already in the shower. 
 
    It was still dark outside. 
 
    I went to pull the pillow over my head and go back to sleep when I caught a glimpse of his naked body in my peripheral vision. Though his package wasn’t in view, the rest of his body was. His ass, so fine and muscular. I couldn’t stop looking at him, running that small towel over his tall body. His hair was a mess on the top of his head, and even sexier than when it was dry.  
 
    Of course he knew I was looking. It was proven when he put that tiny towel over the front of his junk and came walking out in front of me. “Oh, good mornin’. I didn’t know you were up.” 
 
    I couldn’t even speak. Aside from probably having to go into the bathroom and change my underwear, I was completely embarrassed for getting caught staring. 
 
    I kept my head turned until I could hear the zipper on his jeans being pulled up. “I’m goin’ to grab some breakfast. You want to get up and join me?” 
 
    “Has it occurred to you that it’s still dark out?” 
 
    “It will be light soon enough. Come on, we’ve got a big day ahead of us.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I thought we were going to practice all day.” 
 
    “Woman, I don’t need practice. Besides, all eyes are goin’ to be on you anyway.” 
 
    I stood up, not realizing that I was in only my underwear. I turned to see him looking, without regret. He seemed very pleased for me to know he was checking me out. I hurried up and grabbed my clothes before shutting the bathroom door and making sure it was locked.  
 
    Then I proceeded to calm myself down enough to be able to get ready for God only knew what he had planned for me. I dressed in my second pair of jeans I’d purchased and a t-shirt that was a little more tight than I was used to. 
 
    After putting my hair up in a loose ponytail, I brushed my teeth and put on some makeup. Given the little resources I had, I was happy with my appearance. Plus I assumed he’d been joking about the long day.  
 
    We sat down at the restaurant downstairs and he paid attention to his menu instead of me. I kept glancing at him, seeing if he was checking me out. He never once looked at me, and it was driving me insane.  
 
    An older woman approached the table, pouring us two cups of coffee and sitting tiny creamer cups in between them. “My name’s Flo. What can I get ya this morning?” 
 
    “Good morning, ma’am. I’d like the pancakes with bacon, a little on the crispy side, a large orange juice and a cup of home fries.”  
 
    I giggled about all of the food he’d ordered. “I’ll just have a bagel with cream cheese, toasted please.” 
 
    She closed her little book and left us to put the order in. “Do you always eat that much for breakfast?” 
 
    “Depends if my mom makes breakfast or not.” He sipped at his coffee and then started adding sugar. “On the weekends I probably eat more than this. I burn it all off by lunchtime, though.” 
 
    “So you live at home?” It seemed like a good time to ask him something personal about his life. 
 
    “No. I have my own place.” 
 
    “You drive to your parent’s house every day for work?” 
 
    He took another sip of hot coffee. “We live on the same ranch. It’s hundreds of acres. So – no, I don’t drive to my parent’s house. My mom cooks for everyone. She’s been gettin’ up with my dad and taken care of him since they got together.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, imagining a life like I only saw on television. “She sounds like Joan Cleaver. I didn’t know women still tended to men like that. It’s kind of crazy to me. I mean, what could your dad ever give her that would equal the amount of work she’s put into that kind of life?” 
 
    He cocked his brow. “For starters, three kids, a beautiful home, anything she’s ever asked for, and his undyin’ love.” 
 
    He’d taken offense to my comment and it shocked me. “Sorry if I upset you, Noah. You just seem like you were trying to get away from them, yet clearly you care deeply for your family.” 
 
    “My dad and I don’t see eye to eye. His idea for my future ain’t what I want.” 
 
    I understood why he hadn’t mentioned it when we talked the day before. “Coming from someone whose family is a cluster-fuck, I’d say your lucky to have them, even if they drive you crazy. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t give to have my mom back.” 
 
    I shouldn’t have mentioned it knowing that he’d want to know more. “What happened?” 
 
    “She died when I was thirteen. She’d been sick for a while and stopped responding to treatments.” 
 
    “Treatments for what?” It puzzled me why he seemed so interested.  
 
    “Breast Cancer. Well, it started with that. Eventually the cancer spread to other places and that’s what killed her.” 
 
    Noah looked down at his coffee and got real quiet. “Hey, it’s okay. You didn’t upset me. She’s been gone a long time.” I reached over and tapped on his hand, but he stood up and walked away. I watched him head out of the restaurant and pulled out his phone. He spoke for a couple of minutes and came back in and sat down.  
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    He still refused to look at me. “When I was around eleven my mother was diagnosed. She went through hell, but made it through remission. Every year she gets checked, and I can’t imagine how scary it is for her.” 
 
    I’d never met anyone that was my age when their mother had cancer. It was a horrible thing to have in common with someone, but for some reason I felt connected to him because of it. Then I was almost jealous knowing that he’d got to keep his mother and I didn’t. “Is that who you just called?” 
 
    He nodded. “I left her a message.” 
 
    “That was thoughtful of you. You’re very lucky, Noah. There’s nothing that I wouldn’t give to have my mother back, even if it were only for one day. After she died my whole life pretty much ended. It hasn’t been the same since. In fact, I can’t remember the last time I had a day where I felt completely happy. It’s pathetic isn’t it?” 
 
    Noah shot me a half-smile. “No. It’s sad, but you’re not pathetic. You’re human.” 
 
    “Yeah, the last time I checked I was.” I grabbed a ton of sugar and added it to the black coffee. “Although, I think I may have sealed my fate by driving my boyf – I mean my ex’s car into a pond. That might qualify me as crazy.” 
 
    “Don’t go back there. You said you got nothin’ there holdin’ you back. You’re lucky that people don’t depend on you. My life was set in stone before I was born. My dad knew his son would take over the business. I’ve never been allowed to voice my opinion, or even have one.” 
 
    I felt bad for Noah, and was finally understanding why he’d left. “I’ve got ten bucks to my name, since all of my money was left at my ex’s. I’m sure he’s already found it. If it weren’t for you, I’d still be in the same clothes.” 
 
    “About that,” he paused and took a drink. “We need to get you somethin’ else to wear tonight. If you want to be remembered, you should dress the part.” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t even talk about shopping, especially since I know ten bucks isn’t going to get me shit in this town.” 
 
    “I’m buyin’.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Absolutely not. Noah, you’ve done enough. I feel bad enough already. I’m going to be mailing you I.O.U.’s for the next ten years.” 
 
    He laughed at me. “You don’t owe me nothin’. All sexual jokes aside, you’re nice company. I don’t expect money, or nothin’ else. I get that you’re in a bad way. If it was goin’ to be a problem I wouldn’t have let you come with me.” 
 
    Settled on the fact that he wasn’t going to let me say no, I smiled and accepted that maybe Noah was meant to come into my life, to give me at least a couple days of happiness. After all, in a little while I’d be on stage, doing something I’d only dreamed of. “Okay.” 
 
    Our food came, and as I picked at my bagel, I watched Noah devour every bite on his plate except for one. “What?” 
 
    “Where do you put it?” 
 
    “Woman, you’ve obviously never experienced pancakes before.” With a fork full of pancakes, he aimed it at my mouth. “Take a bite.” 
 
    “I don’t know where your mouth has been.” I turned my face away, but he didn’t move the fork. “I’m sure you won’t die. Just take a bite.” 
 
    I opened my mouth and let him feed me his last bite. The maple flavor of the syrup hit my taste buds first. Then the perfection of pancake filled my senses. Satisfied that I’d done what he asked, he finished his coffee and wiped his face with a napkin. 
 
    “My mom used to make these when I was little. I guess I forgot how much I liked them.” 
 
    “We’ll get more tonight after our show. I know this place that serves them all day and all night.” 
 
    “It’s a date.” I said the words without the loaded pun behind them. It was a simple saying, that came with a certain assumption.  
 
    Noah didn’t argue or correct me. “Sounds good.” 
 
    We paid for our check and headed outside where Noah hailed us a cab. I had no idea where he was taking me, but somehow I knew he’d keep me safe. It was very reassuring to feel that way, but it came with a price.  
 
    The longer I hung out with Noah, the harder it was to resist my growing desire to know more about him. I liked him, and time was only going to intensify that feeling.  
 
    Where I should have been a mess over a breakup, I’d hardly thought about my ex. I didn’t know whether to thank Noah, or runaway, because it could only mean that he was replacing all of the negative in my life. Since I knew we’d part ways that really scared me. Once he’d gone home to his family, I’d feel even more alone than ever.  
 
    Determined not to think about it, I climbed into a cab with Noah. I wasn’t going to think about what was going to happen. I was just going to have fun while it lasted and hope a friendship could come out of it. 
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                     Noah 
 
      
 
    Breakfast had been a real eye-opener for me, after hearing how Shalan’s mother died. I could feel the pain of it, as if it were my own mother’s fate. As sad as it made me feel, it had given me reason to call home and make things right.  
 
    My message was short, and I was glad she didn’t answer, so I had time to prepare exactly how I was going to apologize. I just knew I had to make peace, because one could never determine when our time on earth was up.  
 
    To Shalan, my helping her was definitely out of pity. I’m sure that had something to do with it, but I was being honest about liking her company. She was so easy on the eyes, and behind that attitude was someone I wanted to get to know. Of course, I wasn’t about to admit that to her, especially when she was giving me such a hard time about certain things. Plus I liked teasing her, making her think I was an asshole. 
 
    With the exception of my major fuck-up a couple weeks back, I wasn’t a terrible boyfriend. Time was always my downfall, because my job was so sporadic. Like a plumber, I was always on call. If the cattle broke a fence in the middle of the night, I’d be out fixing it. Committing to someone and being reliable wasn’t a promise that I could keep.  
 
    After breakfast I decided that I’d take Shalan around the city. She’d obviously never been and there was some special places to see.  
 
    The key to sightseeing in the city was to get there before all the tour buses arrived. Shalan had no idea where we were going until the cab dropped us off at the long entrance for the ferry to see the Statue of Liberty. The smile on her face definitely told me that she was excited.  
 
    After we’d gotten through security, and finally made it on the boat, I saw another side of her. She looked green immediately. “You alright?” 
 
    “I’ve never been on a boat before. Is it supposed to rock this much?” 
 
    I look over and noticed that her once flush face was now turning green. She was motion sick. “Maybe you should sit down and try to relax.” 
 
    Crowds of people filled in and the seats disappeared before she could grab one. I took her hand and led her up the stairs to one of the two open levels.  The crisp morning air hit us immediately as we made our way to an open seat. We sat near the front of the boat and I wrapped my arm around her to provide her with some warmth. “The ride is just a few more minutes. Keep your eyes open. It will help with the dizziness.” 
 
    She tucked her head in between my arm and chest and looked forward. “I might have to throw up.” I started to move away, but she pulled me back. “I’ll get up if I have to. Please just sit still.” 
 
    By only luck, an older woman with a man near her same age approached us. “Is she sick?” 
 
    “The water doesn’t agree with her.” 
 
    She reached in her purse. “My daughter used to get seasick all of the time. Here take one of these pills for motion sickness. It might take some time, but it will help.” 
 
    “Used to?” It wasn’t our business, but Shalan was just trying to be nice after the woman’s kind assistance. “Did she get used to it?” 
 
    The woman smiled and looked back at the man. “She passed away a few years ago, love.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Shalan replied. 
 
    “She was sick a long time, dear. She’s at peace now with the Lord. We come here every year on her birthday. It was one of her favorite places when she was little. When I saw you sitting there with that familiar hue to your face, it felt like it was a sign that she’s still with us, in spirit at least.” 
 
    “It’s very nice of you to offer. I’m sorry about your daughter. She was lucky to have two parents that cared so much for her. I lost my mom when I was a child. I too hope she’s somehow watching out for me.” 
 
    “You take care of yourself, you hear? As for us, well, we’ve taken up enough of your time. You might want to start making your way downstairs, or else they’ll drive you all the way to Ellis Island.” 
 
    “I’d like to see that place anyway. I’ve never been here before. It’s all so amazing.” Shalan excitedly announced. 
 
    I met eyes with the man, who was clearly the dad in the equation. He put his hand on his wife’s back and held it there for a moment, offering her acknowledgement that they’d gone through such a tragedy together, as parents and a couple.  
 
    I had to look away. Being young, I’d already made a ton of mistakes with relationships, but not my parents. They were still so in love with each other, and I guess for a moment I pictured them losing me or one of my sisters, and it was painful to imagine. I shot the guy a nod and turned the other way, clenching my jaw and burying those emotions deep inside where no woman would ever see. 
 
    By the time we walked off of the boat, Shalan had thanked the woman plenty of times. I don’t know why I did it, but I kept my arm around her as we walked out. I suppose maybe in the back of my mind I wanted the older parents to think that we were a young couple in hopes that, for just a little while, they could see themselves in our shoes. Maybe it was a terrible idea, it still made me feel better. 
 
    Once we’d gotten to the entrance for the Statue of Liberty, Shalan managed to get the color back in her face. I ran into a shop and grabbed her a fresh bottle of water and some crackers.  
 
    Shalan sipped on the water and looked up at the tall monument. “It’s so big. To be honest, I never knew it was actually on an island. I mean, I heard it was, but I never understood it.” 
 
    “You want to go inside? We can take the elevator if it’s easier for you.” I didn’t bring her all this way for her not to get the whole tour, but I wasn’t going to push if she didn’t feel up to it. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go.” 
 
    We walked slowly, side by side, eager to get to the elevator and view New York in a different perspective. After waiting in line, we finally made it to the first level. Since I hadn’t bought tickets for the very top, I was hoping that Shalan was satisfied with where we could go. She seemed amazed when we walked outside, circling around the Statue, surrounded by chest height block wall. Shalan looked up first, getting a glimpse of it up close. Then she leaned over the ledge and looked all around at the city. “This is amazing, Noah. Thank you for bringing me here.” 
 
    I smiled and looked over at her. “I thought you might like to see it. You can’t come to this city and not see somethin’ like this.” I pointed across the water. “That there is Ellis Island. It’s where the immigrants came first. The original family names are all listed inside of the main museum part. Would you like to take the ferry there next?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    I’d begun to turn around when I felt her grabbing my hand. I turned, noticing the look on her face immediately. I didn’t wait for her to ask for it, nor did I take a breath before I acted on it.  
 
    Our lips met, slow and steady. I closed my eyes, willing to accept that this was her thank you. Right as I was about to slip my tongue in her mouth, she pulled away, staring at me the whole time.  
 
    I started to say something, but she stuck her finger over my lips. “That was for allowing me to come on this trip with you, even when you didn’t know me at all. It’s for spending money on me and taking me places that I never thought I’d be able to go. It’s for being so sweet to me on that boat when I thought I was going to puke my guts up. This trip – well, it means more to me than you’ll probably ever know.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed her hand before she could pull it away. “It’s been my pleasure, darlin’.” 
 
    “Good, now let’s go to the next place so we can get back and practice for tonight. I know I’m acting crazy, but this performance means everything to me, Noah. I just want a real chance to sing for people with a real band. I never thought something like this would ever happen.” 
 
    I smiled, understanding her excitement, but not really feeling the same kind of thrill over it. “It’s all good. Let’s head out.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the morning walking around or taking rides in cabs. After our talk at breakfast, it seemed easier to open up to her about my life. I told her about my crazy family, and how we’d always done everything together. I also explained the fight with my parents, including every detail that happened the night I left. By two in the afternoon we were both pretty exhausted. Knowing how important the gig was to her, I decided to take us both back to the hotel so we could go over song choices and rest. 
 
    Shalan plopped down on the bed just as her phone began to ring on the nightstand. She reached over and looked at the number, rolling her eyes, before placing it back down. “Leave it to him to screw up my mood.” 
 
    “Who? Your ex?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I grabbed the phone and answered the call before she could say anything. It was none of my business, but I knew from experience that the relationship was over. She was fragile, and would probably take him back as soon as she got home. Feeling somewhat protective of my new friend, I decided to take matters into my own hands.  
 
    While she struggled to take the phone from me, I started to talk.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Who the fuck is this?” 
 
    “The name’s Noah, not that it’s any of your business. You lost the right to ask when you fucked Shalan’s friend.” 
 
    “Screw you. You don’t know shit. Put her on the phone, before this gets ugly.” 
 
    She was still trying to get the phone from me. I rolled my eyes and put him on speaker, thinking she’d say something, but she didn’t. 
 
    “Give me one reason why she would want to hear a single word out of your mouth.” 
 
    “You tell that bitch to get on the phone or I’ll make sure she goes to jail for what she’s done.” 
 
    Shalan started to cry. My patience was wearing thin before, but hearing his threats sent me over the edge. “Listen here. You’re goin’ to lose this number if you know what’s good for you. Shalan didn’t do nothin’ that you didn’t deserve. If you press charges against her, you best watch your back from now until eternity, because if I fuckin’ find you, you’ll wish you were never born.” 
 
    “Give me a break. Are you for real? I will –.” 
 
    I hung up before he could say anything else. Shalan fell down on the bed and began to cry harder. It made me regret doing it. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t let you listen to anything that dick had to say. You deserve better.” I sat down beside her and looked toward the other bed. “You’re too good for someone like him. Hell, you’re too good for me, even.” 
 
    I turned to look in her direction and saw that she was looking right at me. “Don’t say that. You’ve done nothing but be nice to me since we met. I wouldn’t even be in this hotel room if it wasn’t for you. No matter what you’ve done in the past doesn’t matter to me. You’re a good man, Noah. You’re so lucky. You come from a good family and you have so much to be thankful for. I’ve got nothing to show for. I’m all alone, and somehow this gig is the most important thing in my life. How pathetic is that? I’m not crying because of him. I’m crying because there’s nothing left for me to live for.” 
 
    I wiped her tears and refused to allow her to belittle herself. “Don’t even say that. Look at me, Shalan.” I waited for her to do as I told her. “Don’t ever say that again. If I hadn’t met you, I’d be well into Canada right now, refusing to speak to my family still. I didn’t just bring you along for company. I suppose I did it because I wanted to protect you, even when I knew nothin’ about you. Now I don’t know much about women, but I know myself. I wouldn’t do that, if I didn’t think you were special. Now, dry those eyes and stop feelin’ sorry for yourself. You and I are going to get out on that stage tonight and make sure everyone there sees what I see when I look into those eyes, and when I hear that voice of yours.” 
 
    Through her tears she smiled and reached her hand over to put it on top of mine. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I mean it about those tears. Don’t let me see them again. You’re too damn pretty to be upset.” 
 
    She put her head back down on the pillow, constantly sniffling while she calmed down. I started to pull my hand away and get up, but she grabbed it and pulled me back down on the bed. “Don’t go.” 
 
    I knew what I was doing. It had become apparent when I’d saved her, brought her with me, took her around town, and then protected her. I liked Shalan and I wanted to be close to her. I didn’t leave my life behind to start up some relationship. Sex was expected, but this was something else. I climbed under the covers with her and wrapped my arm around her body, pulling her onto my chest. As much as I wanted to lean forward and kiss her, I knew it wasn’t the right place or time. She needed a friend and so did I. Everything else was going to have to wait. 
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                      Noah 
 
      
 
    When I woke up and realized that we’d both fallen asleep, I turned and checked the window to make sure it was still light outside. If we’d slept through our gig, Shalan would have freaked out. Feeling like I had time to relax, I turned my attention to the beautiful woman asleep against my chest. A couple of days was all we’d known each other, but I knew more about her than I had my last two girlfriends.  
 
    I think getting away from the ranch had given me some space to live for myself instead of what everyone else expected out of me. I had time to take in new things, especially when it was a woman as gorgeous as Shalan. 
 
    Her life had been so filled with pain, and I’d never be able to understand how being kind to someone would spark what was happening between us. Maybe it was the fact that our mother’s had both suffered from cancer. Perhaps I felt sorry because mine lived while her mother didn’t. Maybe I felt connected to her because my birth mother had also died. It was even possible that I felt so sorry for her that treating her kind was the least I could do. 
 
    All I knew was that I wanted her to feel safe, even if it were a temporary thing. She didn’t need to worry about where she was going to rest her head, or if she’d had enough money to get something to eat. Her hardships could be ignored while she was with me and it was certainly my pleasure to do it. The more time I spent with Shalan, the less I thought about my problems at home, and how they were still going to be waiting for me when I got back. 
 
    Then of course there was that urge to have her. There was no denying how attracted I was to her, but it was more than that. While we’d been together I’d gotten so caught up in her that I’d forgotten about everything else. Sure, it was still on my mind, but not like it should have been. While my parents thought I was out learning a lesson, I was in the city, fooling around with a woman that I’d just met.  
 
    To make matters worse, I couldn’t remember feeling so free and alive. Sure, she was running from something, and maybe I was too, but together we were good.  
 
    Shalan stirred and looked over at me. “How long were we asleep?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s still light out.” 
 
    She nestled herself closer to me and closed her eyes again. “Good, because I’m not ready to get up.” 
 
    She felt so good in my arms, like she was supposed to fit like she did. It had started out as support, but the longer I held her, the more it was beginning to feel like something other than a shoulder to cry on. I actually wanted to hold her, to feel her close to me. 
 
    I leaned forward, brushing my lips over hers. Maybe I should have kept things on a friend level, but I couldn’t help want what I’d never had. I couldn’t look at those lips and not want to kiss them more than a peck. I let my mouth linger over hers, waiting for some kind of response before I could continue.  
 
    First I saw those eyes, and then I watched her inching her way toward me. This kiss wasn’t slow. I simply needed to ravage her lips and experience what I’d been thinking about for too long. I don’t know whose tongue did what first, because it happened so quickly. While our mouths satiated the immediate need, it left me with a response less easily managed.  My hunger for her increased, and as she moved her body ever so slowly over top of mine, it was obvious that only one thing could fulfill me. I felt her knee rising between my legs. Her hands held still on both of my shoulders, while her leg rubbed against my dick, which happened to be growing at a rapid rate. 
 
    While I was fully aware of what was taking place with other parts of my body, my attention went back to kissing Shalan. While debauched, it gave me an idea of how amazing it would be to have her completely. Both of my hands wrapped around her back, slowly making their way to her ass. I cupped both cheeks and pulled her body forward. She backed away and sat up, giving me the impression that she was ready to take things to the next level. Without hesitation, I reached for her shirt in order to lift it over her head. I was ready to get the party started and spend the rest of the afternoon naked in bed, showing her how I’d been right about everything I’d said. 
 
    Then she froze. She took her hands and put them over mine, blocking me from moving further. “Noah, wait. We shouldn’t.” She shook her head. “I mean, we can’t do this.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, you keep sayin’ that. I’m just not real sure it’s what you really want.” 
 
    She leaned forward, kissing me gently on the lips. “How about we practice for a little while?” 
 
    A smile formed in the corner of my lips and I didn’t fight it. I reached around and held onto her waist. “I’ve got a better idea of what we can practice, darlin’.” 
 
    I saw her smile, briefly, before she hopped off of me, distancing herself from my touch. “Be serious. Don’t you want to do a good job tonight?” 
 
    “It ain’t like they throw tomatoes. We’ll do fine. It’s cover songs, just like karaoke.” I leaned forward and watched her repositioning her clothes.  “You wouldn’t have to do all that if you got back up in this bed with me. I promise that I can make those nerves you’re feelin’ disappear.” 
 
    Shalan rolled her eyes and walked over to the dresser, grabbing the piece of paper that had been delivered to our room, and slipped under the door sometime overnight. It contained the song list that the band played. I watched her reach into her purse and grab a pen. She stuck the cap in her mouth and sat down at the chair without saying a single word to me about what had just happened between us.  
 
    That fast she’d moved on, while my dick, and the lack of action left a bad taste in my mouth, and an excruciating ache in my pants. 
 
    “So it says here that they play the Stones, Marley, Joplin, The Who. I love their taste.” 
 
    I sat up, finally coming to grips with another shut down. “Nothin’ new?” 
 
    “They’ve got new stuff on here, too. I’m just thinking it would be better if we stuck to songs that were familiar. Besides, people like the oldies, especially when I’m singing them.” She giggled and looked over at me, consciously waiting for me to notice that she’d given herself such a compliment. 
 
    I knew better than to ruin the mood by hitting on her again. “You’ve got nice pipes, that’s for sure. I’m just wonderin’ if someone as small as you can keep up with someone like me.” 
 
    “I can keep up. You heard me last night.” 
 
    “I meant on the guitar. Can you play an instrument or are you all vocal?” I was taunting her with my talents, trying to get a rise out of her, just to see the way she shot back at me. I liked it when she got feisty.  
 
    “We have a band already, Noah.” 
 
    “That ain’t what I asked you. Can you play or not?” 
 
    She put down the paper and stood up, walking directly over to where I was sitting. I watched closely as she took her hand and grabbed my chin, forcing me to look into her eyes. “Oh, I can play, Noah. But that’s something I only share with certain people.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit.” More taunting definitely got a rise out of her.  
 
    Her brow arose and she smiled with this evil grin I hadn’t seen before. It was almost vengeful. “If I’m lying then I’ll do whatever you want tonight after the show.” 
 
    “Whatever I want?” I kissed the base of her neck, letting my lips sit there while I spoke. “I can think of a dozen things right now.” 
 
    I heard her gasp, so I kept kissing her there, running my hand over the back of her neck as if I was going to take control. “You heard what I said.” 
 
    I pulled away, leaving her panting for more. “Now, I just hope you can’t play a lick, because you’re not going to want to miss out on the things I want to do to you once this show is finished. You see, I’ve already thought, long and hard about it, and I’ve got a feelin’ so have you.” 
 
    She brought her lips forward and let the plump bottom one drag over my mine. If she thought she could beat me at my own game she had another thing coming. “Maybe I have. That doesn’t mean it’s going to happen. We all have desires, Noah. Not everyone has to act on them.” 
 
    She started to walk away, but my throbbing cock wouldn’t allow me to let her get far. I approached her from behind and pressed her against the wall on the other side of the bed. Her face turned to the side as I cupped both of her breasts and held my hands there. I wasn’t being forceful enough to hurt her, just to show her that I wasn’t playing games. I was going to fuck her, and it was going to happen sooner than later. 
 
    My lips touched her ear while I spoke. “When you’re up there singing your heart out tonight, I want you to close your eyes and picture me between those petite thighs of yours, suckin’ on that pussy. You think about me savorin’ that sweet spot while you’re beggin’ me for more. Every time you turn around and look at me, I want to see that fire in your eyes, because you know it’s goin’ to happen later on. Stop fightin’ it, Shalan. That heat between your legs is for me. It’s only a matter of time before I get it.” 
 
    I flipped her around so she was facing me. Her eyes, filled with both fear and excitement, glistened as the sunset came through the window. “Like I said, if I can’t play.” 
 
    I laughed and walked away, leaving her standing there vulnerable.  
 
    I tugged off my shirt, kicked off my jeans, and removed my boxers before I walked in the bathroom to take a shower. Shalan, who could only see the back of me, said nothing in response. If she wanted to keep playing hard to get, I was going to make her suffer.  
 
    The water beat down on my face. It was refreshing, but also a reminder of what I could be getting in the next room. I looked down at my rock hard cock and knew I was going to have to take care of the problem myself. It wasn’t like I could ask her for assistance and expect it to get done. 
 
    I took matters into my own hands, literally, and closed my eyes, imagined the way her lips felt to kiss. I pictured them around me, sucking me off so hard. My release came faster than usual, probably because I was so pent up, or more so because the women in the next room was something I was eager to have. The truth was that women didn’t turn me down often, and I wasn’t about to let this one slip away without a fight.  
 
    What kept me motivated was knowing that, given the chance, I’d rock her world, and not just with a song, but with something I was sure she’d never experienced before with her ex. I was prepared to satisfy her first; to give her the best fuck of her life, if and when the time came. 
 
    The only problem with that plan, was the wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    [image: 15] 
 
                  Noah 
 
    She looked gorgeous in the dress. 
 
    I’d purchased it after I took her out for dinner. It was difficult to convince her that she should dress the part. Finally she agreed, but only if I let her pay me back, whenever she could afford it.  
 
    I purposely hid the tag, knowing she never would have let me buy the dress if she knew it was a hundred bucks. It was just a little gesture, probably with less fabric than one of my fifteen dollar shirts. The whole thing was covered in this red shiny shit that I knew would shine from the lights above the stage. As soon as she put it on she began to sparkle.  
 
    Her hair was down for a change, and natural curls covered the ends. Her makeup, on the heavier side, still looked like perfection, contrasting those blue eyes. Now more than ever, I wanted what she hadn’t given me. 
 
    The place was jam-packed with people. Most had a table full of beverages, and seemed to be enjoying the environment. We’d walked in together, and after taking one look at her I knew she was freaking out. “Hey, cut it out. We’ll do fine.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and continued looking forward. “It’s more crowded than it was yesterday.” 
 
    “Focus on me if you have to, darlin’. I’ll keep you straight.” I squeezed her hand. 
 
    “You’re just trying to get into my pants.” 
 
    When she turned to look at me I smiled. “I really don’t need to try, Shalan. Lets not kid ourselves. You’re stallin’ the inevitable. After this show tonight I’m goin’ to have you, whether you’re ready to admit it or not.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, cowboy. I’m not as easy as you’re assuming.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be easy to wrestle in the sheets with me. I’ll take you places that you ain’t ever been before.” 
 
    She gave me these big, beady eyes. “Stop it. I need to focus on singing.” 
 
    The band members who had introduced themselves one at time previously, approached us. Shalan put on a professional face and started going over the song choices. I almost laughed at some of the things she’d decided for us to sing together, but noticed that the band thought her selections were spot on. For the most part, I’d sing backup, allowing her to take center stage.  
 
    We started about thirty minutes after meeting them, and the first song was an easy one. The music started to play, but Shalan didn’t budge. She was frozen on the stage, petrified to open her mouth in front of the new crowd of people. 
 
    I got up from the stool and approached her from behind. My hands slipped around her waist and I put my lips up to her ear, mostly so she could hear me over the loud background music playing. “Breathe, woman. You’ve got this.” 
 
    She looked back at me and I shot her a wink. With a smile and a prayer, she started swaying to the beat. Then she sang Joplin, like she’d sung the night before. Her voice, as angelic as the first time I’d heard it, did things to me. Every time I caught her looking my way I made sure to give her a nod. She was doing great, and deep inside that scared persona, she knew she was putting on a perfect performance. 
 
    After that things fell into place. Song after song she loosened up, even at one point getting the crowd to participate. I was in awe over her, suddenly noticing that no woman had ever captivated me the way she was doing. 
 
    After our first set, we all walked outside to cool off. The band members seemed pleased with our performance, but spoke amongst themselves about someone we didn’t know. Shalan, who was standing away from everyone, caught my stare. She smiled as I walked in the direction of where she was standing. “You alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she answered. “It’s a little overwhelming. I didn’t know it would feel like this.” 
 
    I leaned against the brick building right next to her. “You’re doin’ great. The crowd loves you. You’re a natural, you know that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s what my mom always said.” 
 
    “She knew what she was talkin’ about.” 
 
    I looked toward her, spotting the sweat that was running between her cleavage. My mouth watered and I licked my lips, feeling a jump in my dick immediately. I faced her and ran one finger over the outside of her arm. Our eyes met, and her lips parted. “We need to get back inside, Noah.” 
 
    I pinned her against the brick and leaned my face forward until our lips gently grazed. “Not until I get what I want.”
She wasn’t scared of my acknowledgement. In fact, she kissed me without fuss.  
 
    I checked the street and noticed that everyone had gone inside except for us. Knowing that we were alone, I took my hands and ran them down her hips, lifting her dress until I felt her panties. I gripped her ass and pulled her against me, letting her feel what she was already doing to me. “You feel that?” 
 
    She nodded and looked me right in the eyes.  
 
    I lifted her with both hands still on her ass. “Tell me you want me, Shalan. I’m tired of playin’ games. We need to fuck so I can calm down. You’ve got me wired.” 
 
    We kissed again, this time allowing our tongues to slip around together. I grabbed at the back of her panties and started pulling them up, tugging so that they’d go between her lips and rub on her clit. She gasped against my mouth and opened her eyes. Her breathing was heavy, and if we didn’t have people waiting I was pretty sure she’d let me continue what I was doing.  
 
    I let her down, allowing her feet to touch the ground again. Before she could push her dress back down, I reached my hand between her legs, adjusting the panties and getting a slight feel of her skin, which felt very smooth. I groaned against her mouth and rubbed the fabric that covered her pussy. “I’m going to make you cum until you can’t walk straight. You hear me?” 
 
    She nodded against my mouth and allowed me to keep rubbing that warm, welcoming spot. I swear for a second I even thought she spread her legs, allowing me easier access. My lips ran over the base of her neck and up to her ear, while I slipped her panties aside with two fingers. I needed to feel it, to feel what her pussy was going to be like. As soon as I separated those lips and inched my way in between, I knew I was in for something dangerous. She was wet, unbelievably soaked and ready. I groaned again, picturing the way my dick could slide right inside with a simple push. “Oh, baby, there’s no denyin’ it now.” I pushed my fingers inside of her more and then started moving them back and forth. “Tonight this is mine, you hear me? Oh fuck, darlin’, I want this right now.” 
 
    She kissed me and spoke at the same time. “We need to get back inside.” 
 
    I fucked her with my fingers harder. “You want me to stop?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No!” 
 
    I kissed her so hard that her head fell back against the building. I picked up one leg and held it up, while continuing to please her with my other hand. My thumb began a vigorous circular motion over her clit and I felt her body begin to buckle. Her face tightened and she let out this cry that sounded of pleasure and pain mixed together.  
 
    I pulled my fingers out before she was finished, and her eyes sparked open. I lifted my two fingers up to her mouth and dragged them across her lips. “When you lick your lips up there on that stage, I’ll know you’re thinkin’ about me fuckin’ you later. Do it, Shalan. Taste your pussy and try to deny that it’s proof you want me.” 
 
    She licked her top lip lightly and closed her eyes.  
 
    There wasn’t need for a response. I could see it from her body language. In just a couple hours she’d be in my bed, naked and giving me what I craved. 
 
    I slid her panties back over and pushed down her dress, before walking back inside and leaving her breathless. 
 
    The next set went better. I sang along side of her as backup, while she continued belting out songs that I’d never tried to sing before. Each time I caught her stare she was wetting those lips. It didn’t matter if the taste was gone. I knew she was ready, and that’s all that I wanted. 
 
    Our last song choice was supposed to be an old song by Fleetwood Mac. Once again, I wasn’t going to have to sing. At the very last minute she changed it up. Shalan pulled me off the stool and started singing.  
 
    She started the song with the chorus, I guess so the band and I would catch on. 
 
      
 
    “I want to kiss you all over. 
 
    And over again. 
 
    I want to kiss you all over. 
 
    Until the night closes in.” 
 
    Then I chimed in.  
 
    “Until the night closes in.” 
 
     The band started to play and the crowd got rowdy. Loud whistles could be heard over the music. 
 
    Shalan smiled and approached me, singing the song to me instead of the crowd.  
 
    “When I get home, babe, going to light your fire. 
 
    All day I have been thinkin´ about you, babe. 
 
    You are my one desire.” 
 
    She left the next verse to me and I prayed I knew all the words. After all, it was an old ass song.  
 
    “Going to wrap my arms around you. 
 
    Hold you close to me. 
 
    Oh, babe I want to taste your lips. 
 
    I want to be your fantasy, yea.” 
 
    I thought about those lips and how they tasted, and I’m pretty sure it was what she expected me to do. She ran the back of her body up and down me, and I played into her little show, acting surprised to the crowd. 
 
    “Don´t know what I would do without you, babe. 
 
    Don´t know where I would be. 
 
    You are not just another lover. 
 
    No, you are everything to me.” 
 
    I knew it was song, but she was still singing it to me. I kept singing, while running my free hand over the front of her abdomen. The crowd of people seemed to like to show, and I wasn’t about to back down.  
 
      
 
    “Ev´rytime I am with you, baby. 
 
    I cannot believe it is true. 
 
    When you are layin´ in my arms. 
 
    And you do the things you do.” 
 
    Then together we sang,  
 
    “You can see it in my eyes. 
 
    I can feel it in your touch. 
 
    You do not have to say a thing. 
 
    Just let me show how much. 
 
    I love you, I need you, yea. 
 
    I want to kiss you all over. 
 
    And over again. 
 
    I want to kiss you all over. 
 
    Until the night closes in. 
 
    Until the night closes in.” 
 
    We sang the whole song together, secretly knowing that it was foreplay between the two of us. Nobody had to know what I wanted to do to her, and it turned me on more knowing we were starting it in front of them. 
 
    When the song ended our lips were inches apart. Her eyes were fixed on me, and a huge smile was across her face. She knew she’d done well. Shalan didn’t need me to tell her. The crowd of cheering people were going crazy for her. 
 
      
 
    As the band began to clean up and we started helping them, that’s when the base player approached us. “So tonight was awesome, you guys. Listen, we wanted to wait and see how things went before we asked you again, but based on tonight’s performance I’d say you both know what you’re doing. Me and the guys are in a real bind. Without a lead singer we’re going to have to cancel our gigs for the next two weeks. I know you’re just here visiting, but we’ll take whatever we can get. Of course, you’ll be paid for your time.” 
 
    “We’ll do it.” Shalan didn’t wait for me to respond. 
 
    “Perfect.” He turned to face the other members. “They’ll do it.” I nodded when they did, kind of a man’s way to say thanks. 
 
    He paid us a hundred bucks each for the gig, and Shalan handed it over to me. “This is for the dress.” 
 
    I closed her hands with the money inside. “It’s yours. All I did was help out.” 
 
    “I can’t take your money, Noah.” 
 
    I leaned against her ear. “You can and you will. It ain’t the money that I want.” 
 
    When I pulled away I saw the look in her eyes. She was telling me yes, and I wasn’t about to waste another second. 
 
    We say goodnight to the band, knowing that a bed waited for us a few floors up. 
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                       Noah 
 
      
 
    We practically ran toward the elevators. I held her hand and led the way, saying nothing as we passed by a few folks standing around in the lobby.  
 
    All I wanted was to be alone with her, but that didn’t happen in the elevator, at first. A pile of people came in right after us. Shalan stood on the opposite side of the elevator staring at me. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her body, and thinking how good it was going to feel having her naked in my bed. I’d sampled so much already, and knew what I was in for, but nothing was like experiencing the real deal, and we were about to go to that level; the level she’d been denying me. 
 
    The people trickled off the elevator onto the second floor, leaving one more for us to conquer before we could get to the room.  As soon as we were alone I took the few steps I needed to get to her. I could feel her breath on my face, and closed my eyes imagining that sweet voice singing to me. When I opened them back up she hadn’t moved. I ran my nose over the skin of her neck as the elevator began to go up. She smelled like the hotel soap, but even the familiar scent made my mouth water being on her skin.  
 
    I was obsessing over touching her, but knew if I placed my hands on her in the elevator we weren’t coming out until I was finished. I neared her lips with mine. “Just one kiss. I need to taste those sweet lips.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and let her lips touch mine. They were so soft, so welcoming. By the time the doors opened I’d slipped my tongue into her mouth and had begun savoring the way hers played with mine. 
 
    We pulled apart when the doors started to close with us still inside. I grabbed her hand and led her down the long hall until we reached the door to our room. Before I could grab the card out of my back pocket she’d shoved me against it. I picked her up and spun her around until her back was flat, leaning on the door..  
 
    She sucked on my bottom lip until it started to hurt and then pulled away. I looked at her as I went in for another kiss. Her eyes got heavy and finally closed as our tongues meshed together. All I could think about was her voice singing those songs. She’d given me chills with the lyrics and the way her voice carried every word. I felt like I’d been put into a sexual trance; one I didn’t want to wake up from. 
 
    Without looking, I stuck the card inside of the door and opened it. Before it even closed I’d lifted the dress over her ass. She’d grabbed the buckle to my belt and ripped the whole thing out of the loops of my pants.  
 
    Shalan stood up straight and I watched her mosey her way out of the dress, while never taking her eyes off of mine. The way she bit her lip sent jolts to my cock. I wanted those puffy things around it, sucking it until my load was spent. Then I’d turn her around and fuck her, because she’d be begging for it. 
 
    We were in the little entrance area of the room. She was leaning against one wall, as I did the same to the other. In only a bra and her panties she put her hands flat against the wall and raised her chin. Her eyes so tantalizing, where communicating with me without having to speak. 
 
    My jeans fell to the floor. I stepped out of my boots and then the pants, freeing my legs completely. I could tell she was nervous about taking off the remainder of her clothes. To me, she may have well already been naked. That curvy figure told me everything I needed to know. I stuck my thumbs on the inside of my boxers and looked at how she was watching me. A smile formed across my mouth, knowing she was about to be proven wrong again.  
 
    Now I wasn’t the type of guy to brag to other guys about having a big dick. Honestly, I only spoke from being told so many times that I was a nice size. I’d seen plenty of giant cocks in vulgar emails from my cousins and uncles. Obviously there were a variety of sizes out there in the world. She certainly could have seen bigger, but from the look on her face, I was pretty sure she hadn’t. 
 
    “See somethin’ you like?” 
 
    She kept her top teeth on that bottom lip and shook her head. “No.” A smile formed in the corner of her mouth. “I see something that I want.” 
 
    If this girl was nervous she wasn’t showing it, because she motioned with her fingers for me to get closer. I took a couple steps forward until my hands were pressed on the wall above her head. I looked down into those seducing eyes and licked my lips. “Now’s the time to back out.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    If I didn’t get her into bed soon, I was going to have to take her right against the wall. She wanted to know why. I was confident in myself enough to know she was going to like it. “Because it might be the best you’ve ever had. Then what will you do?” 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same question, cowboy. What are you going to do if I’m the best you’ve ever had? Have you considered that?” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed her. “Maybe I should.” 
 
    Her lips slipped off of mine while she spoke. “You definitely should.” I backed away and yanked down the front of her bra, causing her tits to pop out of the top. She lifted her hands above her head. I pressed her body harder as I slipped down and licked one of her soft nipples. As I pulled away it had already begun to harden.  
 
    Shalan ran her hand through my hair, grabbing it and leading me back down to repeat what I’d just done. 
 
    I could feel the course texture of her nipple crossing the top of my tongue again. A sound escaped her lips, almost a gentle cry, as I suckled on it and then finally let it go. My wet saliva glistened over it, reminding me of where it had just been. I found her mouth easily, without even paying attention. Her kisses were ravenous, much like mine. I was hungry for her, and everything that was about to happen between us. 
 
    This wasn’t just the excitement of sexual tension building between us. It was a sporadic mutual decision, fueled by lust and unsettled nerves. We both needed some kind of release and we’d found a way to handle it together.  
 
    This was a woman that didn’t know my past. She didn’t know I’d cheated on my girlfriend with her sister, or had problems being in a committed relationship. Everything about this was new, and refreshing. I could be whoever I wanted, and so could she.  
 
    I picked Shalan up and carried her over to the first bed. When her ass hit the mattress she backed up, tossing off her bra as she went. I slid between her legs and spread them without asking. My hands held both of them apart while my eyes focused on the prize that only a thin pair of panties kept me from.  
 
    Shalan giggled when she saw me stop and take in every inch of her body. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    I studied her beautiful face, her perfect tits, the navel ring that sparkled against her skin, and then those panties. My thumbs got a hold of the elastic on the sides and slowly I pulled them down over her hips. I looked up and saw her mouth open just enough. Her sweet lips were still wet from our last kiss and I didn’t know whether to look down at what I was doing, or pause for another one of her sensual kisses. 
 
    She leaned up on her elbows and long, dark strands of hair fell down over her breasts. She wanted me to taste her, but I wasn’t ready to give her what she desired. There was too many other things I wanted to do first. 
 
    “Stand up.” She did as I requested, standing on the bed and looking down at me. Gradually, inch by inch, I pulled down the panties and got my first look at her pussy. She wasn’t acting like my staring at her was making her uncomfortable. For someone that hid the way she looked, she wasn’t at all ashamed to be naked in front of me.  
 
    A reminder of how she affected me was making me want to react immediately to the way she was standing, so close I could kiss her pussy if I just leaned a few inches closer. My dick caused me to take a second and rethink my decision. Instead of plunging right in, I kissed her inner thigh, licking up until my hair teased her sex. She ran her fingers through mine, while I pulled her back down on the bed. I crawled forward, dangling my body over the top of that sexy figure to kiss her again. Our tongues collided and teased until the intensity overwhelmed us. As I pulled away she grabbed my hand and stuck my middle finger in her mouth, sucking it with her eyes fixed on me. I watched her little tongue flick the tip and then take it back in again. My dick beat like a pulse and I imagined it in her mouth, being surrounded by her own slippery saliva. 
 
    “Yeah, I like that show.” I moved her hair away from her face. “How about you do that same thing somewhere else.” 
 
    She giggled and removed my finger, displaying these wild eyes that I’d never seen before. She took ahold of my erection and pulled me up so that it was close to her. I watched as she ran my tip over the smooth skin of her chin. “You’d like me to suck it, wouldn’t you?” She licked her lips and stared at it. I watched her bite down on her own lip and suck it. “Mmm, I bet I could make you feel you so good.” 
 
    “Don’t mess around, Shalan. This goes both ways.” 
 
    She licked the tip quickly. “Exactly.” Then she spit on it, coasting the saliva around and then licking it back off. She held me at the base and teased the tip with her mouth. Gently making contact with her tongue, and then moving it away. I started moving my body forward to provoke her to go on with it, but she was determined to make me beg. 
 
    The room was blistering hot, and I thought about pulling her into the bathroom and grabbing a shower. Shalan had other plans for us. She shook my cock, slapping it against her lips as it moved around. Then her lips wrapped around the tip and she sucked hard.  “Whoa!” I needed her to stop. What she was doing was uncomfortable. And then I understood. 
 
    She spit on my cock again and used her bottom lip to spread it over my shaft. Her eyes stayed on me as she took as much of me in her mouth as she could. Her lips, stretched out as far as they could go, were full of cock. 
 
    My cock. 
 
    And she wasn’t backing away. 
 
    No, Shalan sucked on my cock like she was going to win a prize. She was skilled and used her free hand to massage my balls. She kept pulling away, sucking on her free fingers, and then using the saliva as lubrication to play with skin between my balls and my ass, while she was sucking me off. I listened to her lips lapping up my dick. Her pace was rapid, but not tame. Instead she moved from side to side, making it both uncomfortable and exciting.  
 
    Then she pushed me away. 
 
    I fell to the side of her on the bed, stiff and wondering what she was doing. Shalan stood overtop of me. She straddled my body and ran her fingers over her hardened nipples. I watched her turn around and smack both of the cheeks on her ass. She wiggled them around and looked down at me. I saw her separate her cheeks and bend over, giving me the sexiest display of pussy I’d ever seen close up. She was spread and ready, and about to be filled. 
 
    I sat up on my knees and ran my hand over one of her ass cheeks. Shalan leaned forward more, pressing her face flat on the bed. She reached between her legs and ran her fingers in between her pussy lips. She moved her fingers back and forth to bring them back to her lips.  
 
    She flipped over and spread her legs wide open, leaving me in between them. I watched her reach down and trace those fingertips around her pussy. “See something you want, Noah?” 
 
    I scooted forward and slapped that hot muff with my hard erection. “I see something that’s about to be mine.”
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    “Don’t keep me waiting, Noah. Show me what you can do with it.” I was almost laughing as I said it, knowing that it wasn’t the way I normally spoke. In fact, I’d never talked dirty before. As far as sex went, I was pretty predictable. I’d lay there, or climb on top, never really saying anything during the whole episode. 
 
    This was different. Noah was so attentive. He was gentle when he needed to be, and to the point at other times.  
 
    He was larger than I expected, just like he’d promised. For a moment I wanted to roll my eyes at the fact that he’d warned me, and I hadn’t taken him seriously.  
 
    I could feel him there, pressing his erect shaft right at the base of my opening. My mind was in a million places, but I could tell he was completely focused. I was giving him a part of me that I considered precious. Many men had tried to get me into their beds, with no result. I refused to lower my standards and become the girl who had her number on the wall of every gas station bathroom for a fifty mile radius of where I lived. My ex had been the exception. I’d made him wait months before he could cop a feel, and even longer before I agreed to have sex. 
 
    With Noah it was somehow easy. I wanted to be with him. The attraction to him had even started that first night at the bar. He was so handsome, and I thought that someone like me would never have an opportunity with someone like him. 
 
    Then I fought with my own conscience about that attraction. I think in some ways I was punishing myself for being curious, when all the while my boyfriend was sleeping with my best friend behind my back. 
 
    I should have been heartbroken over it. Instead, I was watching the tip of Noah’s cock glide inside of me, as if he’d done it a hundred times before. I’m not going to lie and say that it wasn’t uncomfortable. I tried to relax, and prepare for what was happening, but honestly I hadn’t given myself a second to think about what we were doing. I mean, I knew we were having sex, but this was with Noah, my hero, the man I never thought would ever want someone as damaged as me. I know he’d come on to me, but I hadn’t considered his intentions genuine. 
 
    He shoved it all the way in and held still. “When I tell you to stop movin’ you need to listen. I don’t have protection, and I ain’t ready to be a daddy yet. Hell, I don’t even know what I’m ready to be. Your pussy feels too damn good to be able to last a long time, darlin’. It’s been a real long time since anything has felt this good.” 
 
    I appreciated the compliment so much that I felt myself blushing. He was telling me that my pussy was tight and I was turning red.  
 
    I was pathetic. 
 
    Noah leaned down and kissed me so passionately that I forgot how aggressive we’d done it just moments before. This time when our tongues met they moved gracefully together. I savored his passion and felt him start to move in and out of me. I know I’d come on strong, but it had all been an act. I had no idea how to be sexy, and most certainly no experience with seduction. All of my actions in the past couple of days I’d learned from watching late night Skinemax with my ex, who never seemed to notice that they weren’t really having sex at all.  
 
    I for one, couldn’t help but notice that the man was always humping the woman’s belly button. 
 
    “Look at me, darlin’. Doesn’t it feel good?” 
 
    I nodded, unable to still accept that I was having sex with Noah. It was really happening and it felt so darn good. “Yes. Don’t stop. Just keep going.” 
 
    He kissed me again, and I ran both of my hands through his dark hair. Noah sucked hard on my lip, while moving his hips at a steady pace. He grabbed my legs and wrapped them around his back before sitting up and holding onto my hips. “Yeah, that’s it. Relax, Shalan. I can feel that pussy respondin’ to me.” 
 
    I could feel the walls of my vagina contracting as he trudged deep and then pulled back out. His thumb rubbed on my clit, like he’d done outside earlier. Tiny cries escaped me as my legs began to shake. Noah held them up and smiled, obviously knowing that I was going into sudden convulsions for a reason. “I’m coming!” I screamed loudly, not caring if the person in the next room could hear me. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on what was happening. It was almost like I was having an out-of-body experience. I knew it was happening, but it was as if I was watching it happen from the ceiling. My body tightened and I let go, allowing the waves of pleasure to take control of my mind, body and soul. 
 
    I’d had orgasms before, but only the ones I’d given to myself. I’d never had one from plain intercourse alone, or any other way with a man. 
 
    Noah continued rubbing my clit, causing my body to jerk each time with new waves of enjoyment. He kept his eyes fixed on mine, even when I struggled to keep them open. I watched him licking his lips and getting off on the euphoria he was taking me to. 
 
    How could someone like him, so strong and loyal, want someone like me, so pitiful and hopeless? 
 
    Why was I thinking about all of these things while this amazing specimen of a man was having sex with me? 
 
    He caught on quick, stopping in place and looking down at me. Then I did something that ruined the night completely.  
 
    I started to cry. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I don’t mean to –“ 
 
    “Shh.” He wiped my eyes and kissed me softly, while pulling out of me and resting his head next to me on the same pillow. “Don’t do this, Shalan. Don’t regret tonight.” 
 
    I reached up and touched his face. “I wouldn’t ever.” 
 
    He kissed me again, letting his lips linger once more. “Then what?” 
 
    “I’m nothing, Noah. Tonight won’t change that. I can pretend to be sexy, and give you the best night of my life, but it isn’t me. All of that stuff from earlier was just a show. I’ve never been with someone like you, someone so experienced.” 
 
    “Jesus, woman. It ain’t like I wrote the book on all things sex. Sure I’ve had a few partners. That don’t mean I can’t experience new things. You think I care about that?” He rolled over and wiped his face, and then turned his attention to me. “I’ve been with my share of women, that much is true, but never have any of them made me want them the way that I want you. Maybe it’s because we’re away from home, and for once there ain’t any rules. Does it really matter why I want you, and why you want me? Does it matter when I can make you feel as good as you felt a couple seconds ago?” 
 
    I shrugged and sniffled, knowing he was being nice when I was a blubbering mess. “I feel like a whore. I mean, I just broke up with my boyfriend and now I’m here, in bed with you. We barely know one another. I don’t want you to think I’m doing this so I can stay with you.” 
 
    He took both of my hands and brought them to his lips. “Are you sleepin’ with me so you can stick around?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Of course not.” 
 
    “I want you, and I don’t give a damn if this is your first time, or your ten-thousandth. I still want you. Now climb back on top of me and quit that cryin’. The only time you should be cryin’ is when you’re callin’ out my name.” 
 
    “What if I suck?” 
 
    He laughed again. “Can I tell you a secret?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You give head like a champion, and act or not, that thing you did with your pussy was the fuckin’ hottest damn thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t want you to pretend, Shalan. I want you to spread those legs and let me fuck you, because you want me as bad as I want you. It’s your decision. I’ll take a cold shower and try again tomorrow if I need to. Say the word and I’ll get out of this bed.” 
 
      
 
    I knew what I was doing was wrong, but I couldn’t help myself. Noah wasn’t just a sexy man. He’d given me more in two days than anyone I could even remember, or have known longer. In some ways he was like an angel, a dark one of course, to take me to the brink of ecstasy and leave me with fulfillment.  
 
    I tried to deny my attraction, though it seemed like every time I did he was doing something else that made me want him more.  
 
    Knowing that he could walk out of my life at any moment, I decided to throw caution to the wind and give him my all, even if it were only for this one night. Though he’d promised to stick around to fill in for the band member that was sick, he and I both knew he could still walk away at any time. Nothing was keeping a man like him put in this city. I could only assume that he was sticking around to make sure I had enough cash to get by on my own. I didn’t know everything about him, but I knew that much.  
 
    Before I could answer, I felt my body being lifted and placed perfectly over his so that my pussy was right smack in his face. “Close your eyes and let me show you what it’s like to be with a real man.” 
 
    He kissed my inner thigh and ran his tongue up the inside of my leg, until he reached the base of my sex. “Oh my god.” 
 
    I felt him licking me, his warm tongue sliding between my folds. My clit, so swollen and ready, responded to his touch. Noah picked me up and guided me over his mouth. My reaction to his lips kissing and suckling on such a sensitive area caused me to gasp in horror. He pulled me towards him, forcing my pussy against his face as if he wanted it badly. My head fell back as I felt him sucking my clitoris in between his lips and holding it there, filling that tiny spot with blood. The harder he sucked, the more I felt the rush of release coming over me again. Noah let go and used his chin whiskers to excite me even more.  
 
    He was right about one thing. 
 
    I cried out his name like I’d never said before, knowing that the neighbors definitely heard me that time around. “I knew you’d scream my name, darlin’. It was only a matter of time before I got to taste that pussy I’ve been thinkin’ about for days.” 
 
    His words gave my chills, as if I wasn’t already experiencing every feeling possible. 
 
    When he finally released his hold on me, I had a new outlook on what I wanted out of this night. Noah was right. I had to stop worrying about everything and enjoy the now. I got on my knees and stuck my ass in the air like I’d done earlier. He wasted no time getting behind me and rubbing his fingers around my asshole. I reached under and touched my swollen bud lightly, knowing he was watching.  
 
    I could feel his cock at my entrance, slapping it and preparing me for insertion. This time I accepted all of him. My canal, soaked from his hard work, graciously endured his whole mass. He pulled my hair back, as if I was his stallion and he was riding me bareback. Waves of pleasure excited me when I thought about him fucking me the way he was. Noah tugged on my hair for a second time, pulling me all the way up until my back was against his chest. He let go of my hair and cupped my breasts into his hands, squeezing my nipples in between his fingernails. I reached down and played with my clit, determined to orgasm one more time before Noah could finish. I reached back with my face, longing to feel his lips kissing mine again. He met me halfway, devouring my mouth with his own. His hot breath reminded me that he was working hard. I reached up and placed my hands over his that were still holding onto my tits.  
 
    Noah pulled out, seemingly ready to blow his load anywhere but inside of me. So I thought. 
 
    As quick as he’d removed himself, he spun me around and lifted me on top of him again. Within seconds he was back inside of me, this time expecting me to do most of the work. I started hopping at a rapid pace, almost getting high enough that he was all the way out of me, and then sitting back down again. Our bodies, from the sweat, slapped together each time they made contact. He reached up and grabbed my nipples again, this time pulling down enough to where he could stick one in his mouth. I watched him sucking it as if I had milk to drink, all the while watching me watch him.  
 
    Noah spun my body around again, reverse cowgirl this time. It felt like the tip of his cock was all the way up in my stomach, even though I knew that couldn’t be possible. This position felt different, especially where my G-spot was concerned. After hitting it two times I felt a gush and then immediately lost control over myself. To be honest, I thought I peed myself. The pleasure didn’t stop. Noah kept hitting it and he forced my body back down again and again. I cried out into the room and accepted the most amazing sensation I’d ever felt before.  
 
    Then he pulled out. 
 
    He didn’t need to explain as he grabbed his shirt off the floor and blew his load, while still staring at my pussy. “Damn, I wanted to last longer.” 
 
    “It was long.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head, but didn’t elaborate. “The question is, how was it?” 
 
    I could still feel butterflies in my stomach, and I didn’t know if my pussy would ever recuperate, not that I wanted it to. Noah being inside of me, giving me that kind of release was something I never wanted to forget, even if he walked out and I never saw him again. 
 
    I still hadn’t fully caught my breath, but I knew exactly how to answer him. “How long until we can do it again?” 
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    We didn’t leave the room for the next eighteen hours. Between room service and the sex, we were both too satiated to consider going anywhere.  After an afternoon nap I climbed out of bed and started the shower. Unlike other times, I left the door open to the bathroom, knowing that I was naked and Noah had already seen everything I had. 
 
    The water was hot beating down on my face. I closed my eyes and replayed the last night’s events in my head. As excited as I was to perform again, and be able to share my talent with more people, I couldn’t stop thinking about Noah. Even the mere image of him in my mind got me hot and bothered again.  
 
    Then it hit me again; that constant reminder that this was only temporary. I couldn’t keep Noah in a hotel, holding him as some sexual hostage for me during the day, and song partner at night.  
 
    It made me sad.  
 
    I’d never been lucky, but since meeting him it seemed like everything I’d ever wanted was happening. I’d been able to sing and feel the comforts of luxury, plus reap the benefits of how a real woman should be treated by a man. How could I not fear for the moment when it would all come to a crashing halt? 
 
    I didn’t move when I heard the shower curtain pulling to the side. His presence was no secret as strong hands came down over my shoulders. His lips found my ear first. “You ready to perform tonight?” 
 
    I turned around and reached up to wrap my arms around his neck. “At the club, or back here in bed?” 
 
    He got this sly look of orneriness on his face. “Loaded question.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I bit down on my lip. “The answer is yes, to both.” 
 
    Our lips met, and once again I was blown away by how sensual it was. He grabbed my chin and pecked my bottom lips before responding. “I know I already said it, but I’m real glad I met you in that bar that night. The past couple of days have been great.” 
 
    “Is this where you tell me you’re going to call me and you never do?” I turned my head to the side and let my hands start falling down his chest. I couldn’t keep him, so it wasn’t worth getting upset over, and that’s exactly what was happening. 
 
    “You’re not goin’ to get all weird now are you? I mean, this is just two people havin’ a good time, right?” 
 
    And there it was… 
 
    “Of course. I know that.” I turned quickly and grabbed the bar of soap, for the first time since being intimate feeling completely like a stranger to him. I’d gone ahead and slept with a man that wanted nothing from me. The reality hit me hard, and being naked in the shower with him wasn’t as sexy as it first seemed. 
 
    He took the shampoo and started washing my hair. I had my back turned to him and felt the tears welling up. This temporary fix was inevitably going to end.  
 
    Noah took his time, washing and rinsing my hair, then washing my body, one area at a time. He paid close attention to certain areas, and made sure he kissed every inch of me as he went. I almost wanted him to stop, on account of loving it so much and knowing it was a temporary high.  
 
    I finally turned around and looked at Noah, who was busy washing his own hair. His body, so perfectly sculpted was something that I would never be able to forget, another was the way he touched me. It was impossible to be falling for someone so soon. I knew it had to be an infatuation, based on the fact that I’d never been with anyone even remotely like him.  
 
    He climbed out of the shower, pushing the curtain all the way open and lifting me out. My ass hit the cold marble on the vanity as he sat me on it. He grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my back before kissing me on the tip of the nose. “We need to get dressed and find you something as sexy as last night to wear.” 
 
    “I can’t keep buying clothes with what I earn, Noah. I’ve got to save up. God knows I can’t go home. I’ll be sleeping in a cell if I did that.” 
 
    He cocked his brow. “Seriously, you think he’d do that?” 
 
    I nodded. He didn’t know how crazy my ex could get. Yes, I’d driven his car into a pond, but he could be vindictive. After my actions I was sure he was plotting against me to see how he could destroy what I had left to my name. “Unfortunately, yes. I can’t go back there. I’m just going to save up my money and take a bus somewhere. I’ve got bartender and waitressing skills. I’m sure I can find a job and a cheap motel that rents by the month.” 
 
    I watched as his jaw clenched. He took a strand of wet hair and pushed it out of my face. “I don’t like hearin’ you talk that way, Shalan. There’s nobody you can call?” 
 
    I shook my head and looked down at the floor. It was embarrassing to admit that I had nothing. “Nobody. Hell, by now my uncle knows I lied. His wife won’t let me go back there. She’s probably furious that I walked out on my job with no notice. I already told you that I don’t talk to my dad, so that’s out of the question.” 
 
    “There’s got to be somethin’.” 
 
    I shrugged again. “I could always strip.” 
 
    “Yeah right. You wouldn’t?” I could tell he seemed offended about it. 
 
    “Why not? If it paid the bills, I’d do it. I mean, it’s not like I’d have to sleep with anybody.” 
 
    He leaned on the counter and looked down, ignoring the fact that we were both standing in the bathroom naked. I grabbed one of his arms and made him look at me. “Noah, this is my problem. Stop trying to help me with it. Regardless of my meeting you, this would be my fate. We’re just people that met in passing. I never expected to be saved from my life, and I’d never ask it either.” 
 
    He stood up and pulled me against his chest. “That’s the problem, Shalan. I was raised better than to turn my back on someone that needs help.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare ask me to go with you out of pity. I won’t have you feeling sorry for me, not after last –“ 
 
    His cell phone started ringing. It rang three times and stopped, but then started right up again. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Noah picked up his phone with his back to me. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Dad, I ain’t comin’ home.” He paused, probably listening to what his father was saying. “We discussed this the night I left. I don’t want your life.” Another pause. “How do you know where I am?” I could hear his father yelling from in the other room. His words weren’t clear, but it was very obvious. “Tell Mom I’m fine. I’m sure you’ll figure somethin’ out when I don’t show up. I’m not a kid! Yeah you too, you ignorant prick.” 
 
    He tossed the phone on the bed and sat down. I hopped off the sink and walked over to where he was standing. After running my hands through his wet hair, I pulled it back enough to kiss him on the lips.  
 
    Noah pulled away and looked at me in a weird way. His eyes were scary. 
 
    Suddenly, he hopped up and shoved me against the wall. His left hand had one of mine pinned above my head, while his right hand grabbed the skin of my pussy and pulled. “I need this.” 
 
    I let out a cry, wondering what was going to happen. To be honest, I was pretty freaked out. “Noah, please don’t hurt me.” 
 
    He shoved his lips on mine and then his tongue in my mouth. His kisses, once again ravenous with no tempo. Fingers plunged inside of me with force, over and over. His mouth separated from mine, but only to bite down on my collarbone. I cried out and felt my body being thrown onto the bed. Those eyes were the same, more black showing than the green. I crawled from one end of the bed to the other to distance us. He climbed on too. “Don’t fuckin’ run from me, Shalan.” 
 
    “You’re making me scared. I don’t want you to hurt me.” 
 
    He sighed and held out his hand, gritting his teeth while he spoke. “Come on, woman. You know what I want. Why don’t you get over here and give it to me? Don’t you want to practice with me, before you start that job dancin’?” 
 
    I wasn’t going to take him treating me like that because he was pissed off. I had nothing to do with it. “Why are you acting so mean? I don’t understand. What happened? Did your dad piss you off?” 
 
    “My dad won’t control me. Nobody can.” 
 
    “It was just a call. Calm down. I’m not sleeping with you right now, not when you’re being ridiculous. We’ve got to get ready.” 
 
    “The only fuckin’ thing you need to be ready for is this.” He motioned towards his crotch. “Now bend your ass over and give me what I want, or get the fuck out of my hotel room.” He shook his head and started laughing. “Ain’t this why you’re here? Don’t you want to work for money? It’s why all the women want to be with me, Shalan. Nothin’ changes.” Instead of having me bend over and put my ass in the air, he turned me around so that I was lying on my back. “Let me teach you how they’re goin’ to treat you at the strip club.” He positioned himself to where he could enter me as he continued speaking. I should have said no, but I was feeling so powerless, and utterly shocked that he’d treat me with such disrespect. I covered my breasts with my arms and was prepared to protect my face, need be. Noah was acting as if he could inflict bodily harm and I was petrified. Tears started falling down my cheeks. I didn’t know this man that was on top of me. “I’m going to teach you how to like it rough, woman. Say you like it. Tell me. Tell me you like bein’ told what to do.” 
 
    This side of him, this awful side, only showed me how messed up he was over whatever his father had said. I didn’t know whether I pitied him or was completely upset with him. He was the stranger that I never should have ended up in bed with. I couldn’t hold the pain of this mistake in any longer. 
 
    It took one look; one moment to meet my stare, for him to stop. “Shit.” He reached for my hands and pulled me into a sitting position across from him. His head turned as he looked away, disappointed. “God damn it.” When he looked back at me I could see that he was sorry. He pulled me into a hug and held me there, kissing the side of my head every few seconds, but never explaining what the hell had just happened, or the fact that he was still holding me. “Look at me, Shalan. Please.” 
 
    I refused. “I thought you were going to hit me.” 
 
    He kept his hold on me. “I’d never hurt you like that. Don’t even say that.” 
 
    “Noah, you practically slammed me into a wall and forced yourself on me. Just get off of me. I’ll pack my things and leave, and then you won’t have to see me ever again, because my life is none of your fucking business.” 
 
    He wouldn’t move. 
 
    I slapped his arms, trying to free myself. “Let go of me, Noah. I’m not kidding.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “For which part? You’re sorry for scaring me, or for telling me that I’m the same as a common whore?” I was devastated, especially after feeling like something was developing between us. He was wrong about accusing me of being that kind of woman. I’d never sell my body for money, not to mention that he’d made a comment about me using him like all the other women he’d been with.  
 
    “You don’t get it. You never could.” He scrunched up his face, but still didn’t move from above me. “My dad makes me so mad. It makes me say things I don’t mean. I take my anger out on the people around me. I meant nothin’ by it. I don’t think of you that way, I swear. I’d never hurt a woman, especially you, Shalan. You’ve got to believe me. I don’t want you to leave.” The feeling in the room changed just as fast as it had before, but not soon enough for me to feel any better. In a matter of seconds everything I’d felt for Noah was destroyed. He was just like every other man, and it made me sick. 
 
    It took all my might, but I managed to push him off of me. I slid off the bed and ran into the bathroom, closing the door before he could get to it. “It’s too late. I’m not into forgiving people. They’ll just end up hurting me again anyway.” 
 
    The room suddenly became quiet. I stood on the other side of the door and listened for his reply. After a couple minutes I heard the door to the hall open and close. Quietly I opened the door to find Noah gone.  
 
    Without getting dressed I sat down on the edge of the bed and started to bawl. He wasn’t my Prince Charming after all, because there wasn’t such a thing. 
 
    Since I didn’t have much to choose from, I pulled on a pair of jeans and a tight top that I’d purchased between the second-hand store and Walmart. Two times I went out into the hallway and looked for Noah. He hadn’t called, not that I even knew his number anyway.  
 
    By the time I heard him come in I’d just finished putting on my makeup. My hair was styled and I was actually ready to walk out the door to go to the gig without him. From the moment I saw his face I could tell he was broken up about what had happened. As much as I wanted to run right into those strong arms, I knew I couldn’t.  
 
    In his hands were bags, and one of them smelled delicious. “I know you’re mad at me. I was a dick. If you want me to get my own room, I will, but I don’t want you to leave. I know how important singin’ is to you. I grabbed this food, because I thought you might be hungry. Also, I picked you up something for you to wear tonight.” 
 
    He handed me the bags, but kept standing as if he was going to leave if I asked him to. I pulled out Italian food, enough for four people and sat it on the small table in our room. After motioning for him to sit in the chair across from me, I looked in the other smaller bag.  
 
    There had been this dress that I noticed in a window of a store outside of our hotel. It wasn’t glitzy like the one I’d worn the night before. This one was all sex. It was see-thru black everywhere except for the ass and crotch area. Obviously I’d have to wear a bra for the top, but it was definitely something unlike anything I’d ever worn in my life. Basically it was like I was wearing only a bikini out on the stage to perform.  
 
    I held the small amount of fabric in my hands and looked at him. “Peace offering?” 
 
    He took a bite of bread. “Is it helpin’ at all?” 
 
    “You can’t just buy people things when you piss them off. In order to be forgiven you need to prove that what you did wasn’t meant. As much as I appreciate the dress and even dinner, I’d rather know that you won’t ever treat me like that again. Noah, you went psycho and I didn’t like it at all. I don’t sleep with strangers, so being with you went against all of the rules I had made for myself. I thought you were sweet, and you made me feel safe. Right now, I don’t think I’ll ever feel that way about you again. I hope you can accept that.” 
 
    He nodded, but seemed defeated. “Yeah, I get it.” 
 
     “What did your dad say to make you so mad?” I was so curious as to what caused him to freak out. More importantly, why had he taken it out on me? 
 
    “He said that if I don’t come home in three days he’s takin’ my name off of the business completely, throwin' all my belongin’s in the dumpster, and forbiddin’ me to come back to the ranch. He said that if I don’t come home, I’m not a part of the family anymore and I ain’t welcome. He claims that the ranch is my birthright, and that I never had a choice.” 
 
    Noah had told me all about his struggles to live his own life and find his future without his parent’s guidance. I knew that he’d been dealt an ultimatum he wasn’t prepared to handle. If he didn’t go home, he’d lose everything.  
 
    In the big picture I was nothing. No wonder he thought he could take out his anger on me. Still, it didn’t change the fact that I’d been scared of him, even if it were only for a few minutes out of the whole time I’d known him.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    He looked down at his plate. “Hell if I know.” 
 
    We ate in silence, neither of us really having much to say to each other. I was still mad, and he was literally too messed up to have a rational discussion. 
 
    I put my new dress on and walked out of the bathroom just moments before we were due down stairs. Noah smiled, letting me know that I looked hot in it, but I didn’t allow him to see my amusement in catching his attention.  What had happened between us was going to help me say goodbye to him, and I was okay with it. 
 
    So I thought. 
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                       Noah 
 
      
 
    I really messed up.  Leave it to me to take out my anger on Shalan, who hadn’t done a damn thing to deserve it. I think what bothered me the most was knowing that when she looked at me there was fear in her eyes.  
 
    I realized that I didn’t owe her anything. Soon we’d part ways and she’d forget all about our time together.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but try to convince her that my actions weren’t how I acted normally. Leave it to my dad to get to me even when I wasn’t anywhere near him. Shalan looked beautiful in the dress. Let me rephrase that, she looked appetizing, and I didn’t want to let her leave the room. I think it was that exact moment where I started to feel protective over her. I didn’t want anyone seeing her the way I did. I knew they’d be eyeing her up, imagining what it would be like to be inside of her. She stood by the door and put her hands on her hips. “Are you sure I look good?” 
 
    I got this vibe from her question like she was asking because she knew she looked hot. How could she not? The woman was exquisite.  
 
    “You know the answer already. Does my opinion matter?” 
 
    She smiled. “Maybe.” 
 
    I approached her, breaking the small distance between us. I looked down, directly into her eyes. “I should have never bought you this dress.” 
 
    “Why? You said I looked good.” 
 
    “Because I don’t want anyone seein’ you in it.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    I licked my lips. I couldn’t help it, being so close to her and not doing anything. I placed my hands on her shoulders and noticed immediately that she didn’t pull away from me. “The way you look right now should be a crime. I may have bought you that dress, but I definitely have a problem with you wearin’ it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Illegal? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Damn it, woman.” I paused and shook my head. “Never mind.” 
 
    I turned, attempting to walk away and bite my tongue about the way she was making me feel. After all, I had no right to tell her what to do. She liked the dress and I’d bought it for her. End of discussion. 
 
    Shalan grabbed my arm and made me turn back around. “Why can’t you say what you mean?” 
 
    “Because my opinion doesn’t matter. Why would it? We’re just friends, if that. Right?” 
 
    Her expression went from curious to disappointed, and I couldn’t figure out why. What kind of woman would want a man that she barely knew to boss her around? “Yeah. Your right. Just keep your thoughts to yourself next time.” Shalan grabbed her purse and went out of the room, leaving me standing there alone. 
 
    I ran after her, making it to the elevators just in time to catch a ride with her.  “Will you hold up? We’re both goin’ to the same place.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be late.” She hit the button for the lower floor and the elevator doors closed. “Besides, I figured you need to change or something before you came down.” 
 
    I walked over to the corner she was standing in and pressed my body against hers. Our eyes met and her lips parted. There was no hesitation as I planted a long awaited kiss over her lips. I kept my eyes open until hers closed. At first she didn’t respond to me, but after two attempts she allowed my tongue access to her own. I held the sides of her cheek while she reached up and grabbed the collar to my shirt, pulling me into the kiss more. 
 
    We only broke apart when the elevator doors opened and it was time to get out. Shalan said nothing as I grabbed her hand and led her toward the lounge area. This was going to be our second night performing, and I felt like we had done a great job the night before.  
 
    Of course my mind wasn’t on performing on stage with Shalan, it was what we could do after the show was over. Before we walked inside, I pulled her by the hand and led her to a corner where I could talk to her in private. “Listen to me. I know you’re mad. You’ve got every right to be. There’s just somethin’ I want you to know before we go in there tonight.” 
 
    She seemed interested enough in knowing what it was. “Okay.” 
 
    “No matter how pissed you are, or what you might be thinkin’, I want you to come back to the room with me tonight, Shalan.” 
 
    “Where else am I going to go?” If she thought nobody was going to approach her in that outfit she was blind and pretty naïve.  
 
    “Just say you’ll be with me tonight, even if it ain’t in my bed.” 
 
    We were still holding hands and Shalan looked down at them as she spoke. “I have nowhere else to go, Noah.” 
 
    “That’s not really what I mean. Suppose someone hits on you. What will you do then?” 
 
    She pulled away and got this nasty look on her face. “Obviously you haven’t listened to a word I said, Noah. I get that I slept with you without knowing you for a while, but I don’t sleep with strangers. I can assure you that I’ll be back in the room with you tonight, sleeping in the other queen bed.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked away, knowing that I’d pissed her off again and it was only a matter of time before we were having words and she’d be telling me she hated me. It wasn’t the time or place for either and I didn’t really like the idea of drawing more attention to how hot she looked in the dress.  
 
    Like the night before, we met the band members inside and started our first set a little while after setting up. Shalan was determined to get through the whole night without looking at me, or even saying anything directly to me. She sang her songs as beautiful as ever, giving me those familiar chills down my spine each time.  
 
    I sat on the stool next to her, harmonizing the melody, matching her keys, and trying my best to gain her attention. Unfortunately, the only people getting that were the slew of people in the audience watching her perform. At the end of each song she got cheers, and I knew damn-well they weren’t for me. In between sets we all went out for air and drinks. Like the night before, the band stuck together, having a few smokes and mingling amongst themselves. Shalan and I stood off to the side, completely alone. She had her arms crossed over her chest and wouldn’t look in my direction. I moved closer to taunt her, but noticed a couple approaching us quickly. The man, dressed more high class than I was used to seeing at home, held out his hand for me to shake. “I’m Tony Mangalo, and this is my wife Shelly. We have dinner here once a week and noticed that the usual band had some new members, and I’ve got to tell you,” he turned and directed his next words to Shalan. “You have a set of pipes that shouldn’t be ignored, and your friend here isn’t so bad himself. The band members told us to talk to you tonight, if we were still interested. I had to call and make sure it was alright with them to approach you first, since we’re not looking for a whole group. We like to find our own band for our singers and find it works best on a more professional level.” His wife reached into her small handbag and pulled out a card. “This is our company,” she started explaining. “We record and produce music. You may have heard of us. If not, you can go on the website listed and see all of the people we’ve worked with, or are still working with. Are you two a couple? Do you do this act together?” 
 
    Shalan and I looked at one another, and I think  we were both wondering the same thing. Was this really happening. Were we being approached by a record producer after two nights of filling in at a hotel lounge? 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, feeling protective of Shalan. The music business could be harsh and I felt a strong pull to protect her. 
 
    “We sing together, and are just friends, is what he means. We aren’t a couple.” It was a low blow to my ego and punch to my balls, but I understood why she’d said it. Shalan wanted to be able to have a future, with or without me. It was only natural for her to let them know that she had no ties to me, but for some reason it hurt hearing it. 
 
    The gentleman replied, “I think what my wife is trying to ask is if you’d be interested in coming in and letting us work with those voices. I can’t make any promises, but I’ve got some big clients that would love to have you on their team, even if things didn’t work out with the two of you together, which I’m pretty positive that I can make something happen.” They both had New York accents, wore lots of jewelry, and had styled their hair with a ton of hairspray. I wanted to laugh when I took in their fancy appearances, and then thought about what I wore to work everyday.  
 
    Shalan started jumping up and down, forgetting the dress that she’d pulled off wearing up until that moment. She put her hands over her mouth, as if she was at a loss for words, but then started speaking. “We’ll do it, won’t we, Noah?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I reckon we can check it out.” I grabbed her and started pulling her to the side. “Darlin’, can I talk to you for a minute?” 
 
    I motioned to the couple as I pulled Shalan away enough to talk without them hearing. “I know this is a big break for you, but I can’t commit to somethin’ like that, not when all hell is about to reign down on me at home. This could be the answer to all your prayers. If it’s legitimate, I think you should go for it without me. You and I both know you can sing your heart out whether I’m around or not. Go in there and sing them that song you wrote for your mom. They’ll have you on the radio before you know it.” 
 
    “Will you at least go with me? Come on, Noah. Say you will. Please.” She put her hands up like she was praying.  
 
    I kissed the top of her head, knowing that I wasn’t about to leave her side. “Yeah, I’ll be there, darlin’.” 
 
    She ran over and started talking to the couple again herself, setting up a good time to meet at their studio. While she was busy I turned on my phone and checked for a signal before dialing my cousin, Bella’s number. I’d tried to call her when I was out getting the dress and food for Shalan, but she still wasn’t answering. I got that she was mad at me, but she would usually send me a text letting me know I was an asshole, and that we could talk once she was over it. This time felt different and I didn’t like it. When her voicemail answered I hung up without leaving a message. 
 
    That’s when I noticed I had missed text messages that were starting to come through. 
 
      
 
    Call me when you can. Dad said you talked today. I just want to know when you’ll be home. – Mom 
 
    I stopped by your house today, but you weren’t there. I miss you. We need to talk. – Perry 
 
    I heard you were in New York. Can you stop by Tiffany’s and get me this pair of sunglasses? I will pay you when you get home. – Addy (There was a picture attached) 
 
    I rolled my eyes and laughed, knowing how my sister was. 
 
    Noah, please call me. I have to tell you something. – Perry 
 
      
 
    Shalan had come up on me without me realizing. I quickly turned off my phone without replying to anyone and stuck it back in my pocket. The first thing I noticed was that the couple had already gone back inside, leaving the two of us alone in the alley. “So, what did they say?” 
 
    “They want us to come in at one tomorrow afternoon. I don’t know why you walked away. They were asking if you weren’t interested at all.” 
 
    One of the band guys opened the back door and peeked out. “It’s time to start again, you two.” 
 
    “Alright, we’re coming.” 
 
    Shalan shot me another look. “We’ll talk about this after the show.” 
 
    I grabbed her arm before she could go inside. “You and I both know I’ve got to go home, Shalan. I’m goin’ to be there for you tomorrow, but it will also be because I’m tellin’ them that I’m not interested. This is all for you, not me. This is your dream.” 
 
    She shoved me. “You say you want to find your own way, but you’re running right back home, Noah. I thought you were a brave man when I met you, but now all I see is a coward with a bunch of issues. Just go home to your family where you obviously belong. There’s nothing here for you anyway.” 
 
    That was a low blow. More than anything I wanted to make my own future. Now I had this chick, that not only drove me crazy, but seemed to know me better than I was able to know myself at the moment. 
 
    She left me outside for a few seconds alone, before I walked back in to join her. As much as I wanted to say she was wrong, I knew she wasn’t. 
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                     Noah 
 
      
 
    It would have been nice if my night turned out like the one before it, with Shalan in my bed and not a care in the world. The crowd may not have noticed it, but Shalan was rushing through her performance. Her excitement for the next day was quite apparent. After we were done, she hugged the band members for giving her the opportunity, even though she knew she’d see them again the next day. Surprisingly enough she waited for me to walk back up to our room.  
 
    I’d been so focused on the chance for her to be able to make her dream come true that I forgot to think about how fucking sexy she looked in her dress. It wasn’t until we were back in the elevator that I took in her slender, but yet curvy body. I clenched my jaw and remembered the way her skin felt to touch, and the way she tasted when I was between her legs.  
 
    Shalan checked her phone and looked up at me. “What’s wrong with you, tonight? You’ve been weird ever since we met that couple.” 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair and thought about what I should say to her. “You’re lucky. You don’t have nothin’ holdin’ you back, Shalan. I do. I can stand here and tell you that my family doesn’t matter, but it would be a lie.” The doors opened to our floor and we started walking toward the room. “I can go with you tomorrow, but there ain’t no way I’m puttin’ myself out there for somethin’ else.” 
 
    I unlocked the door and let her walk inside first. She kept standing, waiting for me to close the door behind me. “So you’re just going to give up on what you want? You’re going to settle for a life that you don’t want?” She leaned against the dresser, while I sat down on the bed facing her. “I just don’t understand how you can be so selfless. It’s very commendable. I’ll give you that. I just don’t understand how you can live out your whole life for the benefit of everyone besides yourself. One would think that you’d at least want to try something else before you settled.” 
 
    I placed my hands on my knees and looked up at her. “How do you even know there’s somethin’ out there that’s better? Maybe this is all I’m good at?” This was my decision, not hers. 
 
    “I’ve heard your voice. Don’t tell me that there’s no talent there, Noah. Have you even considered how good we could be together? I just know I wouldn’t even be here right now if it wasn’t for you. It seems unfair that I’d take this chance without you.” 
 
    “You need to. You said this is what you’ve always wanted.” 
 
    She walked closer to me, breaking the distance between us, and making it hard for me to concentrate on anything other than her body; and too close to not want to touch. “Don’t make me beg, Noah.” Shalan took her finger and raised my chin, obviously seeing that I was focused on her chest. “Please.” 
 
    In those beautiful eyes I saw fear, and I hated that I was considering leaving her all alone in the big city that she wasn’t familiar with. Still, I had to think about my family, and the fact that they’d have my back for the rest of my life, which was something that someone I just met couldn’t guarantee. In the end my decision had to be the right one for me. I wasn’t willing to run off on some whim to try and make it big singing, after two nights of filling in for someone. Shalan had a real chance at making it big. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d ever heard a more beautiful voice.   
 
    When I didn’t answer she moved back a couple steps and turned around. “While you’re thinking, can you help me out of this dress? The zipper is difficult.” 
 
    While my hand started pulling down the zipper, I couldn’t help but to look at the skin that was there underneath of the sheer fabric. I moved her hair to the side and leaned down to kiss the back of her neck. Shalan leaned to the side, allowing me even more room for my lips to explore.   
 
    The moment my tongue made contact with her sultry skin I knew I was in trouble. The urge for more was apparent as a jolt from my dick reminded me what it wanted. Shalan turned around, wrapping her arms around my neck, and leaning up to place her lips against mine.  Kissing her wasn't like any other women I'd messed around with.  Something about her made the experience toxic for me. I knew that she was seducing me with her silky skin and sexy eyes, and so did she.  
 
    There's only so much a man can take before he loses himself.  There's an extent we get to where we know when to walk away. I was crossing that line with Shalan, and I wanted to keep on going.  She wasn't a stranger any longer,  which meant that she was becoming something else to me; something more. 
 
    I'd left Kentucky to find my place, and instead found her. I knew I had to go home, but the mere thought of walking away from such a woman was making me go crazy. 
 
    Our kissing became intense, both of us knowing where it was leading. Her dress fell to the floor, leaving me with only black panties and a bra to remove.  Shalan tugged on the edge of my shirt and lifted it up to where I could pull it easily over my head. In between kisses, I fought with her bra until finally freeing her breasts from it. She backed away and leaned on the dresser, motioning for me to come closer. I did as I was ordered and was swiftly flipped around and shoved against the piece of furniture. Shalan dropped to her knees and began tugging down my jeans. Once she had them down to my ankles I stepped out of them. With no warning she pulled the elastic of my boxers and freed my cock. The erection that faced her caused her to lick her lips. I licked mine knowing that she was about to suck me off. Instead, she ran her hands up my thighs until they wouldn't go any higher. The back of her hand rubbed over my balls, soft enough where I could barely feel it. I felt her tongue rolling over the inside of my left leg. She lapped over the other side, focusing on only what she was doing. Her eyes came up to meet my cock and I watched how focused she was on the tip. She pretended to lick it, not once but three times.  I jerked it, causing a smile to cross over her face.  I dug into her dark hair and yanked her back away from her next attempt to lick my skin. "Stop playin' around, darlin'."  
 
    "I can do what I want, darlin'," she mocked me, reaching in for another attempt. 
 
    Someone knocking on the door broke our focus. I walked over to the door wearing nothing, and not really caring who it was. No one was going to screw up my night. 
 
    A hotel employee stood on the other side. “Excuse the intrusion sir. I was told to deliver this to your room tonight.” He started to push a cart with champagne and two glasses in the room. I grabbed the thing away from him and maneuvered my body behind the door. “I got this, man. Hang on, I’ll get you a tip.” 
 
    All of a sudden the guy turned crimson red and stared at something behind me. Shalan had gotten up and started to walk to the bathroom as the cart was being wheeled in. She couldn’t have known that the door would open so far, especially since I wasn’t dressed. Just as quick as she’d appeared, I watched her vanish. The kid backed away from the door and put up his hands. “Don’t worry about it, sir. Have a good night.” I couldn’t help but notice a smile across his face when he turned to walk away. 
 
    Shalan came out of the bathroom just as I wheeled in the cart. She picked up the card and read it, while I focused on nothing but her naked body. “It’s from the guys. They said congratulations, and that we better drink the whole bottle because it cost them a ton.” 
 
    I started laughing and picked up the bottle of champagne, opening it easily.  Shalan sat down on the bed with her hands folded in her lap. The bubbly drink started pouring out of the top and I slurped it up enough to where it wouldn’t fall to the floor. Shalan giggled and I turned my attention back to her. Instead of using a glass, I put the bottle to her lips and lifted it to allow an easy sip. She licked her lips as I pulled it away. “I guess everyone wants us to celebrate.” 
 
    I sat down next to her and took another drink, all the while knowing I wasn’t being classy, whatsoever. “Seems so. It all just seems so unreal to me. I haven’t wanted to do anything in the music business since I was a kid.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that. You wanted to be a singer?” 
 
    I chuckled and thought back to the moment I found out about my uncle. “Well, my uncle was in this band. It was pretty popular back in the day, and I thought nothin’ was cooler. I even learned to play the guitar so I could be like him.” 
 
    “Did he teach you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah. My dad did. It was something we used to do on the porch of our house after dinner. I haven’t played for a long time.” 
 
    “Why? Where is your uncle now?” 
 
    I didn’t want to tell her. For better words, I couldn’t bring myself to. “It doesn’t matter. He used me for a publicity stunt and ruined a chance of ever bein’ somethin’ to me. He got into drugs, and alcohol, lost his wife, and any chance of ever livin’ a normal life. The business did that to him. I’ve hated him ever since, but I know being famous was the real culprit.” I paused for a moment and took another sip of champagne. “Besides, it was when my mom was sick. We’ve all tried to put that part of our lives behind us.” 
 
    Shalan leaned her head on me. “So, that’s why you don’t care whether you’re a part of this or not? You think that fame will make you like him?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe. I just know it ain’t somethin’ I’ll like doin’. I know I walked away from the ranch, but that don’t mean I won’t want to settle down one day. I don’t want to be in some kind of spotlight. I just want to make my own decisions. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “All I’ve ever wanted to be was a famous singer. I think I wanted it because I never thought it was going to happen. Who would have thought that running away from a crime would land me here, with this opportunity,” she turned and faced me. “And with you, Noah.” 
 
    I could feel our connection, so I knew exactly what she was talking about. Though it had come by surprise, with both of us getting out of relationships, there was definitely something happening between us. I moved in and kissed her slowly on the lips, slowly allowing it to intensify as we sat there. When I pulled away her eyes remain closed. “Does this mean you forgive me for losin’ my shit earlier?” 
 
    Her lips answered when she reached in for another kiss. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I gotta tell ya, darlin’, it’s gettin’ real hard to sit here and have this conversation, when all I want to do is be inside of you.” 
 
    She backed up on the bed and let her arms fall over her head. I had a full view of that body and I couldn’t decide where to start.  
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                    Shalan 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t hold my excitement in. 
 
    How many people run away from something horrible and fall into their dream situation? I didn’t want to jump the gun, but I’d been given a real chance at something that I’d wanted my whole life. Noah was the reason for it all, and I couldn’t stay angry with him for his earlier rant.  
 
    The truth was that I already cared more for him than I should, more than I thought possible after only a few days.  
 
    It was possible that my attraction was out of thanks. I mean, he’d saved my ass, brought me to this wonderful place, where we’d been given this opportunity. It could have been all of those things. Still, when we were alone, something else was there. 
 
    I lusted for him, felt jealous when other women looked at him, and was drawn to him every way possible.  
 
    Champagne.  
 
    I’d never really been a fan until I watched it saturate Noah’s lips. Somehow, he’d made it less nasty to taste, almost like it was liquid sex, filling me with confidence to give him a night he’d always remember.  
 
    I wasn’t trying to seduce him into staying, and if it seemed that way, I didn’t mean it. Noah was a grown man, who’d obviously carried an opinion about the music industry for a long time. Since I had to appreciate his feelings in the matter, the only thing left to do was satiate each other with what we did best together.  
 
    Sex. 
 
    Noah brought the bottle to my lips again, filling my mouth with the bubbling concoction. He kissed me, using his slow moving tongue to get a rise out of me. “Lay down, darlin’.” 
 
    I followed his direction, lying on my back, but never taking my eyes off of his. Butterflies traveled from the tips of my hardened nipples to my toes, centralizing right between my legs. I gasped when I felt the chilled liquid being poured into my belly button.  
 
    Noah reached down and slurped it out, lapping up the residual amount that had run over onto my sides.  
 
    The champagne was cold, which in turn made my pussy become hotter. It was crying for attention and Noah was about to take care of that dilemma. He took the outside of the bottle and rubbed it between my legs over my sex. The freezing cold glass made me jump when it hit my sensitive skin. I took a deep, shocking breath and looked down at what he was doing. A smile formed across his face while he played with the tip of the bottle, as if he were going to stick it inside of me. “Don’t.” It was freaking me out. 
 
    He chuckled. “Darlin’, I won’t hurt you. Close your eyes and relax.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare stick that bottle inside of me. I will kick the shit out of you.” 
 
    I put one of my feet onto his shoulder. The bottle moved away from my pussy as one of his hands grabbed ahold of my leg. He tickled my ankle with his stubby face before kissing it. Then he made his way up to my calves. I took my other foot and ran it underneath  his balls, letting him know two could tease. 
 
    His hand pressed firmly over my skin as it worked it’s way to my inner thigh. I could sense his fingers so close to where I wanted them to be. My breathing intensified and I panted knowing it was about to be touched again. 
 
    Noah sat up and tilted the bottle, letting the champagne drip over my hot muff. The cold liquid caused me to jerk my body. Noah leaned down and licked it away. He moaned something as he did it, causing the sound to vibrate off of my skin. When he sat back up, I felt my lower folds being separated. He smiled and bit down on his lip while watching himself pour a few more drips in between my folds.  
 
    I felt so turned on that I reached up and began touching my breasts, watching myself doing it.  
 
    While he focused on the lower part of my body, I massaged and gave the top equal attention. It didn’t take him long to notice what I was doing. Within seconds he was all about watching me. I stopped what I was doing and arched my body. He brought the bottle to my lips, pouring out so much that it trickled down the front of my chest. Before I could complain for him to be more careful, he was licking from my stomach up, paying close attention to my nipples that hadn’t been exposed to champagne.  
 
    Obviously he liked what he was doing, because he took the bottle and poured it directly over one breast. With his whole mouth, he sucked on my tit. When he finally released his hold on my skin it was a darker color. I wanted him to do it again. Our lips met and I wrapped my arms around his neck. I wanted to be close to him, albeit he wanted to keep playing.  
 
    He pulled out of my hold and backed up enough to sit the bottle down. He then grabbed my legs and spread them apart, so far that I was almost doing a split. He got up on his knees perfectly positioned to enter me easily.  
 
    Except he didn’t. 
 
    Noah slapped his cock over my pussy, making a clapping sound. Then he grabbed the bottle and poured it over his cock in turn rubbing the liquid over my sex. I reached my hands up and dug into the pillows above my head, feeling like I was going to explode with desire.  
 
    I could feel my pussy responding to every single action, but had no control of what happened next.  
 
    He held his cock and spoke as he rubbed the wetness over my clit. I leaned up on my elbows and watched him touching me there. “I’m goin’ to fuck you so good, woman.” 
 
    I was ready. He could do whatever he wanted and I would have been okay with it. “Yes. Do it.” I sucked on my bottom lip. “Show me.” 
 
    He pulled away and laughed. “Nah, you’re not ready enough.” 
 
    I had no idea what he meant.  
 
    I was ready to beg. 
 
    Noah took that bottle and downed a good bit of it without stopping to breathe. He handed it to me and stood up off the bed, holding his hand out for me to take. “Stand up.” 
 
    I did as I was told and got up. He was still too tall for my pussy to be directly in his face, but it was certainly close. After taking the bottle and sitting it back down on the cart, he put both hands on my ass and cupped them. I could feel his little tug and my sex being shoved against his mouth.  
 
    Air. 
 
    I felt it being blown against my clitoris. The sensations traveled from my pussy to my nipples. Noah watched me, relentlessly, while touching my breasts. I reached into my mouth and wet two fingers before running them over the brown of my hardened buds. His eyes became heavy as he watched.  
 
    My pussy was still crying for attention, and he knew it. He reached between my folds and felt the result of his teasing. “This is what I want. You’re so wet for me.” He rubbed my clit with his thumb. “I’m goin’ to fuck you so hard, Shalan.” 
 
    Waves of anxious pleasure overwhelmed me. I was ready to lose it and we hadn’t even begun. He buried his face into my hot, wet sex, causing me to cry out loudly. I felt my feet and body being lifted off the bed, but I couldn’t hold my eyes open to be sure. The next thing I knew the hard dresser was pressing into my ass cheeks. Noah pulled away, only for a second so I could adjust. He stood up straight and got into position, slapping me with it again.  
 
    The tip of him sat where it needed to be. I wrapped my legs around his waist and reached for his neck. He pulled my hair from the back, giving him an ample view of my neck.  
 
    I could feel his teeth dragging up my skin, and the heat of his breath against it. He made his way to my mouth and devoured my lips with his. I could taste myself, which only turned me on more knowing where they’d been.  
 
    He reached up and pinched both of my nipples with his fingernails while our tongues continued to mingle, finding a common pattern of movement. 
 
    He then entered me, shoving his thick shaft deep into the walls of my pussy. I pulled away from his kiss to take a deep breath. He jerked inside of me harder, reaching for my lips again. I didn’t fight him, instead feeling completely lost in what was happening. I was too turned on to fight with the size of him. I needed this to be happening. 
 
    Noah started grinding into me harder, slamming the dresser against the wall to the next room. He got into a pace, and the knocking sound was quite obvious of what we were doing. I knew the people in the next room could hear us, and it turned me on.  
 
    I cried out, “Don’t stop. Harder,” all while trying to catch my breath. 
 
    Noah kept pinching me, so hard that I swore he was breaking the skin on my nipples. The more he did it, the better I liked it. I started bucking my body against his. The moment I heard his manly moans I about lost it. Just hearing him react to how good it felt sent shivers down my spine, and heat everywhere else. Our lips kept meeting in rough kisses where our teeth clanked together. I reached my hands underneath  Noah’s arms and dug my fingers into the skin on his shoulders, while feeling his teeth biting on one of my ears. The warm air filled the canal, giving me goose-bumps. I cried out and lost myself. The sheer pressure and speed of what he was doing was too much to withstand. My body lost all control and my toes curled. He knew I was in my own frenzy, but kept going, possibly even faster. The slapping, the banging on the wall, and the way it felt to be fucked so hard was more than I could handle. I screamed as waves of pleasure showered me.  
 
    Noah followed behind, finally tightening up and leaning his head against mine as he caught his own breath. Our lips met in a slow kiss that felt more filled with emotion than the whole encounter. While he began to relax, my body trembled beneath his. I’d never had orgasms like he’d given me, and my body didn’t know how to react to them. 
 
    Noah carried me over to the bed, just as the phone to our room started ringing. He sat me down before picking it up. “Hello?” 
 
    “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    He hung up and fell onto the bed next to me, not even addressing the call. 
 
    I sat up and ran my fingers over his skin. “What was that about?” 
 
    He wiped his face with his hands and turned to face me. Like mine, his fingers traveled over the tips of my breast. “Apparently our neighbors want to get some sleep.” 
 
    I smiled and leaned in to feel his lips on mine. “Oops.” 
 
    “Don’t regret it, Shalan.” He took my hand and kissed my fingertips, one at a time. “I could get used to havin’ you in my bed.” 
 
    “So don’t leave. Stay here with me. Ride this wave with me. Let’s see how far we can get together.” 
 
    “You and I both know they don’t want me. They want you.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure that we’re a package deal.” I knew we had so much to learn about each other, and that I wanted to have the time to see where we could go. Even with his temper, Noah was the best man I’d ever known. I hated the idea of doing all of this without him, even when I’d always done it before. If being with him felt so natural, I could only imagine how amazing we could be with time under our belt. “I’m not asking you for your hand in marriage, Noah. I’m asking you to see where we could get if we went into this business together.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy, you know, leavin’ my family. I thought it would be when I left. Now I’m wonderin’ if they’re all right. What if I’m meant to be a rancher for the rest of my life? Shalan, my parents are happy with their lives. They want for nothin’ and we don’t have to worry about anything either. I just don’t know if becomin’ a singer is somethin’ I could get used to. I’m just a country boy.” 
 
    “We could be the next Sugarland or Thompson Square.” I was pulling out names, in hopes that he would change his mind. “Please.” 
 
    He had no reason to owe me anything. All along I knew we were two people in passing. I never expected anything more, until now.  
 
    Noah pulled me into his arms and held me there. I lifted one leg and let it fall over his. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, feeling content with having him so close to me. “Okay.” 
 
    It had to be, because there was nothing else I could do about it.  
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                    Noah 
 
      
 
    I woke up in the middle of the night to take a piss and noticed my phone was vibrating across the floor. It must have fallen out of my pocket when I’d taken off my jeans.  
 
    The number was familiar, so I walked into the bathroom to answer it. “Bells?” 
 
    “Noah,” she was crying. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m in New York. Why? What’s goin’ on?” I was freaking out that something bad had happened to my grandmother or someone else in the family. 
 
    “We had a fight.” She began to sob so hard I couldn’t hear what she was saying. 
 
    “Bells, calm down. Are you home?” 
 
    “I can’t go home like this, Noah. I can’t let them see.” 
 
    “See what?” Now I needed to know. I could feel my fists clenching before she even confirmed it. 
 
    “They can’t see my face. They’ll call the police.” 
 
    I wanted to raise my voice, but knew Shalan was sound asleep in the other room. “Where the fuck are you, Bells?” 
 
    “I’m in my car at the state line. I started to drive to Kentucky but didn’t want the family to see me like this. I don’t know what to do. He didn’t mean it, Noah. I swear he didn’t. I made him so mad at me. That’s all. He just lost his temper. I went there to piss him off. He didn’t know it was me. It’s my fault.” 
 
    “Send me your damn location. I’m leavin’ now. It’s goin’ to take me a while to get to you. Is there a hotel you can stay in for the night? Does he know how to find you?” 
 
    She cried harder again. “No.” 
 
    “Can he search your phone? Don’t lie to me either.” I was going to kill that mother fucker for hurting her. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Send me the address of the hotel and the room number. Stay put and don’t turn your damn phone back on after that. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Please don’t yell at me.” 
 
    “I’m not yellin’.” I couldn’t or else I’d wake up Shalan. “Just do what I say for once.” 
 
    She agreed and we hung up. When I walked back out into the room, I saw her lying there, so innocent and beautiful. Shalan wasn’t some woman I’d picked up for a good time. We’d shared so much in such a little time.  
 
    When she woke and found me gone it would end anything we’d started. She’d never forgive me for abandoning her, and I didn’t have time to explain how important my cousin was to me, or that I was the only person she could turn to. My family needed me, and it was at that moment when I knew where I had to be.  
 
    I gathered my things quietly, and wrote a note that I left on the small table in the room. She’d never forgive me, but at least I wouldn’t have to see her face when she realized I wasn’t coming back. Not only did I need to take care of Bells, but my dad had given me an ultimatum. As much as I didn’t like the idea, I knew I was obligated to return to the ranch, and everything that came with it. 
 
      
 
    It took the valet around twenty minutes to find my truck and bring it out front, and in that time I swore she was going to come downstairs and find me. I think a part of me wanted her to. I longed to see that beautiful woman again, smiling and touching me in any way possible. I knew it was just an infatuation, but I liked her, probably more than I ever should have let myself. 
 
    Once I was on the road, I checked my phone, got the address from Bells text, and set my GPS. It was going to take me a good seven hours to get to where she was, and without a proper night’s sleep it was going to take everything I had to stay awake. 
 
    I made it about four hours before I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer. Unfortunately, for the first time in her life, Bella had listened to what I’d told her and turned off her phone. Since I couldn’t get a hold of her, I called the hotel that she’d gotten a room at. The phone rang four times after they’d patched me through to the number.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s me. I need to stop and sleep for a bit. I’m dog tired and I can’t make it without rest. You alright there until I get to you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m probably just going to sleep all day.” 
 
    “Keep your phone off. If anyone calls from the family I’ll let them know you’re fine.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    I started to hang up when I heard her talking. “Thank you, Noah. I know you’re pissed at me.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m pissed. This shit has got to stop, and if you’re not willin’ to do somethin’ about it, then I’m goin’ to take matters into my own hands.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “I’m takin’ a nap at this rest stop. I’ll be there later tonight. Stay put.” 
 
    “Love you.” 
 
    I sighed, unable to be mad enough to not say it back. “Yeah, love you too.” 
 
    We hung up and I turned off my truck, leaving the windows cracked enough that a cool breeze would travel inside while I slept. After getting as comfortable as the truck would allow, I put my hat over my face and closed my eyes. 
 
    It would have been nice if I could think of other things aside from killing my cousins ex, or Shalan waking up to an empty hotel room. At least I’d left her with everything I had  in my wallet, as well as the room paid for the rest of the week. I’d left my number, but knew she wouldn’t bother calling. I’d let her down, money aside. She wouldn’t have wanted it if I’d asked. In fact, I was pretty sure she’d hate me more for leaving it behind.  
 
    I woke a few hours later. The sun was bright coming in through the windshield. My mouth felt dry and my skin was sticky when I wiped it, reminding me of the champagne I’d consumed from Shalan’s body. I stared at my phone, knowing damn well she’d found the note and my number that was written on it. If she was going to call and ream me out, she would have done it already.  
 
    She hated me. 
 
    It aggravated me so much that I knew I’d be able to begin driving again without falling asleep. I started on my way, blaring the music so loud to hide my own anger from myself.  
 
    Every song that played reminded me of Shalan. It didn’t matter if it was Country, or Rock. The words came out of the speakers as if they were meant to hurt me. Then I heard the beginning of one of the songs she’d sang by Joplin. It was unusual to hear such an old song playing on the radio, so of course it was like someone was sending me a sign of my wrong-doing. I turned down the volume and beat on the dashboard, taking out my frustrations on the truck. I cursed and cut myself down, accepting that I’d made a huge mistake I could never take back. 
 
    Today was going to be the biggest day of her life, and I walked away. She’d begged me to be there and I’d given her my word.  
 
    I spent the rest of the day driving in silence, or listening to sports networks. By the time I pulled into the dilapidated hotel, I was exhausted and extremely irritated. I’d attempted to call Shalan twice and hung up before the hotel could ring to her room. There was no message I could leave for her that would make things good between us. She’d been abandoned again, and this time I was the culprit.  
 
    Not only had I cheated on my girlfriend with her sister, but now I’d taken an innocent girl and given her hope, only to leave her all alone after spending two nights taking away any trace of innocence she had left.  
 
    I didn’t deserve to have a relationship, and neither did my cousin’s asshole boyfriend. Maybe in same ways we were the same.  
 
    I was already feeling punished, while his was going to come from the top of my fist, that I was certain of, even before I saw my cousin. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared me for how she looked. Sure, her face had time to swell up from the blows it had taken. She opened the door and looked away, ashamed of what I’d say. I grabbed her chin and forced her to look at me. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she fell against my chest. I held her there in my arms for a long time, letting her get a good cry in. She knew she was safe, and that as long as I was with her nothing would happen. 
 
    Her eye was swollen shut and the other was black all the way around. On that same side, her cheek was doubled in size. Purple and blue bruises covered it, from multiple blows hitting the same area.  
 
    “You’re okay now, Bells.” 
 
    She cried harder. 
 
    “When I find that fucker, he’s dead. I don’t care if you never talk to me again. I’m goin’ to break his fuckin’ neck.” 
 
    My cousin couldn’t respond. She was too hurt both mentally and physically to take up for him any longer. After getting her to lay back down in bed, I sat down beside her and flipped through my phone.  
 
    It only took one ring for him to answer, and I didn’t leave him time to ask questions. “Noah, -.” 
 
    “I’ll be home tomorrow mornin’. I’m takin’ care of somethin’ for Bells first and then she’s comin’ to stay with me for a while. I just wanted you to know before I did it.” 
 
    My dad didn’t argue. Maybe he could hear how serious I was, or that he valued my relationship with my cousin. “Is she alright, son?” 
 
    “She will be. Listen, I know you don’t owe me any favors, and that we’re goin’ to have to talk when I get home, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t call her parents. Just let her tell them herself.” 
 
    “It ain’t my business. I’ll tell your mother you’ll be home for dinner.” 
 
    I hung up before I even agreed to eating with them. After seeing my cousin’s face, nothing mattered except getting her home. She needed to be comfortable and recover in the comfort of being in a familiar place, not in  some shit-bag hotel room. 
 
    I checked my phone one more time for messages from Shalan, before I put my arm around Bells and closed my eyes. The two of us were pretty messed up. At least we’d be able to recover from our mistakes together, just like we did when we were kids. After all, if you don’t have your family, who do you have? 
 
      
 
    My mind went straight to Shalan.  
 
    She was all alone. 
 
    She’d never know what a real family felt like. 
 
    I hated knowing that. 
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                  Shalan 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept all the way through the night without waking up. Surely I thought it had to be because I was with Noah.  
 
    That’s when I opened my eyes and saw that he wasn’t in the room. I walked into the bathroom and noticed that his toothbrush was gone first. I then rushed back out into the room to discover that all of his things were gone. 
 
    I spotted the note on the table, but didn’t rush over to read what it said. I knew he was gone, and I’d never felt so alone.  
 
    For a while I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the piece of paper on the table. I didn’t want to see his handwriting, and read the words that would definitely crush my soul. For some reason I’d thought of Noah as my protector, feeling that as long as he was with me, I’d be safe from anything bad happening.  
 
    Courage was something that I’d never been very good with. It took a lot of it to reach across that table and unfold the note. There was a wad of cash inside of it. 
 
    I traced my name that had been written in his handwriting.  
 
    The tears began. 
 
    Shalan, 
 
    The past few days have been great. I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed someone’s company as much as I’ve enjoyed being with you. You’ll never know how much you being around helped me.  
 
    I know you’re pissed at me for leaving without explaining. I had a good reason, but none of that is enough to make you understand that it was the right thing to do. I have a life back home, and I can’t keep running away from it.  
 
    I’ll never regret meeting you, and sharing my time with you. I’ll never forget what it felt like to hear you sing for the first time, and every time after that. You’re so beautiful and so damn talented. Big things are going to happen for you. I hope you know that. 
 
    I’ve paid for the room for the rest of the week, and left you money for any expenses you may encounter to get where you’re going. Please don’t be angry with me too long. I didn’t leave because of you.  
 
    I know you won’t call me right now, but I’m enclosing my number in hopes that we will see each other again.   
 
    One day I’m going to hear that voice of yours on the radio, and it’s going to remind me of the way you felt when you were in my arms.  
 
    Don’t take your talents for granted. You have nothing to worry about with the gift you hold.  
 
    Noah Mitchell 
 
    I folded the paper back up as I wept. Not even my ex-boyfriend had ever affected me like this.  I don’t know whether I felt more betrayed or abandoned. He’d promised to go with me, to stand by my side at my meeting, and instead he’d snuck out in the middle of the night, so he didn’t have to tell me in person.  
 
    He was a coward, and if he thought for one single second I was going to call him, he was very mistaken. 
 
    Two hours later I picked myself up off the bed and showered. I knew my eyes were puffy, and that I wouldn’t look good, even if I caked makeup all over my face. My heart was broken, because I’d opened it up to a complete stranger. Honestly, I don’t know what I expected from him. He owed me nothing.  
 
    It wasn’t like he’d left me a bill for everything he’d purchased for me. No, Noah had not only treated me to those three days, but he’d left with me enough to get by. I didn’t know how I was going to do it, but I’d find a way to repay him, no matter how long it took me.  
 
    I’d never hailed a cab myself. While flailing my arms in the air, looking ridiculous, a handsome man in a business suit approached me. “Allow me.” He whistled and waved one time. A cab pulled up and he held the door open for me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “It was my pleasure.” Even with his quick grin I got this creepy vibe from him, as if he just wanted to watch me bend over and climb in the cab. It was probably a good thing that the driver took off even before I could spat out an address. 
 
    Traffic was horrendous, forcing our drive to last a half hour instead of ten minutes. I was positive that I could have walked to the location faster than the ride took. After paying my fare, I climbed out and stared at the tall building. The business information was listed in the foyer and I took an elevator up to the level they were located on. Before walking inside I had to take a couple of breaths. I probably should have practiced while in the shower, but I was too distracted to stay focused.  
 
    A young blonde, looking to be my age sat at a large desk when I first walked inside. “Welcome. Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    I told her my name and was led into a huge conference room that overlooked the city. I suppose I should have sat down, but nerves were making it difficult to do anything that required thought. 
 
    The couple from the previous night came in, causing me to sit quickly. “Shalan. So glad you could meet with us today.” Tony and Shelly both shook my hand as he greeted me. 
 
    Once we were done, I smiled and folded my hands together on the table. “Thanks for having me.” 
 
    “Where’s your partner?” 
 
    Even though I knew the question was coming, I couldn’t have prepared how it affected me. I clenched my jaws together like Noah always did and answered with as much composure as I could conjure up. “He decided that he wasn’t interested. He’s got family drama back in Kentucky and knew he wouldn’t be able to commit to something.” 
 
    The secretary from before opened the door and let an older man inside. He shook hands with the couple and reached over to do the same to me. “My name is Howard Schwartz. I’ve heard so much about you in the last twenty-four hours that I decided to come across town and meet you myself.” 
 
    I smiled, unable to say anything else.  
 
    “Shalan, I’m sure you already know why you’re here. Mr. Schwartz happens to be one of our partners. When we find new talent, we always make sure he agrees with us before any ink is exchanged.” The wife, Shelly, explained. 
 
    “Okay. What would you like me to do? Do I need to submit a demo or something?” I hadn’t prepared myself for this meeting in any way. It also sucked that I was wearing jeans and a t-shirt when they were all three clearly in business attire.  
 
    The old man folded his hands together and smiled. I was pretty sure he had false teeth, because his lower jaw kept adjusting, as if he were holding something in his mouth. “Just stand up and sing something.” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “Anything is fine,” he agreed. 
 
    I looked at the three of them before standing up. I kept my hands folded in front of me and closed my eyes, knowing that if I messed this up I’d be on the first bus home, to face possible jail time.  
 
    I was going to perform the song I’d written for my mother, but instead decided to sing the one that I’d made up on the car ride over. It seemed fitting after the day I’d had, and the way I was missing Noah. I also knew that I could sing it with emotion, and with meaning. It would pack a punch. 
 
    I started humming to get a good melody going to go off of. I’d never done a song like this before, not that I doubted my ability. With my eyes still closed, I pat on my leg to keep my rhythm and just let go. 
 
    “Our eyes met in vain, 
 
    and I knew nothing would ever be the same. 
 
    You took my breath away that night you asked me to stay. 
 
    It was lust then, just like it’s lust now. 
 
    Give me one last try, give me one more goodbye. 
 
    Let me show you. Let me know you. 
 
    I’ll make you feel it. I’ll make you mean it. 
 
    That’s the power of sex 
 
    It’s the reason we’re so wrecked.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and looked at the three people staring back at me. The old man got up from his chair and whispered in the woman’s ear. She nodded and they all three started clapping. 
 
    “You’re even better than they explained. Did you write that?” 
 
    “Sort of. I made it up on the car ride here.” 
 
    “Can you do it with an edge to it? I’d like to hear your range.” 
 
    I tapped on my thigh and sang it again, this time with a more raspy edge. I sang the last bit with power, making sure he could hear how high and low I could get. 
 
    “Impressive.” He motioned for me to sit back down. “Okay, sweetheart, this is what I’m prepared to offer you, just based on that.” He slid over a contract and I almost felt like I was going to pass out. “Now, this is just a temporary agreement stating that you can’t sign with anyone else while we are drawing up the final paperwork. That just means that we will represent you solely.” 
 
    He flipped the page and pointed to another document. “I’m not sure where you’re from, but this is typically the schedule you will have for the first year. As you can see, we’ll start you out on tour with another musician that we rep. This will allow you to work with our voice coaches, get familiar with the business, and also be making cash while we’re preparing you for the recording studio.” He pointed to a list of steps. “As you can see here it isn’t just walking into a business, singing a couple of songs and being on the radio. We work with several companies that provide us with prewritten music. I can tell that you are capable of writing your own material. For right now I’m going to ask that you stick with what we have until you can familiarize yourself with the business. Once we’ve got a couple singles under your belt, we can talk about those songs.” 
 
    I smiled to acknowledge that I was following him. 
 
    “It’s going to take about a week for the final paperwork to get drawn up. Take that time to gather the items you will need from your home to bring here. We own a few apartments that we provide for our musicians to live out of while they are starting out. You’ll have your own space, as long as you follow the rules. These apartments are for our new artists during their probationary period the first six months. You’ll have daily voice classes, a personal trainer, and also a dietician. All of these are required as stated on the contract. Tour weeks are normally five to seven days. During that time you’ll be on the road. Are you able to do that?” 
 
    I nodded. “I have nothing to go home to.” It was pathetic and not meant to make them feel sorry for me.  
 
    “That’s very unfortunate, but I can tell you from experience that you’ve just gained yourself a very large family, my dear.” 
 
    “I will work hard. I promise. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.” 
 
    He nodded. “If you sign these papers we can go ahead and do the background check, and have you sent off for the physical. We need the people we represent to be healthy and not in any kind of trouble.” 
 
    I held my smile, knowing that if there were charges against me, all of this would have been for nothing. “I understand.” 
 
    “This is a long process and you’re going to have to be willing to work for it.” 
 
    “I will take whatever I can get. I’ll start at the very bottom.” I was rambling and they knew it. I must have sounded like every other desperate musician that walked in their door. 
 
    I suppose I should have paid for a lawyer, or someone to read over the contract, but I knew no one with that kind of background that I could trust. Besides, having nothing to start with meant I had nothing to lose.  
 
    I signed on the dotted line, on the line that was going to change my life forever. 
 
    Riding back to the hotel in the cab to get my things was empowering. My dreams were coming true and I had one person to thank. My only problem was finding all of the words that I wanted to say to him and bringing myself to actually do it. 
 
    All I knew was that, at some point, I was going to find a way to see him again.  
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                   Noah 
 
      
 
    My cousin Isabella didn’t like to be told what to do. A lot like her mother, my aunt, she thought she knew everything, and also what was best for everyone. Sometimes I valued her opinions, because I knew she’d tell it to me straight. This, however, was not one of those times.  
 
    My cousin was beaten badly, and it was taking every ounce of self-control to not find the bastard that did this to her and make him pay for what he’d done. Surely anyone in their right mind would want justice after seeing her in the condition she was in.  
 
    I slept for only a little while, having too much on my mind to be able to relax completely. Not only was I worried about my family, but there was a little woman out there in a big city, all alone because of me. I hated knowing that.  
 
    It occurred to me when I left New York that I should have retrieved her number off of my phone, to ensure that I could talk to her again.  
 
    Since I knew she was singing with the band again, I gathered that I could reach her at the restaurant later in the evening. 
 
    Bells woke up in pain, not that I was surprised. Her face looked even worse, if that was even possible. “Hey. How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “A few hours. You need your rest.” I ran the back of my hand over her cheek. “We need to talk, Bells.” 
 
    She got up and walked into the bathroom. “Yeah, I know. Just let me pee in peace first.” 
 
    I heard the toilet flush and her come back into the room. She sat at the little round table near the window and brought her knees to her chest. “What were you doin’ in New York. You don’t even like that city.” 
 
    “It was the last place they’d look, so I thought.” 
 
    She laughed. “Who found you?” 
 
    “Gram. Well, she didn’t call me. I called her to check in and she told me she knew where I was. That’s the shit that pisses me off the most. This family has their fuckin’ hands in everything. We get no privacy.” 
 
    “Bitch much. Jesus, Noah, you act like you were trying to wine and dine a woman and got cock-blocked.” 
 
    I lowered my head and wiped my face with my hands. The mere mention of Shalan and I was becoming unhinged. 
 
    Bells sat up. “Who was she? You better tell me. I tell you everything, so start talkin’.” 
 
    I fell back onto the bed and laughed. “It’s nothin’.” 
 
    Bells jumped off the chair and collided into me on the bed. She cuddled her head up next to my arm and gave me a sad face. “Please tell me. I need to hear about something hot and fun.” 
 
    I laughed, knowing Shalan was both of those things. “We met the night I left Kentucky. She was workin’ at some bar off of the beaten path a bit. She was my waitress, and I guess bartender too, since she was the only one there at the end. Anyway, first she took my keys, because I’d had too many shots. Then her car wouldn’t start, so we were stuck ridin’ together. Actually, let me rephrase that. She found my keys that she’d thrown into a field and proceeded to drive my truck. We’re halfway to where she needs to get dropped off and she sees her fuckin’ boyfriend and her best girlfriend gettin’ it on in a parking lot. This crazy cat jumps out of my truck and proceeds to steal his car, while he’s indisposed. Then she drives it into a pond and runs from the scene.” 
 
    Bells started to laugh. “I’m sure you’re leavin’ out details, but can I ask what this has to do with New York, or that smile you got on your face the moment I mentioned a woman.” She nestled herself up next to me and waited for my reply. I had to admit, knowing she was safe made me happy.  
 
    “Bells, she’s beautiful. I knew it even when she had a ball cap on when I first laid eyes on her. She’s got real dark hair, that’s almost down to her ass. It curls up at the ends when it starts to dry.” I had to close my eyes for a second, because my mind went straight to being naked with her in the shower. Since I was hanging out with my cousin, I certainly didn’t want to get aroused. That would be disgusting and very weird. 
 
    “Anyway, she’s got these bright blue eyes that you can’t stop lookin’ at. Did I mention her body? She’s just a petite little thing, with curves in all the right places.” 
 
    Bells rolled over and stretched her arms above her head. “You’re describing your perfect woman, Noah. She sounds too good to be true, if you ask me. Are you sure the liquor wasn’t makin’ you see somethin’ that wasn’t there?” 
 
    Bells propped herself up on her elbow and watched me turn to face her. “She was real, cuz. That’s not even the best part.” 
 
    “Did you steal a horse and rescue her from an old time jail with a skeleton key that you stole from the sleeping deputy?” Her sarcasm was annoying, but creative. 
 
    “No. She never went to jail.” 
 
    “If I were her boyfriend, I would have pressed charges, even if I was a cheatin’ douche.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t know if he did, how’s that?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you fled with a criminal.” 
 
    “She’s not a criminal. She’s a nice girl, who’s had it fuckin’ bad, Bells. Her mom died of cancer and -.” 
 
    She put her hands up. “Say no more. That right there is why you’re connected to her, and don’t try to deny it.” 
 
    I laughed. “It’s more than that. I know what you’re thinkin’ and you’re wrong. It’s not just the cancer thing. I like her. She’s a little spitfire, and her voice is the prettiest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “So she has a sexy voice? You mean she talks sexy all the time?” My cousin would think that. 
 
    I flipped a strand of her blonde hair. “Such an airhead.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t talk sexy to me. I meant she can sing. You should have heard her. She’s fuckin’ awesome.” 
 
    Bells smacked me hard on the chest. “Did she sing for you before or after you took her to New York and got her into bed?” 
 
    We both laughed. Okay, in my defense I didn’t have a good track record. I was too busy for relationships, and besides Perry, I’d only hooked up with women when I felt like having company. “Before and after, but not like you’re thinkin’. I didn’t know where I was headed, and she just wanted to get out of town. I let her tag along and things happened. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “If it’s no big deal then why can’t you get that grin off of your face? It’s more and you know it. I’m pretty surprised, since you just dumped that chick Perry not even a week ago.” 
 
    She was right. Mentioning Perry, who I thought I cared about, did nothing for me. Though just talking about Shalan got my blood boiling. I could picture every inch of her skin, the way she smelled, and even tasted. I had her lips memorized and the way she walked. “Fine. I like her. It doesn’t matter now. She’ll never talk to me again.” 
 
    “Because of me?” Bells put her head down and started to cry. “I’m sorry, Noah. I didn’t know.” 
 
    I reached for her and pulled her into a hug. “Nothin’ could have prevented me from coming to protect you, Bells. No matter what, you can always count on me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to ruin your life, because I’ve fucked mine up.” 
 
    “Our first night in New York we sang karaoke. The place we were at had this band that performed three nights a week. Anyway their singer had his tonsils removed and they asked us if we wanted to fill in.” 
 
    “No shit? For real?” 
 
    “Yeah. So for two nights we sang with a band in front of a real crowd. Anyway that isn’t even the best part. After the second night a producer and his wife came to eat at the restaurant and heard us. He set up an appointment for us to come in and talk about a contract.” 
 
    “What? Oh my God. When do you go?” She looked so happy for me, and it only reminded me of what I’d walked away from. 
 
    “I don’t.” I looked down at the bed and creased my brow out of frustration. “Dad called and gave me an ultimatum. I knew I couldn’t go from the beginnin’.” 
 
    “Noah, you have to go. This is huge. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get discovered like that? You weren’t even tryin’.” 
 
    “The meeting happened earlier today, Bells. It’s over.” 
 
    Her excitement diminished. “Because of me? You missed it because of me?” 
 
    “No. I told you why.” 
 
    “And she isn’t goin’ to talk to you again because you left. Oh my God, this is ALL my fault. I’m so sorry, Noah.” 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Bells, it ain’t your fault. I was already leavin’ anyway. You just gave me a reason to do it sooner. My decision was mine to make.” 
 
    “Did she still go?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I hope so. She deserves it more than anyone I’ve ever heard sing.” 
 
    Bells stood up and walked over to the window. She peeked outside like she was worried someone was coming for her. “You should call her, Noah. Let her know you care.” 
 
    “I just met her.” 
 
    She turned around and put her hands on her hips. “Don’t make me steal your phone and call her myself.” 
 
    “I don’t have her number.” 
 
    She threw her hands up. “You’re hopeless.” 
 
    I pursed my lips together, feeling annoyed with her now knowing that I’d fucked up another chance with a nice woman.  
 
    “Now it’s your turn. Get your ass over here and tell me what happened, before I get in my truck and sight in my rifle on your ex’s ass.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and took in a deep breath. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    I motioned toward the chair. “We’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
    An hour later I’d been well informed of the situation, not that it helped with my feelings about the guy. I still wanted to kill him. 
 
    Apparently my cousin had taken it upon herself to catch her ex with the woman he’d been cheating on her with. She followed them to the chick’s house, and proceeded to climb through one of her windows. She’d cut her arm before she even made it inside.  
 
    She explained that she started to panic when she realized that she was breaking the law, so she darted for the door. Well, in that small amount of time the woman had grabbed a shovel out of the garage to defend herself. Apparently her ex was already in the shower, unaware of an intruder. Bells said she was hit with the shovel on the side of the face before she even saw the first blow coming. Then the chick hit her several more times until the guy came running out of the shower and turned on the lights. Bells said she got up and ran out of there as fast as she could, knowing he’d come after her. She said that he’d gotten into his car and started calling a few minutes later. That’s when she kept driving and called me. She told me that he said when he found her she was going to be sorry. 
 
    What was with women and cheating exes? Did they really feel it was necessary to break the law? 
 
    I didn’t get it. 
 
    We checked out of the hotel a little later on, and my cousin followed me back to Kentucky. She knew she’d be safe on the ranch, since you couldn’t enter without a code from the front gate. Besides, he knew he’d have to get through me to see her, and that wasn’t ever going to happen.  
 
    On top of having to worry about her, I still had to deal with my dad, and what happened at the party. Prank or not, I’d pissed him off enough to send him over the edge. I had no idea what I was driving back to, and had to consider that things weren’t going to smooth themselves over. 
 
    Lastly, I thought about Shalan. I wanted to know she was safe, and how the meeting went. I wanted to hear her voice again, not just to tell me off, but because when she spoke to me I felt like the only man on the planet.  
 
    It was going to take me a while to get over her, so it was a good thing that I had all the time in the world on my hands. 
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                       Noah 
 
      
 
    The house was dark when we pulled in. Bells got out of her car and walked behind me to the kitchen entrance. Mail sat on the kitchen table, courtesy of someone in the family bringing it from the road. There were no dishes in the sink, and a basket of clean clothes sat on the couch, folded. 
 
    “I think my mom’s been here.” 
 
    “I can’t believe she still does your laundry.” 
 
    “She doesn’t anymore.” I laughed. “Ain’t that why you’re here?” 
 
    Bells shoved me to the side and walked into the living room. “Fat chance. Be nice, or I’ll purposely dye all your whites pink.” 
 
    I took my bag and sat it on top of the washing machine, and then walked into my room to get a change of clothes. I needed a shower, because I still hadn’t washed off the champagne residue. 
 
    The back door opening and Bells running into my room stopped me dead in my tracks. “Someone’s here.” 
 
    I sat her down on my bed. “Stay here.” 
 
    Shirtless, I walked out toward the kitchen to see who had come in without knocking. Before I saw them, I knew it was family, otherwise we would have heard a car pulling down the gravel driveway. 
 
    My mother was standing at the table, talking to my father. It was hard to look at him, when silently I was preparing myself for him to go off on me.  
 
    My mom rushed over and grabbed my cheeks with one hand. “You had me worried.” She hugged me and I wrapped my arms around her, taking in the familiar scent of how her hair had smelled for as long as I could remember.  
 
    “I missed you too, but I am a grown man. I can take a couple days off from time to time.” 
 
    “Next time make sure it’s a planned vacation, son.” 
 
    My mother pulled away and shot my dad a look. I knew she was in control of this meet, and not him. Like plenty other times she’s gotten me out of trouble, my dad knew she was the real one in control of us kids.  
 
    “Okay. I will.” 
 
    “Where’s Isabella?” He started looking past me. 
 
    “Dad, she’s fine. I’ll explain later.” 
 
    Mom looked at dad and then back to me. “Sorry, Noah. I know you’re trying to protect her, but her parents are freaking out. Apparently they’ve been getting threats at the house, pertaining to Bella. We just need to know she’s alright.” 
 
    “For once I need you to trust me. She’s fine. She just doesn’t want to talk to anyone, that’s all.” 
 
    My dad, being my dad, pushed past me and went toward the first bedroom, which happened to be mine. We followed him and watched him push open the door. Before I could say anything I knew he’d seen her face. “God damn it, Bella. Who did this to you?” 
 
    My mom walked in next, gasping and rushing to my cousin’s side. “Sweetie, are you okay? Does it hurt?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Bells started to cry. I knew she was so embarrassed.  
 
    Right away my dad was on his phone. “Yeah, it’s me. She’s here and -.” 
 
    I started waving my hands in front of him, shaking my head and pleading with him to not tell them how bad it was. 
 
    “And she’s fine.” He paused for a moment, probably listening to my aunt or uncle. “Hang on.” He handed Bells the phone. “They need to know you’re alright, darlin’.” 
 
    Bells stood up and took the phone into the other room. We could hear her crying as she spoke. 
 
    I looked at my dad. “Thanks. She doesn’t want them to worry.” 
 
    “Noah, I don’t know what’s goin’ on, but that shit ain’t right. Is she in trouble?” 
 
    “Sweetie, is there anything we need to know?” My mother knew how to ask to keep the peace, while my dad used his stature to be in control of the situation. He was also too familiar with Bella and the drama that followed her. 
 
    “I found her like this at a hotel. I don’t know much,” I lied. “My first priority was to get her here safely. She looks like hell, but seems to be managing alright.” 
 
    My dad whispered, “Did that kid do this to her? I never liked him. He reminds me too much of someone her mother used to date.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was him, but to be honest, I’m not sure she’d tell me if it was. I believe her when she tells me it wasn’t him. Still, I think he’s capable of a lot worse.” 
 
    My dad shocked me. He put his hand on my shoulder. “We’ve got to have a talk about what happened between us, but you did the right thing by your cousin. I’m glad you know what’s important to this family.” 
 
    “I’d never let anything happen to her, you know that.” 
 
    Bells came back into the room, only to meet my mother’s open arms. Even as adults, I think we still needed our family the same as we always had. Perhaps it was weird, and most grown people didn’t stay close. After three days away from my family, I took notice of the way it felt to know they were there for us, no matter what. Even my dad, who was being pretty tame about the whole ordeal, in light of my cousin’s situation.  
 
    “Thanks for not tellin’ my dad, Uncle Colt.” 
 
    “Bella, I don’t know what’s goin’ on with you, but you’re safe here.  I’m sure Noah’s told you to stay as long as you need to.” 
 
    Bells looked over at me. “Actually, he asked me to move in last week. I hope it’s okay. I haven’t told my parents yet, but I will, I promise.” 
 
    My parents looked at each other with matching concerned faces. My dad cleared his throat and spoke up first. “Make sure they know sooner than later. I don’t want to know more than they do about their only daughter.” 
 
    My parents started walking out of the bedroom. “Dinner will be ready in about a half hour. Gram’s eatin’ with us, so make sure you both show up. She’s been worried about both of you.” 
 
    “She knew where I was,” I blurted out. 
 
    My dad got this look on his face like he wasn’t surprised. “Figures.” 
 
    “What about my face?” Bells asked. 
 
    “What about it?” I joked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and looked to my mom for a serious answer. “Just come to dinner. Get some ice on that cheek from now until then. You shouldn’t be that swollen still.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aunt Van.” 
 
    She winked and kissed her on the other side of her face. “You’re welcome, honey.” Then my mom turned towards me. “Put a shirt on before you come over. I think your sister is having company.” 
 
    “Like a guy? Addy?” 
 
    My mom smiled. “No, Christian.” 
 
    She may as well have kicked me in the balls, and I think she saw it on my face. 
 
    “Noah, behave. I’m not kidding. She deserves to have a boyfriend. She’s in college.” 
 
    “He better be a gentleman, that’s all I’m goin’ to say.” 
 
    My dad patted my shoulder and walked out the door. I knew he was smiling, probably thinking the same damn thing I was.  
 
    Once my parents were gone I turned to look at Bells. She was laughing as she reached into the freezer and pulled out a bag of peas that looked to be ten years old. “You’re ridiculous. One day she’s goin’ to get married. What will you do then?” 
 
    “I’ll kill him and bury him in the woods before I let that happen.” I clenched my jaw. Even the thought of a guy touching my sister made my skin crawl. 
 
    Bells shoved me. “You big dummy. She’s an adult. You don’t see anyone killing all the woman you’ve slept with.” 
 
    “She’s sleepin’ with him?” 
 
    Bells hunched over laughing so hard at me. “Oh my god. Listen to you.” 
 
    I got ready to say something, but knew I’d be sounding like an overprotective brother, so I walked back to my bathroom and closed the door. The hot water felt good falling down over my face once I climbed in the shower. Not only was I trying to keep my composure about my sister possibly having sex, Bells moving in, and my parents being too nice to not notice, my mind kept reverting back to Shalan. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so bad about walking away from a woman that I hardly knew. It was driving me crazy. 
 
    I climbed out with no real resolve to my feelings. Knowing that nothing was going to help me besides seeing her again, I wrapped a towel around my waist and located my cell phone. After plopping down on my bed, I dialed the hotel and asked to be connected with her room.  
 
    It rang four times, and I was just about to hang up when I heard that voice I longed to hear. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    At first I couldn’t talk. I swore she’d hang up.  
 
    “Hello? Is anyone there?” 
 
    “It’s me,” was all I could manage to get out. 
 
    “Noah?” The line got quiet. Had she hung up on me? 
 
    “You still there?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “How did it go today?” 
 
    “Like you care?” I could tell she didn’t want to talk to me.  
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay. I swear I can explain.” 
 
    “Don’t. Just don’t bother, Noah. It’s probably for the best anyway. Everything happens for a reason, right?” 
 
    When she said that I knew there was nothing I could say to her to convince her that I was truly sorry. If circumstances were different I’d be lying in that bed next to her, promising to see the music thing through. “Yeah. You’re right.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you caught me here. I get my place tomorrow, courtesy of the management company. They’re going to put me up while they prepare me for the first few months. I signed this temporary thing today insuring that I won’t sign with anyone else.” 
 
    “Do you need a lawyer? I’ve got a good one in New York.” 
 
    “No. I don’t need anything from you, Noah. Though I appreciate all you’ve done, I plan on paying you back once I start receiving checks.” 
 
    “You don’t need to. It was my pleasure.” 
 
    “No. I’m paying you back, otherwise I’ll feel like you paid me to be with you. I can’t live like that. The sooner I owe you nothing, the better.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Shalan. You and I both know that ain’t what happened.” Yes, I’d gotten mad and accused her of becoming a whore to make money. I never should have said it, but I was pissed off and it just came out. Unfortunately, women never forget the bad things guys say. They only forget about all the compliments that we give them. “You obviously made your choice and went back home, so clearly I meant little to you. All I asked was for you to accompany me. How hard would that have been?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. Somethin’ happened. I had to go home.” 
 
    “It was a few hours of your time. You promised. I’ve never told anyone things that I told you. I should have never trusted someone that I just met.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Darlin’, I -.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare darlin’ me, Noah. I’m not your darlin’, or anything else. We had a good time together, and then you went home. Leave it at that, so we can both move on and forget it ever happened. Okay?” 
 
    “That’s how you want it to be? You want to pretend you never met me?” 
 
    “Yes. Get it through your damn head. It was a fling and now it’s over. It’s like you said, we were just two adults that enjoyed each other’s company. It was never anything more. I heard you the first time, Noah. Stop trying to convince me otherwise. I’ve got to go. My cab will be here any minute. Have a good life, ranch boy.” 
 
    “Shalan, wait.” 
 
    I heard the phone hang up, and knew that was her goodbye. I’d blown it, and there wasn’t anything I could do to make things right. We lived two different lives. It wouldn’t have worked anyway, so I needed to get over it and move on. 
 
    Bells stood in the doorway. “Hey. Was that the girl?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    I ran my hands over my face. “Yup. Another one bites the dust.” 
 
    “You’re doomed with women, Noah. Just face it.” She smiled. “So anyway, your sister just text me. She said there’s no way she’s bringin’ a guy home for dinner when you’re around, so you can chill out about that at least.” 
 
    “Good. I might have actually killed him.” 
 
    She pointed at me. “This is the reason that you can’t keep a woman. You have issues.” 
 
    “Screw you. That’s comin’ from someone that got the shit beat out of her because of what?” I waited a couple seconds. 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    “Yeah, exactly. You’re lucky we’re family, or else I’d tell you how much of a bitch you can be.” 
 
    “That’s never stopped you before,” she yelled from the empty bedroom across the hall. 
 
    I refused to keep going with her. She’d fight with me all night, just to avoid talkin about her problems. I had enough of my own. 
 
    As I stood up to get dressed, I saw my phone blinking, like I’d gotten a text, but it hadn’t rang.  
 
    A number I didn’t recognize was displayed.  
 
    I need an address to send the checks to. – Shalan 
 
    I wrote back quickly. 
 
    The only reason I’d ever give you my address is if you were coming to see me. It’s only a matter of time before you miss me, Shalan. - Noah 
 
      
 
    You are the most cocky, irritating man I’ve ever met. I guess you won’t be getting the money back after all. Have a nice life. – Shalan 
 
      
 
    For someone so bitter, I bet you’ve thought about me all day. - Noah 
 
      
 
    Why would you assume that? – Shalan 
 
      
 
    Because all I can think about is how good it felt to be inside of you. I miss it already. - Noah 
 
      
 
    Sorry about your luck, cowboy. - Shalan 
 
      
 
    Fine. Play hard to get. You have my number when you come to your senses and come down off that high horse. When you show up at my door, don’t say I didn’t tell you so. - Noah 
 
      
 
    I hate you, Noah Mitchell. I regret getting in that truck with you that night. – Shalan 
 
      
 
    Yeah, right. Keep telling yourself that. Ain’t nobody ever going to make you cum like I did. Who is full of shit now? - Noah 
 
      
 
    I’m done talking to you. –Shalan 
 
      
 
    You’re probably touching yourself right now. I can see those little fingers pinching your caramel nipples. I made you so wet. Don’t deny it. - Noah 
 
     I knew I was irritating her, but I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t want to stop talking to her. 
 
    It shocked me when my phone started to ring in my hands and I saw it was her. 
 
    I walked over and closed the door to my room, locking it so my cousin couldn’t bust in. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to admit that you’re still hot for me?” 
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                     Shalan 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have been calling him, but just reading his words was making me insanely horny. No matter how hard I tried to stay mad at him, I couldn’t stop myself from wanting to feel his touch again. 
 
    “Are you ready to admit that you’re still hot for me?” 
 
    Of course he’d ask something like that. “Will it get you to stop messaging me?” 
 
    “That depends.” I could hear him adjusting, and thought about where he was, and what he was doing. 
 
    “Did you make it home?” 
 
    He laughed. “Changin’ the subject?” 
 
    “No. I just wanted to know.” 
 
    “Yeah. I had to go get my cousin first. We got home a while ago.” 
 
    “Where was your cousin?” I was stalling, and he probably knew it. My call was something I was going to regret. I’d never been one to have a sexy conversation over the phone. This was awkward. 
 
    “North Carolina. If you would have let me explain earlier you’d know.” 
 
    Since I didn’t want to talk about sex, I figured I could hear why he’d left me. “Tell me now. I’m listening.” 
 
    “Promise you’ll forgive me first.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and all I could think about was his lips traveling down my skin. My lips parted and I thought about him exploring the hot spot between my legs. “Yes. I promise.” 
 
    “She called me in the middle of the night. You need to understand that Bells is like my sister. When she said she was in trouble I knew I had to get to her. It wasn’t about leavin’ you, or walkin’ out without explainin’. She needed me, Shalan. She still does.” 
 
    I felt jealous; not because he’d picked another female over me, but because his family sounded like they were perfect. I’d longed to have that kind of family, and knew it would never happen. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s beaten up pretty bad. I’m not sure I know everything, but she’s here with me, and I won’t let nothin’ happen to her.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and felt bad about being mean to him. There were plenty of times where I’d wished my brother cared about me. I could have fucked a serial killer in front of him and he wouldn’t have stopped it. I could have been running for my life and he’d still be worried about his next lay. “I’m sorry, Noah.” I started to cry. He’d helped me tremendously, and because he had other obligations I’d treated him terrible. “I didn’t mean what I said before.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s okay to be mad. I know how much today meant to you. So it went well?” 
 
    I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “Yeah. It went great. Like I said, I signed a temporary contract. They made me sing in front of them. It was scary.” 
 
    “I bet you sounded like an angel. What did you sing?” 
 
    I couldn’t possibly tell him what I sang. I’d made up the song when I thought he’d left me. It was clearly about him, and he’d know it. “Just something I wrote. Nothing special.” 
 
    “Darlin’, if you’re singin’ it’s special.” 
 
    “You just want to have phone sex.” 
 
    The mention of the word sent a rush of heat between my legs.  
 
    “If it’s with you, then yes, I do want to have any kind of sex I can get, but I meant what I said. You’re gifted, and you know it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Welcome.” He was quiet for a couple minutes. “So when can you come see me?” 
 
    Hearing him invite me to visit was exciting. Then I realized that I was obligated under a contract to be committed to the business and nothing else for the next several months. “I’m not going to be free for a long time. I didn’t realize how much work goes into all of this.” 
 
    “That sucks. I’d like to have a proper goodbye, that way you can have good thoughts when you’re alone thinkin’ about me.” 
 
    “Which you assume is all of the time?” 
 
    He chuckled. “How many times have you thought about me today, Shalan?” 
 
    I blushed, feeling embarrassed to admit it. “A few.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet it is a little more than that.” 
 
    “What about you? Have you thought about me?” Curiosity had gotten the best of me. I needed to hear that he’d thought of me. I wanted to touch myself and pretend he was doing the same thing.  
 
    “I’ll answer that when you tell me what you’re wearin’.” 
 
    I giggled, like it was a preposterous question. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I’ll start.” I could hear him shuffling around. “I’m naked, lyin’ in my bed. I just got out of the shower.” 
 
    It was so clear in my mind, still so new that I could imagine every detail of his sculpted body. “I don’t believe you.” Another attempt to avoid answering. 
 
    “Hang on.” I heard his phone make a couple noises. “I don’t know if you can get messages while you’re talkin’, but I sent you a picture. Feel free to look at it whenever you’re thinkin’ about me.” 
 
    “Like I would do that. You’re crazy.” 
 
    “The answer is yes, by the way.” 
 
    For a second I thought I’d missed something he said. “Yes?” 
 
    “Darlin’, I can’t get you out of my head.” 
 
    All of a sudden I got so hot. It was like my body had been set on fire. He wasn’t anywhere near me, yet I was burning up hearing him say that I’d been on his mind. He still wanted me, which told me that if he could have, he would have stayed. “Same here.” 
 
    “It sounds like you and I have unfinished business.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and imagined him being in bed next to me. I knew he’d be touching me, kissing me until I responded. “Talking to you only makes this worse.” 
 
    “What worse?” 
 
    I bit down on my lip and decided that I just didn’t care anymore. “How bad I want you, Noah.” 
 
    He moaned in my ear. “Tell me again.” 
 
    I reached my hand into my panties and touched myself as I spoke. I felt so dirty doing it, yet so heated knowing it was happening. “I want you so bad.” 
 
    “Touch yourself and say it again.” His voice, so deep, sent shivers down my skin. 
 
    “I am,” I whispered. “I wish it was you.” 
 
    He was getting into it, more than I was prepared for. “Close your eyes and tell me what you want me to touch next.” 
 
    I didn’t know how many times he’d done this with other women, and frankly I didn’t care. I followed his instructions, only stopping when I realized that I needed to make some adjustments. “Hold on. I’m going to put you on speaker so I can use both hands.” 
 
    “That sounds so fuckin’ sexy, Shalan.” 
 
    I sat the phone down next to my pillow and removed my shirt first. I then jumped out of the bed and took off my underwear and bra. I climbed back on and closed my eyes. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s so embarrassing.” 
 
    “Just go with it. It’s just me and you.” 
 
    “Can you just hop on a plane and come back for a few hours?” 
 
    “If I need to.” 
 
    “I was kidding.” As much as I assumed he was kidding, something about his tone told me he was very serious. It made me wonder just how much money he had lying around for afternoon delights.  
 
    “Where were we? Oh yes, you were touching yourself. Close your eyes.” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Can you feel me kissing the skin behind your ear? Can you feel my tongue sliding across the lobe? Are you getting goose-bumps over your arms?” 
 
    I kept my eyes closed and pictured him doing what he was telling me. Sure enough tiny little bumps formed on my arms and I could feel my nipples hardening. I reached up and pinched both of them, never opening my eyes and spoiling what was happening. “Keep talking.” 
 
    “Tell me what it feels like when I’m inside of you.” 
 
    Seriously, this was almost hotter than actually being in a room with him. As long as I had my eyes closed and he was talking to me, I could picture him touching me. I thought about him entering me. “It’s so tight. I feel full.” My breathing was increasing, and I couldn’t stop running my fingers over my clitoris as I spoke. “You’re kissing me to distract the pain at first.” I leaned my head back as I spoke. “Oh yeah, right there. I don’t want it to stop.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I want to come and I know you can make it happen.” My admission made me open my eyes for a second, realizing I was telling him things I would usually keep to myself. 
 
    “How do you want to come, Shalan? Tell me what you want me to do.” 
 
    I cried out, forcing myself to orgasm against my fingers. “I want you to fuck me,” I spat out. “Please don’t stop.” 
 
    Noah chuckled quietly against the phone. “You’re so fuckin’ sexy when you come.” 
 
    He knew. He’d heard me doing it, and I felt so ashamed. “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes you did. Don’t stop now, woman. I’m about to bust this load. Keep talkin’.” 
 
    Hearing him admit to doing the same thing was shocking. I’d thought he was playing around. Suddenly I was swept away again, feeling overwhelmed with sexual desire. I ran my hand up and tasted myself. I made a sucking sound I was sure he could hear. “Mmm, you should taste it.” 
 
    “Darlin’, I won’t ever forget it. What else are you doin’?” 
 
    I ran my hands over my nipples, rubbing my palms over the hardened tips. “I’m touching my breasts.” 
 
    “Sit up and spit on one of them.” 
 
    I did as ordered. “Okay.” Saliva started running down the brown area.  
 
    “Rub it slowly with your fingers, and watch yourself. Describe it to me. Tell me how it makes you feel to watch yourself.” 
 
    I moaned and bit down on my lip. “I’m so turned on. It’s slippery and I can feel my pussy throbbing. I want to touch it so bad. I want to make myself come again thinking about you.” 
 
    “Are you looking at your pussy?” 
 
    I propped myself up for a perfect view. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good girl. Touch those lips. Slide your fingers inside and get them wet.” 
 
    I was about to explode the moment I touched down there. Trying to focus, and knowing what I was doing was dirty was making it hard to concentrate. “I am.” 
 
    “Now rub that sweet juice all over your clit. Use your thumb like I do it. Pretend it’s me touching you there. Can you come again for me?” 
 
    “Yes,” I cried, feeling waves of pleasure take over my entire body. 
 
    Then I heard it. I heard him making funny sounds against the phone, and then finally letting out a sigh. “Well, that made a mess.” 
 
    I laughed. “Guess you’re going to have to get another shower.” I rolled over on my stomach and rested my head down next to the phone. 
 
    “I’ll think about you while I cleanin’ up.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we just did that.” 
 
    “You still mad at me?” 
 
    “No.” Even though I already missed his company, I admired his decision to be loyal to his family. “If I had a family, I’d have done the same thing.” 
 
    “I’m goin’ to need to see you again.” 
 
    “It’s probably going to be a while before I can go anywhere. Can you come here? I’ll be settled by next week. I don’t know the rules, but I’m sure we can have visitors. It’s not like I’m in prison. I mean, it’s not like we’re a couple or anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what you’d call this. I just know I need to see you. So, let me see what I can work out. I’ll call you later, if that’s alright?” 
 
    “Yes. You can text me if you don’t feel like talking.” I was trying to not sound so needy. He obviously didn’t want a girlfriend. 
 
    “I like hearin’ your voice.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I got ready to hang up and then heard him start talking. “Don’t forget about my picture.” 
 
    I had. “I won’t.” 
 
    I hung up the phone before he could keep me any longer. Once I knew the line was dead I let my arms fall above my head. I wasn’t used to being naked, but I felt totally exhausted. Dinner was going to have to wait. I needed a nap. 
 
    Just before letting my eyes close, I grabbed my phone and opened up the message.  
 
    A picture of Noah lying on a bed, in nothing at all was staring back at me, and all I could do was laugh, because he’d been telling the truth the whole time. 
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                    Noah 
 
      
 
    Dinner with my parents felt like I’d been away for months, instead of just days. At first they didn’t ask me about my trip, but after we ate, and I went outside on the porch, it was the first thing my dad wanted to know. “How was New York?” 
 
    I leaned over the railing next to him. It wasn’t uncommon for him to act like we’d never had it out. “It was fine.” 
 
    “Accordin’ to the credit card receipt, you weren’t alone, at least for part of your trip.” 
 
    I didn’t look at him when I spoke. “You know, it really bothers me that I can’t get an ounce of privacy. Does it matter who I was with?” 
 
    “I was just curious. Did you take Perry? Your mom was disappointed that she didn’t come to the party.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, realizing he was never going to change. No matter what I did, he’d know about. It made me want to keep Shalan a secret forever. “We broke up.” 
 
    He looked over at me. “Is there a good reason?” 
 
    “Probably not one you would want to hear.” 
 
    “Is there someone else?” 
 
    I had to be short with my dad, because the last thing I wanted to do was tell him my business. I guess, in a way, he was trying to smooth things out with me. To me, he was just trying to interfere even more in my life. “Dad, do you really want to know who I’m takin’ to bed, or are you just askin’ just to avoid what needs to be said?” 
 
    He stood up straight and crossed his arms. “Are you here for good, or do you plan on takin’ a lot more of these trips?” 
 
    I turned and leaned my back against the porch railing. Like him, I crossed my arms in front of me. “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “You always have a choice, Noah. You just don’t like the options you’re given.” Of course I didn’t. It was his way or the highway. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” I shook my head. “You know, there’s a chance that I would have ended up workin’ this ranch my whole life anyway, but bein’ pushed into the position ain’t exactly considerate. I need space. You hoverin’ over me all the time is redundant. I can do the job without you houndin’ me. It ain’t like I don’t know what I’m doin’. You just look for things to bitch about, because I’m your son.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth, son.” He took a long breath before continuing. “You want to discuss this now?” I could tell he was irritated, but not as much as me.  
 
    If I was going to be stuck with this life, he was going to listen to me bitch about it, at least once. “I want you to know where I’m comin’ from.” 
 
    My youngest sister came into view. “That’s goin’ to have to wait. Mom said get your butts inside for dessert. Gram’s goin’ to need a ride home afterwards, Noah.” Addy held the door open, not giving us a second to hash out our concerns any more. 
 
    My grandmother was spending extra time with Bells. We knew she was worried about her, and more so what her parents were going to say when she told them that she’d decided to move to the ranch with me.  
 
    I think in some ways they always knew we’d grow up and want to live closer to each other. Summers were never enough time to spend with my best friend, girl or not. We used to count down the days until we could hang out with each other again. When we both entered into college it got even harder. Her jackass boyfriend kept her away from family get-togethers, and I was starting to feel like we were losing that bond we’d always shared. 
 
    It wasn’t until their first big blow up that I knew she still needed me just as much as I needed her. After that, we never kept anything from each other.  
 
    My gram winked at me as I walked in and sat down across from them. Bells smiled, but kept her head low. My dad had pulled her aside three times asking for details. My mom just asked me when nobody was around. I think that even though she knew she was safe, Bells felt uncomfortable being around everyone.  
 
    My sister, Christian, was playing with her phone. I snatched it out of her hand and read the message she was replying to. 
 
    Tonight. My place. Wear something black, with lace. – Kev 
 
    She yanked the phone out of my hand and gave me this look like she could kick my ass. “Dick.” 
 
    I got close to her ear, so our parents wouldn’t hear us. “If this Kev wants to live to see another day, he’ll keep his fuckin’ hands off of you. Make sure you tell him that.” 
 
    She punched me in my stomach. “You can’t control me, Noah.” 
 
    I took her phone again, this time holding it up so she couldn’t reach it. I liked to antagonize my sisters whenever I got a chance. “Hey, Mom, did you know Chris plans to meet up with some guy tonight after dinner?” 
 
    She was carrying in a cake she’d made. “Leave her alone, Noah. She’s a grown woman.” 
 
    “What is with this family?” 
 
    My father put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay. Noah and I can always give him a lesson in gun cleanin’ the next time he comes over.” 
 
    I even laughed at my dad’s joke. For once he’d been funny. My uncle would have been impressed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Christian,” Bells cut in. “My dad tried that same crap with me. Just ignore them and they’ll finally give up.” 
 
    After that we all dropped it and ate dessert. Bells and I helped my grandmother onto the golf cart and we drove her to the main ranch house. Once we knew she was settled, we headed back to my place. 
 
    Bells plopped down on the couch and immediately turned on some ridiculous reality television show. “You got any popcorn?” 
 
    “We just ate. Isn’t that bad for your ass?” 
 
    She lifted the remote like she was going to throw it at me. “Screw you. My ass is fine.” 
 
    “If you want somethin’, you can get it yourself.” I started walking back towards my bedroom when I heard her saying something smart.  
 
    “You goin’ to go call your girlfriend?” 
 
    “There is no girlfriend.” 
 
    She began to giggle. “Noah, the walls in this house are thin. I could hear you earlier on the phone. Now, you either called some sex line, which is totally disgustin’, or you’ve got a secret girlfriend. So which is it?” 
 
    “Mind your own business, creeper.” I shut my door before I had to answer any questions. Within seconds I was sending Shalan a message. She’d be getting ready to perform with the band, and I didn’t want to bother her. 
 
    Hope your night goes well. Wish I could be there to hear those pipes. – Noah 
 
    I got a reply almost immediately. 
 
    It’s not the same without you. – Shalan 
 
    Call me tonight? – Noah 
 
    Are you sure? – Shalan 
 
    Positive. – Noah 
 
      
 
    I waited up that night to talk to Shalan, and the next night, and the one after that. Not only did we talk every night, but there were even times that we would send messages throughout the day.  
 
    After two weeks she’d settled into her new apartment and started the next venture with her new management company. It was exciting to live vicariously through her process, but most of all I enjoyed talking to her, hearing from her, and wishing she was in my arms.  
 
    My cousin made my evenings easier, even though she was going through hell. After her parents calmed down about her moving in with me, she went out and got a full-time job at one of the companies that transported our chickens when they were ready for pickup and slaughter. Bells had majored in Business and was now working the operations department underneath  only one other person. She’d gotten the job because my grandmother conveniently knew every person in the state of Kentucky. 
 
    On the weekends we’d go out and have some drinks to unwind. I had to admit it was nice having her around. Women at the bar left me alone, because they just assumed we were a couple. Bells seemed to be the only one annoyed over it. I think she missed being in a relationship, but she also knew that it wasn’t going to happen on my watch.  
 
    After changing her phone number, the calls finally stopped. She’s closed out of all her social media sites and changed her email, just to get away from her ex. I got that it was hard, albeit it was the best decision she’d ever made. 
 
    Almost a month after meeting Shalan I’d bought a plane ticket to New York on a whim to see her. Even though we’d talked every night it still didn’t calm the craving I had to be with her again. I suppose somewhere in the back of my mind I knew something was happening between us that we were both aware of, though I was still fighting with myself over making it official. We lived two separate lives and being a couple was never going to work. I couldn’t expect her to give up her dream and live on a ranch with me. It just wasn’t meant to be, and I had to accept it, and try to have fun while it lasted.  
 
    Shalan’s apartment was in between Manhattan and Little Italy. It was just an old building that had been converted to one bedroom apartments, nothing fancy. After paying the cabby, I walked up to the door and buzzed her number. I waited, for what felt like forever, but the door never buzzed to let me in. I backed up and started to pull out my phone when I heard the door open.  
 
    There she was, standing in the doorway with the biggest smile on her face. Shalan was in my arms in less than a second, showering me with sweet kisses. I held onto her as we entered the building, and I carried her up the flight of stairs to her apartment. 
 
    With her legs still wrapped around my waist, I reached for the door and then closed it behind us after we’d entered. My hand was already up her loose shirt, feeling nothing but skin beneath my fingers. I leaned against the door and felt her dropping to her feet. She tugged on my t-shirt and pulled it over my head, taking my ball cap with it. I started unbuckling my belt, while watching her slip the shirt off. Now shirtless, she wiggled out of her shorts and was exactly how I remembered her.  She saw me eyeing her up and bit down on her lip. “Stop doing that.” 
 
    “What?” I acted innocent. 
 
    “Looking at me like you’ve never seen me before. It makes me nervous.” 
 
    I stepped forward, breaking the distance between us. “Woman, I could never forget how beautiful you are.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me gently on the lips. “This is nice.” 
 
    “Standin’ naked at the door to your apartment? Am I allowed to come inside, or is this as far as I’m goin’ to get?” 
 
    She started laughing. “Well, I was a little caught up in the moment, if you hadn’t noticed.” She grabbed my hand and started walking us around. “This is the living room and kitchen. There’s a bathroom right there.” Then she stopped when we got to the last door. “And this is my bedroom, where this tour ends.” 
 
    She pulled me, walking backwards herself until we reached her bed. Shalan had hung sheets on the windows to make it darker in the room. There was no need for us to remove our clothes, since they were already gone. She turned us around and pushed me down on the mattress. I propped myself up on my elbows and felt her climbing on top of me. She straddled me, her pussy in full view. I bit down on my bottom lip and thought about the way she sounded when I made her come. “I take it you missed me.” 
 
    She shoved me down and pinned my arms. I could easily break free, but had no inkling to do so. “You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” 
 
    “I need a kiss, darlin’.” 
 
    She leaned down and pressed her mouth to mine. As she pulled away I started to laugh. “I wasn’t talkin’ about those lips.” I freed my hands and grabbed her ass, pulling it up over my chest. Shalan looked down and watched me inching my way toward her pussy. She cupped both of her breasts and licked over her front teeth before I looked back at what I’d waited almost four weeks to have again. “I wonder how many times I can make you come in three days?” 
 
    She moaned. “Mmm, I can’t wait to find out.” 
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                     Shalan 
 
      
 
    Noah wasn’t the type of guy that was easy to talk about relationships with. What we had was definitely something, but we hadn’t labeled it. Honestly, I was too afraid to talk about it, at all. The countless hours of getting to know him more on the phone, and sending messages had left me completely infatuated with him, and as much as I wanted more, I knew our worlds were too different to try.  
 
    My life was changing, for the better of course, but with one sacrifice. Having time to spend doing my own thing was going to become difficult. The busier I got the less I knew I’d be able to have those phone calls, and personal relationships. It scared me, knowing that I was about to be thrown into a lifestyle that I knew literally nothing about. People read the tabloids. We hear about all the negative, but was that all there was? Couldn’t someone just sing and be happy? Did it have to come with such baggage? 
 
    My mind went to Noah, and how happy I was when he was near me. This visit from him had only made it more apparent. I’d missed him, more than I cared to admit, and it scared me. All we had were our visits, and as excited as I was to be with him again, I knew it would be over sooner than later.  
 
    That made me so sad, knowing that I couldn’t keep him with me every day. I didn’t mean it in a clingy way. It was more to the point of being able to wake up and know he was next to me. It was the companionship of being together that I longed for. 
 
    After a morning of sex, we lie naked together in my bed. I’d worked a full week with a voice coach in preparation for my first real event. Monday morning I’d be flying out with a very popular band to sing backup. It wasn’t the same as having my own concert, but certainly enough to feel like my dreams were coming true.   
 
    I nestled my body into Noah’s. “I still can’t believe you came.” 
 
    He kissed the top of my head. “You were the one who came; five times from what I can recall.” 
 
    “You know what I meant.” I giggled and smacked his chest lightly. 
 
    Noah looked me straight in the eyes. He ran his hands through my hair as he spoke. “Did you think I wouldn’t show?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I felt like seeing you was too good to be true. I guess I’m not used to having good things happen to me.” 
 
    Noah pulled my leg over his body and sat me on top of him. I let my chest fall down over his and kissed him slowly. When I pulled away I kept my lips close and could feel his moving as he spoke, in between little pecks. “I needed to see my little rock star before she gets famous and forgets about me.” 
 
    I ran my fingers through his thick, dark hair. “That’s not possible, especially after what you just did with your tongue. What was that?” 
 
    We both laughed while I waited for an answer.  
 
    “I told you over the phone we had more to explore.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was…My God, I don’t even know how to explain it.” Just thinking about it was making me hot and bothered, all over again. 
 
    “Stop talkin’, you’re makin’ my head grow.” 
 
    My eyes got huge and a cackle escaped my lips. “Which one?” 
 
    He rolled us over, so that he was on top. “Both.” 
 
    Being with Noah was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. It wasn’t just that he was so tentative, or that his focus was always on pleasing me. It was the way he touched me, and more importantly, the way he looked at me.  
 
    I’d never felt so desired before, and I think he knew that. No matter what we were doing, his focus was always on me and he took the time to stop and ask for permission, as if I’d ever say no. 
 
    Noah entered me with ease since I was still aroused from our last encounter. My muscles accepted his girth, but still it was uncomfortable at first. He went slow, watching my face change from irritated to pleased, before he increased the tempo. His tongue entered my mouth and matched the way mine moved. I could feel his whiskers brushing over my cheeks as we kissed. His large hand took ahold of one of my breasts and began massaging it. Then very maneuvered, it slid down over my navel until he hit the base of my sex. I could feel the muscles in his arm working as he rubbed over my clit. My knees raised to his sides almost by themselves.  
 
    Noah noticed my adjustment and decided to make some himself. He took my already lifted knees and pushed them up until they pressed on my chest. Still inside of me, he looked down at my very stretched pussy. I felt his hand rubbing over my lips and holding them apart with one hand while he lightly slapped on my most sensitive bud, causing me to jerk each time. The more reaction he got the faster he started pumping himself inside of me again. Our bodies slapped together from me becoming so wet, and I trembled feeling overcome again by another wave of bliss. 
 
    Noah kept watching my pussy, licking his lips and touching on my clit, as he fucked me. It was too much for me to keep my eyes open. I wanted to call out his name and explode with passion.  
 
    “Come on, Shalan. I want to watch this pussy go wild.” 
 
    That was it. He could have said that he liked the color yellow and I would have gone crazy. Hearing his voice set me off and I couldn’t hold back. I cried out as he held my legs up above my head. My muscles were contracting so much that I could feel him fighting to stay inside of me.  
 
    That’s when he really went to town, vigorously pounding into me as I wallowed in bliss. My legs were freed as his body arched back, his eyes closing and loud sounds being spoken under his breath. I could feel his release inside of me, and accepted that he was completely spent.  
 
    Noah fell down and pulled me on top of him. Our bodies remained connected, yet exhausted. I kissed him then, so passionately that I had to wonder how I was going to be able to say goodbye when it was time for him to leave. 
 
    All of our late night talks had only increased my feelings. I knew I couldn’t talk about them, because there would never be an opportunity for more to happen between us. Noah and I were two friends that enjoyed spending time together. We knew we lived in two different worlds, and I had to accept that, no matter how badly I wondered what we could be. 
 
    We spent the remainder of the night in bed, tangled together. When we became famished we ate, and then went right back to sex again.  
 
    In the wee hours of the night I felt Noah moving his hands lightly over my body. He thought I was sleeping when he placed gentle kisses on my shoulder. I kept my eyes closed, content with having his attention.  
 
    “I can’t get you out of my head, darlin’. The more I’m with you, the more I want.” 
 
    I turned and faced Noah, finding his eyes even in the dark room. “I know,” I whispered. “We have to enjoy the time we have. It’s not like we won’t talk. I mean, you are my only real friend.” 
 
    He brushed the side of my face. “Until you meet someone else.” 
 
    I saw pain in Noah’s eyes, and for maybe the first time, I knew it was about me. “Don’t say that. I’ve never connected with anyone like this.” 
 
    He let out an air-filled laugh. “Shalan, you’re about to be famous, and don’t say you’re not. I know how good you are. It’s only a matter of time before everyone hears it for themselves. There ain’t nothin’ a ranch hand like me could ever offer you. Hell, I’m probably holdin’ you back from some fancy rock star party as it is.” 
 
    “First of all, you’re not a ranch hand; at least from what you’ve told me. Secondly, I don’t fit in at those parties. I don’t even know anyone, and the people that I do recognize are hardly approachable.” It sort of hurt me to hear him say that I was basically too good to be with someone like him. Didn’t he understand that I’d be forever grateful to him? 
 
    Noah closed his eyes and looked away for a second. “It figures, I’d find someone that I enjoy this much, and I can’t even bring her home.” 
 
    This time I grabbed his face and made him look in my direction. “Noah, all you have to do is ask. I’d love to see where you live.” 
 
    This hint of a smile formed on the corner of his lips. “Consider that your invitation.” 
 
    “Fine,” I replied sarcastically, as if it were a burden. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    A moment of silence was followed by him tickling the sides of my waist. I whipped around uncontrolled begging him to stop. As uncomfortable as it was, I appreciated that Noah could be serious one minute and playful the next. It was just another reason why I knew he was special.  
 
    He finally stopped to let me catch my breath. “So when did you want to come to the ranch?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I can probably come in two weeks. I’ve got to do this tour fill-in for one week and then I know I will at least have a weekend to spare. How does that sound?” 
 
    “A weekend is never enough time, woman. We’re talkin’ hundreds of acres. There’s five houses on the property. We’ve got thirteen pole buildings. I need to take you horseback ridin’.” 
 
    I cut him off. “You have horses?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a ranch. How do you think we gather the cattle?” 
 
    I felt like an idiot. “I never thought about it.” 
 
    He started laughing. “I’m kiddin’. Sure, we can do it the old fashioned way. Nowadays we use the ATV’s. It’s easier and works a little faster. Now my daddy still messes around with the horses. The ones I was talkin’ about are strictly for ridin’.” 
 
    “I’ve never ridden a horse,” I confessed. 
 
    Honestly, I’d always been afraid of horses. They were so big, and I felt like I was going to die if I ever fell off.  
 
    He ran the back of his hand between my breasts. I inhaled and closed my eyes, getting turned on again from a single touch. “It’s goin’ to take me a good week to show you every inch.” 
 
    I snickered and opened my eyes. “Are we talking about land or something entirely different?” 
 
    “Listen to you, gettin’ all dirty. You’re so damn sexy, woman. That’s why I can’t get enough.” He pinned my arms down over the sheets. “What am I goin’ to do with you?” 
 
    I don’t know why, but for some reason all I wanted to do was say ‘love me’, even though I knew it wasn’t possible. The idea of that popping in my head immediately caused me to flush. I felt embarrassed and he would never know why. “I guess you’re going to have to ravage me until I can’t move a single muscle on my body.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed me so beautifully, that sounds escaped me from somewhere inside. I was falling for this man, this perfect man that I knew I wouldn’t ever be able to keep.  
 
    As painful as that reality was, I knew I had to savor every single moment I got with him. When my schedule became too hectic he’d move on to someone new, and I’d just be another notch in his bedpost.  
 
    I hated that. 
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                     Noah 
 
      
 
    Sunday came too fast. I felt like I’d just arrived and now we were having to say goodbye. My trip was well worth it, being able to spend time with Shalan without interruptions. We even managed to get out of bed and got out for a night on the town.  
 
    Still, standing in front of the cab that was going to take me back to the airport was extremely difficult, especially when I knew what I was saying goodbye to. 
 
    “I guess this is it.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go.” Shalan held me tight, leaning her head against my chest. I let my head fall and kissed her on the top of her head.  
 
    “I’ll call you as soon as I land.” There was no reason to talk about it anymore and get us both in a bad mood. I had to go home and she had to get her rest for her trip in the morning. “I’ll see you in a couple weeks. It won’t be so bad. You can still call me like you always do.” I knew what I was saying wasn’t making things better, because I didn’t want to leave either. The idea of walking away from something that felt so good, to go back to my shitty life was ridiculous.  
 
    “I wish things were different,” she murmured. 
 
    “No you don’t.” I grabbed her face with my hands. “Your dreams are comin’ true, darlin’. You’re about to start this new chapter in your life. We’re still goin’ to be friends, Shalan. I promise.” 
 
    The cab driver was getting impatient and we both noticed it. “You say that, but guys like you don’t stay single for long. It’s only a matter of time before you start seeing someone and forget all about me. I’m fully aware of how this works, Noah. The friends thing is just a temporary fix.” 
 
    Did she not know that something more was happening between us? Believe me when I say that I’d tried to fight it. At the end of the day there was no denying our chemistry. Walking away from this girl was hard, and I was getting tired of having to do it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                Shalan 
 
      
 
    I could feel tears forming in my eyes, and refused to let him see. Maybe I was being selfish, wanting Noah and the opportunity to become a famous singer. All I knew was that the mere thought of him walking away was making me feel like I was losing possibly the most real relationship that I would ever have.  
 
    Noah pulled me close and spoke with his mouth in my hair. “You know we can’t be nothin’ more than we already are, Shalan. It won’t work. Now, I ain’t sayin’ that I’m goin’ to go out lookin’ for somethin’ else. I’m just tryin’ to be fair, to both of us. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Finally I looked up at him, and it took that one moment for him to see just how much I cared about losing him. I could feel the tear falling down my cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to make you mad.” 
 
    “Mad?” He looked at me like I was insane. “Shalan, I’m not mad at you. I’m just tryin’ to understand how you think this could ever be somethin’ more. We’ve determined that I can’t leave Kentucky, and you sure as shit don’t want to settle down and give up your career. You’re just startin’, darlin’. You’ve got so much to look forward to.” 
 
    I agreed by nodding my head. “I know. I just…after all those nights talking to you, after feeling what it’s like to wake up in your arms, I can’t help but be scared that it’s never going to happen again.” 
 
    His thumb wiped away the remnants of new tears that had fallen, then he placed his forehead against mine. “You’re scared. I get that. You’ve got this whole new life that you’re tryin’ to find a place in.  I promise you that nothin’ is goin’ to change. You’re goin’ to come back in a week and plan your trip to Kentucky. For as long as you can stay, I’m goin’ to hold you every night, and make sure you leave satisfied knowin’ that I like our arrangement. I’m not out lookin’ for pussy. Besides the fact that my cousin lives with me, I just don’t have the time or energy. My town is small, and there ain’t a single woman that could ever hold a candle to you.” 
 
    I tried to smile, even though I knew I must have been doing the exact opposite. Noah leaned forward and kissed me on the lips, holding his mouth against mine extra long before he pulled away. “I’ll call you when I land.” 
 
    I couldn’t answer, so I just moved my head around to acknowledge him. 
 
    From the moment he turned his back to me I started to really lose it. My emotions were going crazy. In my heart I knew he was being fair, but in my mind I understood that at any moment he could decide that he never wanted to see or talk to me again.  
 
    I watched him get in the cab without looking back at me, and the car starting to pull away. For a moment I couldn’t move. I just stood there watching them drive into the distance. Then I saw brake lights. He was far away, but I knew when that door opened and a figured climbed out with a duffle bag, it was Noah. He started walking toward me, and I couldn’t help but run in his direction. While the cab started to drive away, Noah scooped me up in his arms and kissed me in the middle of the street. He carried me all the way to the sidewalk before he sat me down. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’ll take a later flight.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. I’ll be fine. It’s just hormones or something.” I felt like an idiot for making him feel like he had to come back and take care of me. 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” He eyes were fixed on mine, waiting for an answer.  
 
    “You know I don’t.” 
 
    Noah ran his fingers over my pouty lips. “Then give me a reason to stay, darlin’.” 
 
    So I did. 
 
    After carrying me upstairs, while showering me with new kisses, Noah wasted no time undressing me and leaving a trail of our clothes from the front door to my bedroom. He was so passionate, taking his time as if he didn’t care when or if he ever returned home. We didn’t talk, but instead were consumed in each other both mentally and physically. Our sex was slowly turning into something more, it was what some would call making love. This time in particular it was about taking our time, and appreciating what it felt like to be intimate with one another.  To be honest, I could have never left my bed and died a happy woman. 
 
    Later, when neither of us could move any longer, Noah lay next to me, keeping his eyes on mine. “Are you glad I stayed?” 
 
    “I’m more than glad.” 
 
    “It’s goin’ to be a hard two weeks until I can see you again.” 
 
    “Are you getting emotional on me now?” I teased. 
 
    He reached over and played with a strand of my hair. “Let’s just say that sometimes I wish life wasn’t so damn hard.” 
 
    “Well, that makes absolutely no sense to me.” 
 
    “I’ll explain it when your in my bed in a couple weeks.” 
 
    I hated that he wasn’t going to explain, but the idea of him inviting me to his home was so exciting. I couldn’t wait to meet his cousin and the rest of his family, that I’d heard so much about. “Deal.” 
 
    Noah left before the sun came up the next day. I’d wanted to ride to the airport with him since my flight was also in the morning, but since he’d stayed an extra night I hadn’t had time to pack. 
 
    I think that actually made it easier when we had to say goodbye. Not only was I half asleep, but I knew I had a ton to keep me occupied. By the time I’d made it to the airport, Noah had called to let me know that his flight landed safely. We talked for about fifteen minutes until I had to start boarding for my flight. Noah also made me feel better about flying alone, since I really felt uncomfortable doing it. 
 
    The long flight gave me ample time to think about our weekend that we’d spent together. Every time I thought about Noah I got chills all over my body and felt hot between my legs. That man could do things to me that I never knew were real, and he knew it too. On the plane I sat next to this couple. They were on a connecting flight just coming back from their honeymoon. I tried not to stare, but just hearing them talk about their love for each other was the sweetest thing. My mind went to Noah immediately and I pictured him settled down, having kids, and being married. It was like a fantasy that I knew would never happen. As much as I wanted to believe that I could keep him, I knew it wasn’t possible. I was headed for big things, and soon he’d tell me that he’d found someone else. I knew I had to prepare for when that time came, but it would crush me when it did. 
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    When Shalan got to her first destination she called me every morning and afternoon. It wasn’t until the second day when the calls started to taper off. She was filling in for a backup singer that was having surgery. Shalan, being focused on learning all that she could, lost track of time most nights. By the seventh day I wondered if she’d forgotten all about me.  
 
    Since I knew when her return flight came in, I decided that I’d wait to see if she called me before telling my parents that she was coming for a visit. I couldn’t take the chance of making a fool out of myself when she didn’t show. 
 
    I waited all night for her to call, and heard nothing.  
 
    It hurt, especially since we’d connected the way we had. I felt like I knew her enough to trust that what we were feeling about each other was mutual.  
 
    The next morning I headed over to my parents to have breakfast. Bells was already gone for work, and it happened to be just me and my parents. Right away my mother noticed something was wrong. “Does the look on your face have something to do with who you went to see last weekend?” 
 
    “What look?” I tried to play it off, even though I knew I wasn’t fooling them.  
 
    My father took a drink of his coffee and sat the cup back down on the table. “She got a name, son?” 
 
    “Does it matter? I mean, I’m pretty sure I’m never goin’ to see her again.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” He asked. 
 
    “We live in two different worlds. She’s got big plans, and I’ve -,” I stopped before I could say something that would piss him off. 
 
    “You’ve what?” Of course he would still want to know.  
 
    I put my silverware down on my plate and placed my hands on my knees under the table as I spoke. “I’m stuck here.” 
 
    My mother walked over and put her hands on my dad’s shoulders. He reached up and touched one of them, turning to give her a reassuring smile. “It’s fine, darlin’.” 
 
    When he called her that it made me think of Shalan. At first she’d hated when I called her that, but I’d learned it from my father. He’d always called my mom that, out of respect and love.  
 
    “Son, I know you don’t believe this, but I was once in your shoes. You think I always wanted this life? Noah, I could have played football, hell, I could have done anything I wanted to. I finished college with a business degree. I could have been an accountant makin’ mediocre money anywhere in the state.” 
 
    “What stopped you? Was it your dad?” He never talked about his father, mostly because it upset him so much. My mom told me once that they’d fought all of the time, and my dad hated that they’d not been on great terms when he passed away. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess in a way. I can’t really explain it. All I know is that I woke up one mornin’ and knew it was where I belonged. I realized that above all, my family was the most important thing in my life. I’ve never regretted my choice.” He cleared his voice before continuing. “You know, I can be a pain in the ass, I get it. You need to understand that I’ve lived your life, son. I see you makin’ the same mistake that I did. The grass ain’t always greener on the other side. That sayin’ stands true in every aspect.” 
 
    “I get it. I’m here and I’m not leavin’.” 
 
    “Noah, the happiest day of my life was findin’ out I had a son. I’m hard on you because I want you to be better than I was. No matter what you decide in your life, I’m still goin’ to be your father.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded my head at the same time. “I appreciate that. You don’t have to worry. Even if I thought about leavin’ before, I know there ain’t nothin’ for me anywhere else.” 
 
    Okay, in my defense I knew I was being dramatic. Shalan didn’t have an inkling about how I felt about her. Feeling sorry for myself wasn’t going to get her to call me, but it sure as hell made me feel better about coming home to the ranch. At the end of the day, it would always be there for me. 
 
    “Did Bella tell you her parents are comin’ to visit next weekend?” My mother asked as she grabbed my dish and put it in the sink. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They aren’t bringing the boys,” she added. “They’re staying home this time.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t feel like seein’ those little pricks.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. At least when I was younger there was only one of them.” My father and my uncle Ty had a love-hate relationship when they were younger. Nowadays they were the best of friends. I think it mostly had something to do with my mom dating uncle Ty before she got with my dad. Even though he’d won the girl, he still held it against my uncle whenever he got the chance.  
 
    “How’s his hand, by the way?” I hadn’t asked since the fight at the anniversary party. 
 
    “He was fine the next day. Miranda said it scabbed over and he never mentioned it again. You know how they are.” 
 
    “I wasn’t stickin’ around to deal with it.” 
 
    “For the record, son, I didn’t know about your sister until after you left.” 
 
    “Water under the bridge, dad.” I put up my hands hoping that he’d drop the subject. My mind was elsewhere and the sooner I got out of the  kitchen, the better I was going to feel. 
 
    My dad and I headed out to start our day a little later. Once we’d separated, I took my time with my daily routine. By noon I was sweating up a storm and needed to cool off and get a drink. I’d no sooner walked into my kitchen when my phone started ringing.  
 
    I looked down and saw the person who was calling, and definitely regretted hitting the answer button. 
 
    “Perry. What’s up?” I hadn’t talked to my ex since I left her in shambles, and honestly, I hadn’t thought about her since I’d hooked up with Shalan.  
 
    “I just missed you, Noah. I thought you’d have called me by now to talk about things, or maybe even check on me.” 
 
    I cleared my throat before I answered, really because I was stalling. As bad as I felt about what I did, I knew I probably wouldn’t have met Shalan. Even if she chose to never call me again, I couldn’t regret the time that I had with her, because being together made me forget about everything else. “Sorry. I figured I’d be the last person you’d want to hear from.” 
 
    “She told me what happened. I know she came on to you.” 
 
    “I still did it, Per. It takes two people.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The line got quiet. “It happened and I can’t change that, but I want to move forward. I want you back, and I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    I sat down at my kitchen table and took off my hat. I didn’t know how to tell her that I wasn’t interested without sounding like a complete dick. “Listen, I know this is hard, but maybe it’s just for the best.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” I could hear her beginning to sob. “You’re the one for me, Noah. I get that you don’t like talking about your feelings, but it’s the truth. I love you, and I know that somewhere deep inside, you love me too.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, as if it would make the words come out easier. “Per, I’m sorry. It’s not goin’ to happen.” 
 
    “Why? Besides cheating, tell me one reason why we can’t be together?” 
 
    “I don’t love you.” It was stern and to the point. I wasn’t saying it to hurt her more. It was the damn truth, and she needed to know it so she could move on.  
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    What was there not to believe? I didn’t love her, and even if I thought that’s what it was before, I knew it wasn’t now. She couldn’t begin to compare to the way I connected with Shalan. It wasn’t her fault. Perry was such a nice girl, but she wasn’t the one for me. “What do you want me to say? You want me to lie to you? Do you really think that I’ll just wake up and change my mind one day? It don’t work that way, woman. You and I both know that. Now, I said I was sorry. There ain’t nothin’ else to be discussed.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” She was crying so hard it was difficult to understand her. “You used to be so sweet. I admired the man you were. Now you’re just cold and heartless. Did you want my sister, Noah? Is that the truth?” 
 
    “Seriously? Now you’re makin’ up fake ass reasons to make yourself feel worse?” I shook my head, unable to believe that she just wouldn’t take no for an answer. “I’m done talkin’.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and sat there staring at it. She was going to call back, I just knew it. 
 
      
 
    When it rang again, I picked up the call before the information even registered on my screen. “I said I was done talkin’ to you. Get it through your head.” 
 
    “It’s me, Noah.” 
 
    Shalan’s voice shocked me.  
 
    “Who’s me?” I played like I didn’t know her, because obviously I didn’t want her to know I was arguing with my ex. 
 
    “Noah, come on. It’s Shalan.” 
 
    “Shalan who?” 
 
    The line got quiet. Maybe I’d taken the joke too far. I opened my mouth to speak, but she started talking. 
 
    “I’m sorry I haven’t called. Things got crazy and then I dropped my phone in the airplane toilet, as it was flushing. That blue dye got inside of every crack, and it wasn’t salvageable. I had to wait to get a new phone, and then look at my last bill to get your number. I thought you’d check your email, but obviously you never did.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought about the last time I’d checked my email. It had probably been two weeks. I knew I needed to link it to my phone, but all that was on there was bills and advertisements. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” she murmured. I could tell she seemed sad. “I told you I’d call you back and you didn’t hear from me for days.” 
 
    “Darlin’, I missed hearin’ your voice.” After my discussion with Perry, I figured I’d be in a bad mood all day, but the truth was that this one phone call had calmed my nerves.  
 
    “Me too. So guess what I’m doing?” 
 
    I shrugged, even though she couldn’t see me. “What?” 
 
    “I’m booking my flight for Friday. I got the go-ahead from Shelly that I can have the next whole week off. What time did you want to pick me up, morning or afternoon?” 
 
    I had to admit that hearing she was coming, after I thought she’d written me off had me speechless. All I wanted to do was tell her to hop on the next flight and forget about waiting. “Mornin’ is fine. I’ll have someone cover for me so we can spend the day doin’ whatever you want.” 
 
    “There’s one thing in particular that I really want.” 
 
    I laughed. “My huge cock?” 
 
    She giggled. “I should have known you’d say that.” 
 
    “It’s been a shitty day, up until now.” 
 
    She ignored the question. “Are you excited to see me? Do I need to bring anything special? Should I wear a cowboy hat and boots?” 
 
    I sighed and let out an air-filled laugh. “No. You can dress normal. I wear a baseball cap just about every day. The last time I saw a cowboy hat, it was on some schmuck at the airport in New York.” 
 
    “I got you something while I was away.” 
 
    “You did?” I wondered if I should run out and get her a gift. “What?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” She paused. “Okay, I’m booked for Friday. I can’t wait to see you, and meet your family. Did you tell them about me?” 
 
    I felt bad. Bells knew about Shalan, but I hadn’t told my family. Now I knew I had to prepare them. “Yeah, they all know you’re comin’,” I lied. 
 
    “I miss you, Noah. I mean, I was really busy this week, but once I lost my phone, I felt lost not being able to talk to you.” 
 
    “Me too. I honestly thought you wrote me off. I thought you found some rich old man with wrinkling balls to bide your time.” 
 
    “Eww. You’re sick.” 
 
    “And you’re beautiful.” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” she teased. 
 
    “I sure hope you don’t. This cowboy might have to start kickin’ asses.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see you. Promise me that we can spend the first night alone.” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Okay. I need to go. I’ve got an appointment in a half hour. Call me tonight, alright?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    When we hung up it felt like all of my problems had gone away.  
 
    I think that’s when I finally came to grips with what was happening.  
 
    Shalan wasn’t just some chick I’d met and started sleeping with. She’d become a whole lot more. In fact, I was pretty sure that I was falling for her, and I didn’t know what I was going to do about it. 
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    Being on the road with a real band was like a dream come true. I kept busy, working on their songs and even writing some of my own. Noah was never far from my thoughts. In fact, every single song that I’d been working on had something to do with either him, or the way he made me feel.  
 
    That also made things hard.  
 
    As much as I knew I was moving toward a career as a musician, I wondered how I could keep Noah, knowing I wouldn’t be around much. A man like him needed the attention of a good woman, especially being raised by one who did nothing but take care of her man. Noah didn’t seem old-fashioned, but I had this feeling  that when he was ready to settle down, it would be forever.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to meet his parents and the rest of his family, especially his sisters and Bella, who he always called Bells. We’d spoke on the phone a couple times, when he was giving me a hard time and she’d snatched the phone to let me know he was pulling my leg. She seemed nice, and most of all, I knew he was important to her.  
 
    That also meant that meeting her was a little scary. If she didn’t like me then she’d tell Noah. It was freaking me out thinking that he might respect her feelings enough to stop seeing me. 
 
    I started filling my new suitcase with clothes for my trip to Kentucky. I’d bought new underwear that I couldn’t wait to share with Noah, and even some jeans that looked like something a country chick would wear. Honestly, I had no clue how they dressed or lived, and making an impression was my top priority.  
 
    Then I grabbed Noah’s gift, a handmade crocodile skin belt from Australia, with a decorative buckle. A man had a whole case of them he was selling in the town we were in. It looked so cool, and had cost me almost half of what my first check was. Since I owed him money, which he refused to talk about, I’d decided that a gift would be acceptable. I’d seen him wear a belt before, so I knew he’d at least consider liking it. 
 
    My phone started to ring and I smiled when I saw it was him calling. “Did you forget to tell me something?” 
 
    “Yeah. Don’t pack underwear. You won’t need them.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I bought some new ones that I was going to bring.” 
 
    “I can’t stop picturin’ you naked. It’s makin’ my dick hard, and I’ve got a ton to do today.” 
 
    “Are you alone?” I fell back down on my bed and traced the skin between my breasts. “Do you want to play?” 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Change your flight to tonight. I want you here, and waitin’ is goin’ to kick my ass.” 
 
    Aside from my afternoon appointment I had nothing going on. Sure, I wanted to get my hair trimmed, and I definitely needed to polish my nails, and shave my legs and any other appendages that needed it. “What if I come tomorrow?” 
 
    “Call me later and give me a time.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Don’t you have to work?” 
 
    “You can spend the day relaxin’. There’s plenty to do.” 
 
    “Okay. I will get online and change my flight.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see that sexy ass.” 
 
    We hung up and I looked around the apartment. It was tiny, but all that I needed. Besides being grateful, I had a couple other people that lived in the building with me. One was about to cut her first album. She’d been doing recording sessions for the past two weeks and they were finally thinking that they had enough material.  
 
    I called Shelly, who seemed to be my go-to with all things work related. Reluctantly, I asked her if it was okay if I skipped my voice classes for a few extra days. At first she didn’t like the idea. She even made a point to remind me that I was under a contract, and the importance of sticking to a schedule. So I pulled out the tears and told her that Noah and I needed to take care of some personal matters. I told her that he needed me for a few extra days, and promised to be back promptly that following Sunday. 
 
    Finally she said yes. 
 
    I threw as much as I could fit into my suitcase, and got online, finding that the only flights available were not only totally booked for the next day, but every day until my original flight. My only option was to catch the last one for the day, which was in less than two hours.  
 
    Without looking in the mirror, applying makeup, or shaving my legs, I grabbed my suitcase and jetted to the airport. After security and checking my bag, I made it just in time to board the plane. Then I realized that when I was going through security I’d stuck my cell phone in my carry-on that was packed above my head. I stood up to grab it, but a person came and sat on the end seat. I sat down realizing that I was flying to Kentucky and Noah had no clue about it.  He was either going to be very excited, or extremely overwhelmed. 
 
    The flight, being only about an hour, went by so fast, mostly because I was so nervous. I looked like I’d just woken up, and wasn’t even dressed decently. It was a good thing that the airport had bathrooms. After going to luggage claim I rushed into a handicapped stall and opened it up, looking for the most appropriate outfit.  
 
    Once I was dressed, I walked over to the mirror, brushed my hair and applied makeup. It wasn’t bad for a rush job, and my clothes, aside from needing a good ironing, covered every part of my body.  
 
    With shaky hands I called Noah, hoping and praying that this hadn’t been a huge mistake. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    A female voice answered and my stomach dropped. “Is Noah there?” 
 
    “Um, I’m not sure. Hang on.” I could hear her calling out for him a couple times. “I guess he left his phone when he went back out. Can I take a message?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to do. “Is this Bella?” 
 
    “This is Noah’s mother. Bella is still at work. Can I leave them a message?” 
 
    What was I supposed to do? Noah said they knew I was coming, so I figured it wouldn’t be a big deal to get his mom in on the surprise. “Actually, this is Shalan, his…friend. I know my flight wasn’t supposed to come in until this weekend, but I switched it to surprise Noah, so now I’m at the airport without an address to the tell the shuttle person.” 
 
    She said nothing for a second. “What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “Shalan.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty name. Noah didn’t tell me about a friend coming in, but I’m sure he’ll appreciate the surprise. A taxi, or even airport transport will cost you an arm and a leg. How about I come and get you instead? I’m obviously going to need to grab some more food, because you don’t want to eat anything he prepares.” 
 
    We both laughed, and then I was reminded that she didn’t have a clue who I was. “Is it much trouble?” 
 
    “None at all. It’s going to take me about an hour to get there. Can you hang tight until then?” 
 
    “Sure.” I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    She told me where to wait for her, and gave me a number, then we hung up. After the call I literally sat down and bit off all  my fingernails. My knee rattled my seat and I felt like I was going to vomit.  
 
    This wasn’t just Noah’s mother, but a woman that has survived breast cancer. I know it was silly, but thinking about her made me think of my own mother. I missed her so much, and the idea of being around a real family was overwhelming. I’d been so caught up in seeing Noah that I hadn’t considered what it would feel like to be around the rest of them.  
 
    I spotted the SUV exactly where she said she’d be. I kept my head down low as I approached the vehicle. I don’t know why I expected some old lady to get out of the vehicle. I certainly didn’t expect a woman with long brown hair and a beautiful smile climbing out. She was wearing a pair of khaki’s and a form fitted polo shirt, with jewelry that accented the color. One of the pieces was a charm bracelet that I’d seen on commercials. You could buy different charms for all of your favorite events in life. “You must be Shalan. I’m Savanna.” 
 
    I shook her hand, still in awe that she was Noah’s mother. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Let’s get your stuff loaded so we can head back to the ranch. You must be exhausted after flying. I know I hate the whole process of being in an airport. Noah’s dad and I try to drive whenever we can.” 
 
    “The flight wasn’t that long, but I get what you mean.” 
 
    We started driving before she asked another question. “So, where did you fly in from?” 
 
    “New York.” 
 
    “Ahh, you’re the reason Noah’s been going to New York.” 
 
    So they knew about his trips, but not me. “I have to ask this, and forgive me if I seem a little outspoken, but did you really not know about me? Noah told me that he’s talked about me. I never would have just shown up if I knew that.” 
 
    Noah’s mom kept her focus on the road as she talked. “Noah doesn’t tell us a lot of things. Don’t take it personal. He and his father have a difficult relationship. It’s really because they’re just alike, but you can’t tell Noah that without getting into it with him.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it, firsthand.” I thought about that time he’d taken out his anger on me. I got chills thinking about it.  
 
    She clearly didn’t feel comfortable talking to me about it. “So my son invited you to the ranch?” 
 
    “Yes,” I looked out the window, admiring the fact that we were out of the city and driving down a country road. “I was supposed to come this weekend, but he asked if I could get an earlier flight. I’ve been away for work, and decided to surprise him. I guess it was a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Nonsense. If Noah invited you, then you are very welcome, no matter when you arrive. That boy doesn’t invite his friends over, especially women. He keeps his life private, which is probably why we’ve never heard about you. I’m sure it has nothing to do with how he feels about you.” 
 
    How he feels about me? Obviously he felt something, but now I wanted to know what. If I was invited and that was such a privilege, was Noah falling in love with me? “Thanks for saying that.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Shalan?” 
 
    “Sure.” I turned to face her. 
 
    “Are you the reason that Noah broke up with Perry?” 
 
    It was like a stab to my heart. I had to keep my composure until I was alone and could rationalize with what the woman had just said to me. Did Noah have a girlfriend this whole time, only breaking up with her recently when we’d become something more than just acquaintances? “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “That break-up was just so sudden. I thought maybe he’d told you about it. I’m sorry for asking. Obviously they aren’t together now, and I just wondered if you knew.” 
 
    Already this woman thought I was some floosy that had stolen a man from another woman. This trip was a mistake and I was half tempted to tell her to turn around an take me back to the airport. 
 
    She must have noticed that I was silently freaking out. “It’s good to meet you, Shalan. Any guest of my son’s is a guest of mine.” 
 
    We drove for a ways talking about Kentucky and the town I was originally from in Ohio. Then she asked another question I wasn’t prepared for. “So does your family still live in Ohio?” 
 
    Did I lie, or tell her the truth? “I don’t have any family, not anymore. It’s just me and the great big world.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Noah’s probably mentioned how big our family is. You do know that some are coming to visit this weekend, right?” 
 
    Another thing he hadn’t told me about that was going to get him a swift kick in the balls when I saw him. “Of course. I’m excited to meet everyone. I’ve never been around such a large family before.” 
 
    That made her laugh. “Honey, you picked the wrong family to test it out with. We get a little crazy from time to time. Don’t judge us too harshly.” 
 
    I let out a little laugh. “It can’t be that bad. You all love each other, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that we do. When our family loves, we love big, and we love forever.” 
 
    She was so kind. Even when she spoke, her voice was sweet. I was already amazed by her.  
 
    Then I got the shock of my life. 
 
    We pulled up to a large white security gate. I’d noticed it as we were driving. It had been over a mile long in the direction that we’d come from. For as long as I could see in the opposite direction I could see white. The main gate had a keyed entry, and a tremendous  sign hung over the top of both gates, saying Mitchell Family Ranch. 
 
    This wasn’t a farm, it was a fortress. 
 
    Driving down the paved driveway we passed by several large barns, and plenty of equipment sitting outside. A giant mansion faced us, and my heart started beating out of my chest. “Oh my God. Is this your home?” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s my mother-in-laws house. She lives here with her housekeeper, and an occasional straggler family member. It’s too big for me, if you want my opinion.” 
 
    I stared at the beautiful white house as we pulled in. “Wait here for a second. I need to run this inside.” 
 
    I sat there admiring the beautiful home, and wondering why Noah had been so modest. I suppose he didn’t want me to know where he came from. It certainly wasn’t what I suspected. I actually felt like I was dreaming. 
 
    When his mom got back into the vehicle we started driving down a more narrow driveway. It went through a patch of woods on both sides. “If you don’t mind, I need to get these groceries in the freezer before they thaw.” 
 
    We pulled up to another home, this one made of logs. It was a beautiful golden brown in color, and had a wrap around porch that was to die for. We climbed out and I heard a horse neigh from somewhere close. It startled me and I turned around ready to run.  
 
    “The horses are in their stables. They just sound closer than they are.” She handed me a bag. “You’ve never been on a farm before, have you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Noah’s going to have to show you around. Come on, let’s get these inside so I can take you to his house.” 
 
    We walked inside and I almost passed out.  
 
    First there was the smell of maple syrup and bacon. I could feel my mouth watering as we headed in the direction of the kitchen. Then I noticed the cathedral ceilings, where the animals hung on the walls, and the beautiful lodge décor everywhere. That wasn’t all that caught my attention. On every wall were pictures, and I recognized Noah as a child right away. “He’s so little.” 
 
    “He was a cutie pie.” 
 
    A girl that looked around my age came walking out of the kitchen. “Oh hey. I didn’t know we were havin’ company.” 
 
    Mrs. Savanna turned around. “Christian, this is Noah’s friend, Shalan.” 
 
    She smiled. “Really? Noah’s been hidin’ a girlfriend?” She looked me up and down before turning her attention back to my eyes. That’s when I saw them; Noah’s exact green eyes on a female version of him. “You’re really pretty.” 
 
    “So are you.” 
 
    She shook her head, like I’d embarrassed her. “Yeah right. You don’t have to be nice to me on my brother’s account.” 
 
    “Christian, say thank you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” She smiled. “I appreciate the compliment. It was nice to meet you.” 
 
    She left us standing in the kitchen, and Noah’s mother turned around to address what was wrong with her daughter. “Don’t mind her. She’s shy and has never believed it when people compliment her. Don’t ask, because I don’t have the faintest.” 
 
    “I meant it. She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thank you. I know what you’re thinking though. They aren’t twins.” 
 
    “Does everyone ask that?” 
 
    “Usually. Noah’s almost five years older than his sister. She’s in college. His other sister also looks identical to them. You’ll know the difference right away. Addison is the polar opposite of her sister. She’ll tell someone what she thinks of them without hesitation.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    She put her hand on my shoulder. “Come on, let’s go find the boys.” 
 
    We no sooner walked onto the front porch when I saw a very sweaty man approaching. I did a double take because I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This man wasn’t Noah, he was too old to be him, but he looked just like him. I watched him walk up to his wife and kiss her. “Hey, darlin’ You got back quick.” 
 
    Darlin’. I knew it had to be something that he heard growing up. 
 
    The older Noah turned his attention to me. “Who do we have here? Are you friends with Christian?” 
 
    I couldn’t answer, because I heard him saying my name. “Shalan?” 
 
    Noah walked across the driveway, as grubby as his father. His shirt was over his shoulder and his chest was dripping with either sweat or something he’d poured over himself to  cool off. “What are you doin’ here?” 
 
    I walked down the steps and stood face to face with him, waiting for a kiss or something to welcome me there. “I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    He looked over at his parents before turning his attention back to me. “I can explain.” 
 
    Noah could tell I was pissed. He knew that I knew he hadn’t told his parents about me. “I hope so.” 
 
    “Dad, this is Shalan, my -.” He paused and winked at me, as if it were going to make me forget why I was mad at him. “My girlfriend.” 
 
    My stomach dropped and I felt dizzy. He’d said no labels, but yet he’d just given me a big one, and I didn’t know how to respond. 
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                     Noah 
 
    For a moment I thought my mind was playing tricks on me, and that the heat had gotten to my head. There she was, standing with my parents, who knew nothing about her. I could tell from the look on her face that I was going to have to kiss up her ass before she gave me any affection. Figuring that I had to explain, I said the first thing that came to mind.  
 
    Shalan’s eyes widened as the word girlfriend came out of my mouth.  
 
    We hadn’t labeled ourselves, for more reasons than just living in two different places. We both knew that eventually she’d be too busy to be in a committed relationship. I hadn’t even considered talking to her about it, because I knew the end result. 
 
    Shalan smiled and looked toward my dad. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’ve heard a ton about your family from Noah.” 
 
    My dad gave her another once over, and then cocked an eyebrow. “How long have you been seein’ my son?” 
 
    “Dad, really? I’m pretty sure it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    My dad backed off. “Sorry. I was just askin’ the lady how long she’s had to put up with you.” His joke was his attempt at keeping his opinions to himself.  
 
    “Did you just get here?” I asked. 
 
    “Your mom had groceries to take in. She was getting ready to bring me to your place.” 
 
    I held out my arm for her to take. “How about we get you settled and we come back for dinner. “Is that alright, Mom?” 
 
    “Of course. Oh, Shalan, I forgot to mention this. If the house is a mess, which it very well might be, please ignore it. I can’t get over there until tomorrow to clean it.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to help,” Shalan offered. 
 
    “You’re a guest,” all three of us said in unison. 
 
    My mom laughed. “I will take care of whatever Bella doesn’t get to. Her parents are coming to see her this weekend and I don’t want them seeing how those two live. You’d think they never did a chore in their life.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. Can we go now, or are you goin’ to tell her about somethin’ else embarassin’?” 
 
    “We’ll save some for dinner,” my dad added. 
 
    I waved as I pulled Shalan along, grabbing her bags and putting them on the golf cart.  
 
    She said nothing as we started our trek to my place. Once I knew we were away from my parents, I stopped and turned to her, leaning my head on the steering wheel. “I know you’re pissed.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m pissed. Do you have any idea how embarrassing that was? She didn’t know me at all. I am coming to sleep with her son, and she’s never even heard my name before. Don’t get me started on your dad. He may as well have told me to leave with that stare.” 
 
    “Darlin’ I -.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare darlin’ me, Noah. I want to be mad for a minute.” 
 
    I ran my hand up her leg and she swatted it away. “Stop!” 
 
    “My mom likes you.” 
 
    “Really, because all I saw was a woman that thinks I broke up your last relationship. I know you aren’t together, but when exactly did you break up with her? Did you sleep with me in New York and then go home and end things? Noah, you know how I feel about cheaters.” 
 
    I placed my hand over her mouth. “Shut up and listen for a minute, you hard-headed woman. I broke up with Perry before my parent’s anniversary party. We weren’t together when I came to New York, I swear it.” 
 
    She started to cry. I could tell because her bottom lip had begun to quiver and she looked away. Gently, I pulled her chin towards me and looked into those watery eyes. “I shouldn’t have come.” 
 
    I leaned in and appreciated that she let me kiss her. “Yes, you definitely made the right decision.” 
 
    The next kiss was deeper, with a hint of pent up anger attached. She pulled away and let her eyes slowly open. “I’m still mad at you.” 
 
    I chuckled and started driving. “Yeah, you’ll get over it.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure. I was half-tempted to ask your mom to take me back to the airport.” 
 
    “Before you leave, you should probably let me take you on a real tour of the place. There’s this spot I want to take you to.” 
 
    “Does it require me being naked, because right now you’re totally cut off.” 
 
    This got me laughing again. The idea of having her close to me and not being able to have what I wanted was hilarious. “You can’t say no to me, Shalan. Mad or not, I’m gettin’ you naked before the night’s over.” 
 
    She turned her body and gave me this look. She didn’t even have to say what she was feeling, because I could read it from her body language. She was ready to punch me. “I bet you a hundred dollars that you don’t get any tonight.” 
 
    I stuck out my hand and shook hers. “That’s a deal.” 
 
    “Good,” she scooted to face forward again. “You stink anyway.” 
 
    I put my arm around her and pulled her against my sweaty body. “You know you like it.” 
 
    Shalan screamed and fussed, up until we pulled up next to my truck and she realized that we had arrived at my house. “This is all yours?” 
 
    “Well, considerin’ that you’ve seen my parent’s house and even my grandmother’s, I figured this would be disappointing’.” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” She grabbed her small bag and left the larger one for me to get. I led her up the stairs and inside of the house. “Did you decorate?” 
 
    Through the years, after my aunt Karen had moved out, the house had been used by a lot of family members. Honestly, I’d planned on building a house on the property, but I wasn’t ever ready to make the commitment. Since the property would eventually be mine and my sisters I figured I had plenty of time to figure it out. “No. The only personal touches I added were the deer heads in the living room. Oh, and the curtains. My grandmother gave them to me last Christmas.” 
 
    “When you said you lived on a farm, I had no idea it was like this. You have your own town here, Noah. It’s insane.” 
 
    I grabbed Shalan’s hand and pulled her into the living room. She cringed at the deer heads. “You shot them?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I ate them too. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Are you going to make me eat them?” 
 
    Her question was funny. “You never know what you’re goin’ to eat here at the ranch. I mean, sometimes we just go out and cut a hog’s throat, then cook him up on an open fire. I bet you never had fresh bacon like that before.” 
 
    She sat down on the couch. “I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    I pulled her up. “Come on. I want to show you the best room in the house.” 
 
    Shalan knew I was leading her to the bedroom, but she didn’t fight me. I tossed her bag down on the floor and pulled her on the bed with me. She squealed and then froze with her lips almost touching mine. I held her tight just in case she’d try to get away. “Thank you for comin’ to surprise me.” 
 
    “Are you happy about it, or freaked out?” 
 
    I pressed my lips against hers, not once, but several times, pulling away only to speak. “Let me show you how happy I am.” 
 
    Shalan backed her head away. “Hold up. I’m still mad.” She let me kiss her again, and this time I drug my tongue over her lips. “You can’t seduce me. It won’t work.” 
 
    “I should get points for callin’ you my girlfriend, don’t ya think?” I knew we needed to address it, and felt like a simple bit of sarcasm could help. 
 
    Shalan froze, and it made me wonder if it was something she didn’t want. 
 
    “Noah, I-.” 
 
    “Don’t say it. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. My parents want labels and I thought that if I told them you were my girlfriend that they’d shut up and leave me alone.” 
 
    “So what am I then? I mean, if I’m not your girlfriend what is this?” 
 
    I sat up in the bed and she mimicked me. I knew she was waiting for an explanation. “Is this a trick question? Is it one of those questions where there’s no right answer?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m goin’ to get a shower, and think about it. When I get out, I’ll let you know.” I stood up and walked into the bathroom, leaving her sitting on the bed waiting. “Unless you want to join me. Then we can talk while we’re naked, washing each other’s wet bodies.” 
 
    I heard her murmur something under her breath before I started the water. To me, Shalan was my girlfriend, whether she accepted it or not. I had a week to convince her that I’d try my best to make her as happy as possible for as long as she’d let me. Temporary or not, I wanted her, and I was going to make sure she felt the same way about me. 
 
    I heard the door swing open after I’d climbed into the shower. Through the glass shower doors I could see her standing there on the other side. Even though it was foggy I watched her unbuttoning her shirt. It fell open, and she unfastened her bra. Both articles of clothing fell to the floor. I opened the door and waited for her to remove her shorts and underwear and join me. “Change your mind?” 
 
    She entered slowly, watching me watching her the whole time. I handed her a bar of soap and held up my arms. “Do me first.” There was pun intended in the comment and she knew it. She smiled and shook her head, while letting the hot water fall over her hair. I watched those beautiful lips separate just enough to picture how she did it when I was inside of her. I put my arms on either side of her waist. “I knew you’d get naked.” 
 
    “I’m not paying you money.” 
 
    “You can work it off with other ways,” I teased while pushing her against the shower wall. Her dark hair stuck to the wall as I leaned in and savored her lips again. “It’s goin’ to be a long night, darlin’. I hope you’re up for it.” 
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                   Shalan 
 
      
 
    It took less than five seconds for me to forget all about being mad at Noah. Still, for some reason I needed to know what he was thinking. Here was this man, standing naked in front of me in the shower. He was beautiful, caring, and above all, wanting to spend his time with me. I knew a label was dangerous, but I was ready to face it head on. “Am I your girlfriend, Noah?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that already. I don’t have to tell you.” 
 
    “Yes you do. Just say it. Tell me what you think I already know.” My body was beginning to shake as I awaited his reply. 
 
    “Fine. If you must hear me say it, then yes, you’re my girlfriend. Now what?” 
 
    “You know this isn’t going to work.” I felt the tears welling up. “As much as I want this, I know it’s only a matter of time before the distance is too much for us. What if I get the call that they want me for an international tour? Are you really going to be okay with not seeing me for months, or hearing from me? I’ve heard rumors about it happening. I’m not trying to spoil this visit Noah, but meeting your family, and being your girlfriend, it’s not fair for either of us.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that. Shalan, I’m not tryin’ to push this on you. You brought it up.” 
 
    “Because I need to know where we stand. I need you to know that no matter how much I want to be with you, I just know it can’t work. You live here and I’m under a contract to live in New York for at least six months. I can’t ask you to hang around while I’m trying to figure out my life. It’s no fair to either of us.” Tears were falling again, and this time it was because I was potentially breaking my own heart. “I’m just trying to be realistic.” 
 
    He started laughing – actually laughing at me, like my serious words meant nothing to him. “You think you can just push me away and I’ll go quietly? Woman, I don’t care what you say. I’m tellin’ you right now that you’re my girlfriend, whether it’s for seven damn days or seven years. I’m tellin’ you that I want whatever I can get for as long as it lasts. I’m not makin’ promises, but keepin’ it bottled up ain’t doin’ neither of us any good. Don’t you dare sit there and tell me that you don’t want to be with me. I’m not talkin’ about sex either. You were the one to hop on a plane to get to me today. This hasn’t been about sex since I left you in that hotel room. I’ve had a ton of failed relationships, most of them being my fault. I ain’t perfect, but I can be that shoulder that you need, whenever you need it. I ain’t goin’ anywhere.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around him and placed my head against his chest. “Okay.” It was all I could get out before my sobbing got too intense. Noah held me close, saying nothing else for a few moments.  
 
    I kept telling myself that people have long distance relationships all of the time. Just because Noah and I lived two very different lives didn’t mean we couldn’t be together as a couple, right? 
 
    “For the record I didn’t mean to throw it out there like I did. I just figured since you met my parents it would be the right thing to do. Besides, after a few days with just a couple of my family members, you may decide that you made a huge mistake coming at all. Can we please enjoy the fact that we’re together again? I miss you when you’re not around.” 
 
    I let go of Noah and backed up against the wall to the shower. “How long do we have before dinner?” 
 
    “A couple hours at least.” He got closer to me, breaking the distance that I’d just made. “Why? What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “First I need to apologize for freaking out.” I sunk down to my knees and stared at his already erect penis. The water beat down on my hands as they traveled up his wet legs. I pressed firmly when I got to his thighs, and started feeling the hair getting thicker on his legs. In front of my eyes, level with my mouth was what I wanted. Noah grabbed all of my hair and held it away from my face as I focused on nothing but pleasing him.  
 
    He filled my mouth while my lips coasted back and forth over his shaft. I could hear the tiniest of moans coming from above. I kept my focus, and concentrated on picking up the pace. One hand gripped the cheek of his ass while the other massaged his soft balls. Noah leaned his arm on the wall above me and looked down, watching what I was doing to him. The faster my lips moved, the louder his moans became.  
 
    While I was away I’d fantasized about him every second I got a chance. I dreamed of being able to please him and be more than we were before.  
 
    This was my gift to him, the least that I could do for everything he’d given me in return. Usually, I’d take my time, playing around so that it lasted longer and I could rest my cheeks. This time I went full-force. I wanted to hold the advantage, and the pleasure of what I was giving him.  
 
    His body tensed, he tugged on my hair, and then my mouth filled with his salty release. I held my lips there, fixed on making sure he was satiated before I removed them.  
 
    Finally, I pulled away from Noah’s spent cock and rinsed out my mouth. He pulled me up and shoved me into the tile wall. His lips were on my neck and then finally worked their way down my body. Noah didn’t waste time kissing me like he usually did. His face plowed right into my pussy as if he was starved for it. I gasped and held onto his shoulders. His whiskers tickled when they came in contact with my tender skin. Noah didn’t kiss me gently, or lick the outside of my sensitive skin. He stuck his tongue inside of me and started fucking me with it. His strong arms lifted me up off the shower floor and held me in the air while he worked me with his skills. “You like that?” His voice vibrated off of my sex. 
 
    “Yes. Oh…wow.” It felt so good, unlike anything I’d felt him do down there before. That was until he stuck his finger in my ass. Without warning I felt it going in, hurting at first and then turning to extreme euphoria. I screamed and my thighs tightened around his head as I climaxed. Noah didn’t stop though. He kissed his way up my abdomen and then ended up at my breast. His beautiful eyes fixed on mine the whole time he nibbled on my nipples. “More. I want more,” I could barely manage to say. 
 
    His lips brushed over mine. “Not yet, sweet Shalan. Tonight, when I bring you home, I’m going to make love to you until you can’t fuckin’ move. Until then,” He kissed me once more. “I want you to picture my mouth on your pussy. Think about how you could have that every night when you come to visit me.” 
 
    He’d left me breathless and I couldn’t respond, even if I had something worth saying it wouldn’t have come out.  
 
    After washing me, he wrapped me in a towel and carried me to his bed. I watched him walk around his bedroom, getting dressed, and finally hopping on the bed next to me. “You ready to get dressed and go for a ride?” 
 
    “A ride? Where?” 
 
    Noah ran his hand between my legs when he spoke. “Get some clothes on and you’ll find out.” 
 
    “I can’t get dressed when your fingers are inside of me.” He’d slipped them in as he spoke, not that I minded. I was fully prepared for the next round of anything he wanted to give me. 
 
    Noah laughed and removed his fingers, only to stick them in his mouth and suck on them. “Bet you never had your pussy licked like that before.” 
 
    “Well, one time my girlfriend spent the night and seduced me,” I lied. 
 
    Noah’s eyes got huge. “For real? I’m in love. I need details.” 
 
    I froze. Noah didn’t even realize he’d said it, at first. Then I shook it off, taking it as a joke, just like my comment had been. He was a guy, who was strong and opinionated. Just because I was his girlfriend didn’t mean it was that serious. Sure, we’d shared so many countless hours talking on the phone, and a whole lot of time getting to know each other physically. For me, the question was easy to answer. Still, I didn’t want that word ruining our happy time together. “I’m kidding, you perv, but if I wasn’t, I probably wouldn’t tell you anyway.” 
 
    He started to tickle me, and then suddenly he stopped. “That ain’t right. I’m an open book. It’s only fair that I get every detail from you.” 
 
    I slapped his hand away. “Fat chance. Let me get dressed so we can go on this ride.” 
 
    He backed away and reached for my feet, pulling me almost all the way off the bed. “Hurry up. No primpin’.” 
 
    I took my things into his bathroom and got dressed as quick as possible. When I opened the door to head back in the bedroom I noticed he wasn’t in there, so I walked out to find him. Sitting on the couch was a beautiful blonde with her legs crossed. Noah was standing in front of her. They both turned when they heard me. “There she is. Tell her what you just told me.” 
 
    Bella stood up and walked over to me. “Oh my goodness, it’s so good to meet you finally. Don’t listen to my cousin. He’s just tryin’ to make us hate each other, so he doesn’t have to be jealous.” 
 
    I laughed with her, but was being pulled out of the room. “I guess I need to go with him.” 
 
    She waved. “Have fun. We’ll chat later.” 
 
    We got to the golf cart and he started backing away from the house. “What was that about?” 
 
    “She was pissed that she came home and heard us in the shower. Don’t pay her any attention. My cousin has major problems with relationships. As of this week she’s against anyone that is happy. Next week she might hate puppies. We never know.” 
 
    “Aren’t you best friends?” 
 
    “Yes, and no. I will always have her back, except for when she’s on her period, or just being a bitch for no reason. Today is one of those days. She’s pissed her parents are coming this weekend and she’s goin’ to take it out on me. I’m used to it.” Noah pulled me close to him, putting his hat on my head, and then his arm around my shoulder. “I’ve got my hands full for the next several days, so she can bitch to someone else for all I care.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized where we were headed until we pulled up at the giant white mansion. “What are we doing here?” 
 
    “There’s someone I want you to meet. Hopefully she’s back from her shopping trip.” 
 
    He hopped off the golf cart and held out his hand for me to take. I’d been to two mansions since signing on the dotted line with the music company. Both were mind blowing, but this was so much more personal. This was where Noah grew up. He was used to this giant house, and the woman who lived inside of it. 
 
    I don’t know what I was expecting, but we walked through a foyer, then a pretty large family room, and finally into an extremely large kitchen. An old lady with almost all white hair was kneading dough. She looked up when Noah walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “What are you doing in here, kiddo?” 
 
    “I wanted you to meet someone, Gram. This is Shalan.” 
 
    The woman, who’d never met me before, walked up and put her flour filled hands on my cheeks. She stared into my eyes and then looked over at Noah. “I approve. You have my permission to marry her.” 
 
    They both started laughing while I stood there amazed that it had happened. 
 
     “Do I get a say in this? We’ve only been dating for a little over a month.” 
 
    Noah walked over and started wiping off my face. “We’re teasin’ you, darlin’.” 
 
    “Oh.” My face turned as red as an apple. “How was I supposed to know that?” 
 
    His grandmother washed her hands while she spoke. “If this one gives you a hard time, you let me know. He’s never too old to put over my knee.” 
 
    “Gram.” Noah seemed embarrassed by her comment. “Just be respectful, boy. Don’t forget, I raised your father.” 
 
    He kissed her on top of the head. “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    “How long are you staying, honey?” 
 
    “Until next week. I was able to get a couple days off and surprised Noah.” 
 
    She smiled and wiped her hands to dry them off. “Have you met Colt and Savanna?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. They’re very kind.” 
 
    “Don’t let this family overwhelm you, Shalan, and certainly don’t let this one take advantage of you. I’ve taught him to be a gentlemen, so he better respect that.” 
 
    “He does.” I wanted to giggle. She obviously thought the world of Noah, and so did I. 
 
    “We better get goin’. Mom’s makin’ dinner.”  
 
    We started to leave, but his grandmother grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me to the side. “Can I have a minute alone with this young lady?” 
 
    I felt nervous from the get go. She grabbed my hands and held them as she spoke. “Noah doesn’t bring beautiful women here to meet me, Shalan. That boy means the world to me, and I can tell he’s smitten over you.” 
 
    “We haven’t been talking very long. Only since his first visit to New York.” 
 
    “His daddy fell in love with his mother in less than a month. Don’t think it can’t happen. I’ve never seen two people more in love than I do when I see them together. That kind of love isn’t based on time. Just do me a favor and don’t hurt him. Okay?” 
 
    I nodded, afraid to say anything that would make her hate me. I surely didn’t want to tell the old woman that there was no way Noah could love me. He cared for me, but knew better than to give me his heart, when he knew our relationship was temporary. 
 
    “Go on and enjoy your night. Don’t keep him waiting.” 
 
    I found Noah sitting on the golf cart. He smiled as I climbed on. “I can’t get used to the fact that you’re here, but then my dick reminds me of what happened in the shower.” 
 
    I smacked him on the arm. “Noah, wait until we leave her house before you talk like that.” 
 
    “What did she want to tell you?” 
 
    “She asked me not to hurt you.” 
 
    He grabbed my hand and put it up to his lips. “So don’t.” 
 
    His comment made me rethink what the old woman had said. Was Noah in love with me? Had all of our time talking and being away from each other made what we had stronger? “Noah, I-.“ 
 
    “Don’t ruin the moment, Shalan. You’re about to see something as beautiful as you are.” We came up over this hill and I knew right away what he was talking about. The sun was setting and the sky was different hues of red and orange. Noah pulled me closer to him and kissed the side of my head. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” 
 
    “Just like you. I knew you’d like it.” 
 
    Waves of anxiety overwhelmed me. This was a side of Noah that I wasn’t used to, and although it was even better than I ever could have imagined in my head, it reminded me that I had to leave it behind and go back to New York.  
 
    I watched the sun disappear in the horizon, and appreciated the arms that were around me. Every second I spent with Noah was making me wonder if the life I’d always wanted was as good as what he already had. He was so lucky, and I was sure that he didn’t even know it. There was nothing I wouldn’t have given for a family like his. In my eyes, he was the luckiest man I’d ever met. 
 
    “Thank you for inviting me here, Noah. I know I just arrived, but it’s wonderful.” 
 
    “I thought you’d like it.” 
 
    “I may never want to leave.” 
 
    Noah turned his head and leaned forward to kiss me. When our lips met he held his over mine. After pulling away, he said something that I will never forget. “I may never let you.” 
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                   Noah 
 
      
 
    Something was seriously wrong with me. From the minute I saw her on my parent’s porch I’d started acting like a sap. Since it was so out of character I wasn’t sure how to approach Shalan about anything else. She and I both knew that even a label couldn’t stop the inevitable, yet every moment I spent with her made me want to keep her as close to me as possible.  
 
    Right now she was singing backup for artists that were on tour, but once she got her own opportunity to shine, a country boy like me would be the last thing she needed in her life.  
 
    Shalan was going to be famous. She had this gift that deserved to be shared with the world. As lucky as I was to meet her in that bar, I felt torn because I wished I’d never heard her sing. Who would have known that one night at a karaoke bar would change her life like it had? 
 
    As nervous as I knew she’d been, Shalan survived dinner with my parents. I’d never seen her scarf down food like she did when she tasted my mother’s cooking. Now I think she understood why I still ate there so much. After dinner we all sat around talking, and Shalan told my parents about her pending record deal. While she helped my mother do the dishes, I walked out on the porch with my dad, who had his own concerns about my girlfriend. 
 
    “Son, I’m not tryin’ to start with you, but have you considered the lifestyle that girl’s goin’ to be livin’ in? I don’t know if you were too young to remember, but the music industry ain’t all as glamorous as it’s cracked up to be.” 
 
    “I remember just fine. Look, I know you just met her. There’s a lot that you don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this, but her mother died of breast cancer when she was a kid.” 
 
    My dad looked away, seemingly still affected by that disease.  
 
    “Shalan’s dad became a drunk. There were nights when he thought she was his dead wife.” My dad turned toward me shocked. I held up my hands. “Nothin’ happened, but she knew she had to get out of the house, so after graduation she went to stay with her uncle who owned a bar. They treated her like she wasn’t a real part of the family. In the meantime she was datin’ this loser that cheated on her with pretty much her only friend. You see, when I met Shalan her whole world was crumblin’ at her feet. You probably don’t understand this, but I felt like I had to save her.” 
 
    My dad cleared his throat, which he did when he was thinking of how to reply to something. “Son, I do understand. My concern is that now that she’s in a better place, what are you goin’ to do when she moves on and forgets all about you? I’m not sayin’ it’s goin’ to happen, but you need to prepare yourself. Shalan is a beautiful girl. If she can sing half as good as you’re tellin’ me then she’s got a real shot at getting far in the industry. I don’t have a right to ask you this, because you’re a grown man who can make his own decisions, but please don’t get involved in that lifestyle. I don’t want to see you turn out like your uncle.” 
 
    I put my arm on his back. “You don’t need to worry about that. I turned down the offer to sing as partners when they first approached us.” 
 
    “What?” He turned to face me. “They wanted to sign you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s what they said. I’m sure it was a ploy to get Shalan.” 
 
    “And you turned it down?” 
 
    “It’s kind of a long story, that has to do with Bells, and it doesn’t even matter. I don’t regret not goin’. I just regret not bein’ there for Shalan. She’s always been alone, and I hate knowin’ that.” 
 
    “You really care about this girl?” He leaned on the railing to the porch and looked out into the dark yard.  
 
    “Yeah, I really do.” 
 
    My dad looked over at the door to make sure nobody was coming. “Could she be the one?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never connected with anyone like I have her, that’s for sure. I mean, we talk all the time, and I miss her like crazy when we’re not together.” 
 
    “Could you see yourself with her in the future? Could you see her here?” 
 
    “Seriously, I don’t know. We haven’t been datin’ that long.” 
 
    “Noah, I’m goin’ to tell you a little story, and hopefully you’ll understand where I’m comin’ from.” He turned toward me and crossed his arms over his chest. “When your uncle Ty was injured in that car wreck, I went to go help out in North Carolina at their farm. Now I’d seen your mother through the years, but this time was different. She’d become a woman, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. The problem was that she was with your uncle Ty, and had been for some time. I tell ya, I did my best to ignore what I was feelin’ for her, but she was fragile, and something in my bones made me want to help her. I felt drawn to her in a way I’d never felt before. After only a short time things started happening between us that neither of us could stop. We started sneakin’ around, spendin’ all of our time together. Then your uncle woke up. I’ll give it to your mom for being a good person, because your uncle didn’t deserve her. The hardest thing I ever did was watch her with him. Did you know they were engaged?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. You never told me that.” 
 
    “It was only for one night. He’d asked her in front of everyone they knew and she felt obligated to accept. During the party some things happened and she found me. I couldn’t watch them, so I’d taken a drink and went out to a combine in the field to be alone. I’d lost the girl, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it, so I thought. Then she was there, standin’ in that field in the pourin’ rain. She told me she loved me, and I told her the same. In that moment time stopped, I swear it did.” 
 
    “So you brought her home and married her?” 
 
    “Nope. Your uncle Ty caught us the next night in his daddy’s truck. We started to roll around until your mother broke things up. I was fully prepared to take her home with me, but she was feelin’ guilty about Ty and I got the call that your granddaddy had fallen off the ladder. I rushed home to say goodbye and missed it by only a little bit of time. You see, Noah, at that point in my life I didn’t have my priorities straight. I thought I did, but there always felt like somethin’ was missin’. I pushed your mom away, but she came running right to me, and the rest is history.” 
 
    “I don’t get what this has to do with me.” The story was nice to hear, especially since my dad was always a hard-ass, but it had nothing to do with me or Shalan. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. The way you look at her, the way you kept her a secret, that’s love. You can fight it all you want, but it’s for real, and it’s goin’ to rip out your heart if you let it.” 
 
    “I think I can handle my relationships.” 
 
    “Noah, I’m tellin’ you this because I’ve been in your shoes, son. This ranch ain’t for everyone to love. I get that. It takes a strong woman to want this kind of life, so if you think she’s worth it, and you’re willin’ to lose every fight from now until your last dyin’ day, you make sure she knows how you feel. Don’t let her slip away.” 
 
    “Why are you bein’ so nice to me? You don’t even know her.” 
 
    “Boy, how do you think my mother felt when I brought my cousin’s long-term girlfriend home with me to stay?” 
 
    I’d never even considered that she’d met my family before. “She probably thought you were hardheaded and that it was a terrible mistake.” 
 
    “Exactly. Does that remind you of someone?” 
 
    I smiled, finally understanding how alike we were. Though I hated to admit it, my dad had a point. My feelings weren’t about a time or a place. They didn’t have anything to do with how long we’d been seeing each other. There was something there that I’d never felt before, and if I didn’t make my move I could lose it forever. 
 
    I reached out for my dad’s hand. “Thanks for the talk.” 
 
    He placed both hands on mine. “Noah, I know I’m hard on you, but you’re my son and I just want you to have what I have. I’ve never regretted this life, and you kids. You’re the reason I wake up with a smile every day. Life means nothin’ to me if I don’t have my family, even the ones I’d love to trade in sometimes. Together we’re better.” 
 
    My dad walked back inside after our talk, and for the first time in as long as I could remember I felt closer to him. It felt like he really did know what I was going through.  
 
    Shalan came outside almost immediately after, and found me still standing on the porch. She put her hand into mine and leaned the other on the railing. Though I’d never seen her wearing the dress before, the white long flowing fabric looked beautiful against her naturally tanned skin. “It’s so quiet here, Noah.” 
 
    The sound of creatures was all that could be heard. Crickets sang in the background, while frogs were also very apparent. “I wouldn’t say it’s quiet.” 
 
    “I mean there’s no traffic horns, sirens, or people fighting in the streets. It’s peaceful.” 
 
    “So, you like it so far?” 
 
    “What’s not to like? It’s overwhelmingly huge, but still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I was talking about Kentucky, Shalan, not my dick.” 
 
    She slapped me. “You would say that. You’re so sick.” 
 
    “Now you’re rhyming.” 
 
    “I’m not going to talk to you if you keep it up.” 
 
    I rushed forward, throwing her over my shoulder. She kicked her feet and beat on my back, but I kept moving. Once she was on the golf cart, I drove us out by the old willow tree to show her something even more spectacular. 
 
    I didn’t have a blanket, so the grass was going to have to suffice. Shalan took my hand and let me guide her to where I wanted to sit. “It’s so dark out here. Aren’t you scared something is going to get us?” 
 
    “Nah. I’m bigger.” I sat down and she sat between my legs  with her head rested on my thigh. “Look up, beautiful.” 
 
    The sky, so full of stars, was the most breathtaking view each night at our ranch. I knew that she couldn’t see them this good in New York. “This is amazing, Noah.” 
 
    “Yeah, so are you.” 
 
    Her attention turned to me. “You’re different here.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s you that’s makin’ me different.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Are you trying to impress me, because you don’t have to try, Noah, I like you no matter what.” 
 
    “You like me?” For once I was starting to hate the word. 
 
    “Of course I do.” Shalan sat up and straddled me. I held her there, making sure she was as close to me as possible. She smelled like my soap, only reminding me that I’d washed her earlier.  
 
    “I’m not real good at this, so forgive me for bein’ blunt, but I don’t want you to like me, Shalan. I don’t want that at all.” 
 
    Her smile, noticeable against the pale moonlight, turned into a frown. “I don’t understand. I thought we -.” 
 
    I had to kiss her so I had time to think about what I wanted to say. She pulled away, looking more concerned than ever. “Noah, I-“ 
 
    I placed my finger over her lips and went for it. “I don’t want you to just like me, Shalan, I want you to love me.” Her eyes doubled in size as I released my finger from her lips. “Havin’ you here, feelin’ you close to me, I don’t want it to end.” 
 
    “Don’t do this right now, Noah. Please, I’m begging you. Just hold this conversation until I get things sorted out.” 
 
    Right then and there was when I knew she was going to break my heart, and what was about to come next would end it all. 
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                   Shalan 
 
      
 
    I’d gotten the call when I was helping his mother with dishes. Shelly rang me to offer me a spot on a tour of Europe with a popular country band, who had a back up singer quit on them. She’d explained that this was common, especially during long tours where people were away from their families. For me it was easy. The tour would last for two months, with breaks in between cities. I was so excited that I’d accepted immediately. This was my chance to travel the world, and sing my heart out. If I impressed the company enough, I could speed up the process on my own album.  
 
    There was just one problem standing in my way. 
 
    Noah. 
 
    Since I’d arrived at the ranch he’d been amazing. I fell in love with his family, and treasured the perfect life that they had together. It was a life that I’d only ever dreamed of having.  
 
    I’d planned on telling Noah my news when we left dinner, but then he took me out to see that beautiful sky, and I got lost in the moment. The only thing more exciting than a record label was being in Noah’s arms. I know the two have nothing to do with one another, but in my eyes it felt equally as fulfilling.  
 
    Everything was fine until he started talking. Then I knew that my decision was going to tear him apart. 
 
    We’d talked about this. He knew this could happen for me. This was why we didn’t do labels. It just sucked that the moment we took that leap I’d get the chance of a lifetime. 
 
    “What do you have to sort out, darlin’? I thought we established things earlier.” 
 
    His smile had dissipated and I could see that his hope was failing. “Can we go back to your place? There’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    “Tell me here. We’re all alone.” 
 
    “Please.” I needed the couple minutes it would take us to get back to decide how to tell him that I wasn’t staying. He’s planned our weekend out and I knew he was going to already be pissed. Now, on top of everything, I was going to be in another country for a long period of time. Shelly had told me on the phone that they didn’t just choose me for my singing. She said she needed someone they could count on to be gone for long periods of time. Since I told her I had no attachments, she assumed I was the perfect candidate.  
 
    Noah walked us back to the golf cart and we started driving back to his house. “You’re really not goin’ to talk to me until we get back?” 
 
    I wrapped my arm under his and nestled my head next to him. More than anything I wanted to tell him that I was in love with him. I’d known it for a while, but life got in the way. I was being selfish, I knew I was. Still, I couldn’t stop wanting to be with him. “It’s not about what you said in the field, Noah. I just need to tell you something important.” 
 
    He stopped the golf cart and turned toward me. “Are you pregnant?” 
 
    “What?” Shocked, I backed away. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “We don’t exactly use protection anymore. I just assumed.” 
 
    “I’m not pregnant, at least I wasn’t the last time I checked. It’s not that at all, I promise.” 
 
    It was strange seeing such concern in Noah’s eyes. He was truly a strong man, and I hated that I was hurting him. It made me want to pack my bags and run away, just to avoid seeing the look in his eyes when he found out.  
 
    We pulled up to the house, but we weren’t alone. A strange car was in the driveway. Bella was standing on the porch yelling at a blonde who stood in front of the steps.  
 
    “You need to leave, Perry. I ain’t goin’ to tell you again. If I come down there, I’m goin’ to kick your pretty little ass.”
“You can’t tell me what to do. Noah needs to talk to me. He can’t keep doing this.”  
 
    “Fuck my life,” Noah mumbled. “Stay here. It’s dark enough she won’t see you.” 
 
    I grabbed his arm. “That’s your ex?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    Noah approached the woman, and talked low so I couldn’t hear what he was saying. For someone that had been cheated on and lied to, it rubbed me the wrong way. After Bella went back inside, I was just sitting there not knowing what was being said. When I couldn’t take it anymore I climbed off the golf cart and headed for the house. I just wanted to start packing my things up to go home. This was the last thing I needed in my life.  
 
    I reached the porch when I heard her speaking louder. “That’s her? That’s who you’re fuckin’ now? Did you just come from the willow tree?” She turned her attention to me. “Let me guess, he took you to see the stars? You aren’t the first, darlin’.” She mocked Noah. 
 
    “Cut it out, Per.” 
 
    “No, I’m done here.” She pointed to me. “You can have him. All he’ll do is make you fall in love with him while he’s fucking your sister. Good luck with that.” 
 
    I felt like all of the food I’d consumed was going to come rushing back up. Before she got into her car, I was already running inside of the house. Bella said something as I passed her and made a beeline for the bathroom, locking the door so that he couldn’t come in after me. 
 
    Noah was a liar and a cheater, just like the rest of them. It was probably why he didn’t tell his family about me. He kept secrets and I couldn’t handle that, especially after my last relationship.  
 
    The knock  on the door startled me. “Shalan, let me in.” 
 
    “Go away, Noah. I don’t have anything nice to say to you.” 
 
    “Please. I can explain. I swear it. It’s not what you’re thinkin’, darlin’.” 
 
    I put my face against the door as I screamed, “I’m not your fucking darlin’. This thing between us is over. You can either call me a cab or drive me to the airport yourself. Right now I don’t even care. I just want to get the hell away from you.” 
 
    I looked in the mirror and saw the makeup running down my face. Up until this moment I hadn’t even noticed that I was crying.  
 
    “Shalan, please. I don’t want you to leave.” 
 
    After my face was free of makeup I took a few deep breaths and opened the door. Noah was standing there looking as if he’d lost his best friend. For a moment I felt sorry for him, until I remembered what had just happened. “Save your story for the next girl you bring around. I refuse to deal with men like you, Noah. I’m just done.” 
 
    He grabbed my arm and I snatched it back away from him. “Don’t you fucking touch me. Don’t you ever touch me again.” 
 
    “You don’t mean this.” He grabbed my bag before I could reach for it. “I know you don’t. Shalan, you love me. I can feel it when we’re together.” 
 
    “Your dick can’t sense love, Noah. Give me my bag and let me go.” 
 
    He stared at me for a second, as if I was going to breakdown and change my mind. Then the bag fell free. I opened it and shoved my dirty clothes inside, feeling the belt that I hadn’t yet given him. I pulled it out and threw it towards him. “Here’s something to remember me by.” 
 
    I don’t know why I thought it was smart to walk out the door and head for the gates. It would take me days to get to the airport on foot, and Noah knew it. I heard his truck start up before I’d made it a quarter of a ways down the lane. He rolled down the window as he pulled up beside me. “I didn’t tell you about her sister because I knew you’d get mad. It’s not like you think. I would never do that to you. You’re different.” 
 
    I turned to look at him. “Do you know how many times I’ve heard that, Noah? I’m different? Well, I don’t really care what I am, because you know what? I’m done. I’m done with you and every other man on the planet. I’m tired of secrets. All this time I thought I’d learned everything about you. We said no secrets, and you held a huge one from me. How could I ever love someone like you?” 
 
    Noah put the truck in park and flew out the door. He chased me a good ways before he caught me and held me from behind. “I’m not lettin’ go until you calm the hell down and listen to me. Nothin’ has to change. Perry is an overdramatic bitch. She said that thing about the stars to get you angry. It’s not a secret place that I take women to. My whole family goes up there to watch the stars. Ask Bella if you don’t believe me. I just wanted to take you somewhere quiet to talk to you, that’s all.” 
 
    “Even if that part is the truth, there are still lies. You kept me from your family, and you slept with your girlfriend’s sister. What kind of man does that? Did you really not think about what that would do to their relationship?” 
 
    I was crying again, just imagining having a sister and my boyfriend sleeping with her. I thought my best friend was bad, but that tops it all. 
 
    “She came on to me. We were drinkin’ and it happened. I can’t take it back. It’s why I ended things with Perry. I couldn’t live with what I did. You have to believe me, Shalan.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Noah. I just can’t.” Noah kissed the top of my head and finally let me go. I couldn’t look him in the eyes and show him how destroyed I felt. “Please, just take me to the airport. The sooner I’m home the better I’ll feel.” 
 
    Noah climbed into his truck and waited for me to get in. We drove the long trek in silence, and I said nothing as I hopped out and grabbed my bag. As I was walking away I could see the reflection of his truck in the glass door as I approached it. Noah had his head against the steering wheel like he was upset. Even if he was, it didn’t compare to the hurt I was feeling.  
 
    I sat alone in the airport all night long thinking about him. His touch, his smell, and the way he held me made it hurt so much worse. Noah had made me feel so good about myself. He’d given me hope when I thought I had nothing left. As much as I was mad at him, I felt devastated that this was our goodbye.  
 
    I would have liked to know what we could have been if the circumstances were different. I guessed now I never would. 
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                     Noah 
 
      
 
    How could things go from being so right to so damn wrong? 
 
    I sat in my truck for a long time wondering how this had all came to be. I had her right where I wanted her. I could taste our future, and in the blink of an eye it was all gone. Shalan wanted nothing to do with me, and I didn’t know how I was going to fix it. 
 
    After I left her several messages unanswered, I headed home. My cousin shot out of her seat and wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so sorry, cuz. I tried to get her ass to leave before you got back.” 
 
    “It ain’t your fault, Bells. It’s mine for not bein’ honest about a few things.” 
 
    Bella pulled away and looked me right in the eyes. I wasn’t in the mood to have her trying to figure out what was going on in my head. “You’re in love with that girl, Noah.  I can see it in your eyes. What the hell just happened?” 
 
    “I fucked up before I met her, and it’s somethin’ she’ll never be able to look past. My feelin’s don’t matter to her, not anymore. It’s over. It ain’t like it would have worked out anyway. I’m stuck on this fucking farm, and she’s got a fancy future ahead of her. Who would ever want to give up a chance to be famous to be here?” 
 
    Bells cocked her brow and shoved me. “Men are so stupid.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I watched her walk into the kitchen and grab a bottle of whiskey.  
 
    “Here. Drink this and you’ll be able to sleep tonight without thinkin’ about it.” 
 
    I shoved the bottle back into her hand. “No. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said sarcastically. “You look fine.” 
 
    “She’s just a girl. It was pussy. There’s plenty more where that came from.” I started to walk in the direction of my room, hoping that she’d shut up and leave it be. 
 
    “You keep tellin’ yourself that, but I know it’s not how you feel, Noah.” 
 
    A knock at the door made my stomach rattle. I rushed past my cousin to see if Shalan had somehow found her way back to me. That’s when I knew I was in bad shape. 
 
    My mother came in the kitchen. “Hey, Shalan forgot her sweater. I just found it tucked into the couch cushions. I thought she might need it in the morning in case it’s chilly.” 
 
    I grabbed the sweater and felt the fabric with my fingers. “She’s gone.” 
 
    “What? I thought she was staying until next week. We talked about her going to church with us in the morning and singing a song.” 
 
    I assumed she’d talked to my mother about church when they were cleaning up dinner. My cousin walked toward the kitchen door. “I’m just goin’ to go check on Gram and Lucy for a bit.” 
 
    My mother sat down and waited for me to do the same. “Noah, talk to me. I can tell something happened.” 
 
    This was probably where I should have told her everything was fine and it was my choice, but every single time I looked into my mom’s blue eyes I saw a woman that would give her own life for my happiness. She was my angel, and I couldn’t lie to her, especially about Shalan. “She’s gone.” 
 
    “Is this about the call she got when you were outside?” 
 
    “The call?” I shook my head. “She never mentioned it.” 
 
    My mom reached over and rubbed my arm. “Sweetie, I can tell you care a lot about her. Did you have a fight?” 
 
    I shrugged. “No. Not exactly. It was more like she had a revelation.” 
 
    “Noah, you can tell me anything. I’m not going to ever stop being your mother. You know that. We’ve been through enough for you to be able to trust that.” I had to stop looking into her eyes. She made me weak when I needed to be strong.  
 
    “I messed up with Perry. That’s where it all started. Things were alright between us. I mean, we were a good couple. When she went on that trip with her friends I went out and found her sister drunk. I tried to do the right thing by takin’ her home before she did somethin’ stupid. I meant well, I promise you I did.” 
 
    My mom covered her face with her hands. “Oh, Noah, tell me you didn’t sleep with her sister?” 
 
    I placed my palms up in the air. “It was a mistake, but it was one I couldn’t take back.” I looked away, knowing she was sitting in front of me judging the shit out of me. “I know you’re disappointed, because you didn’t raise me to be that kind of man.” 
 
    My mom had tears forming in her eyes. She nodded. “You’re right, you definitely know better, but-,” she paused for a minute. “We all make mistakes.” 
 
    “I tried to do the right thing with Perry after that. To spare her relationship with her sister, I ended things. I figured if I walked away then they could go on livin’ and bein’ sisters. I’d done enough harm.” I scratched my head and almost chuckled when I thought back to her sister walking in  blabbing that night. “Her sister came in during our breakup. I was mid-sentence and she thought I was confessin’ about us. Then she proceeded to stand there and apologize for sleepin’ with me.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” My mom kept her hands over her mouth. 
 
    “Nope.” I let out an air-filled laugh imagining my piss-poor luck. “How about that for Karma?” 
 
    “Noah, I’m sorry that happened the way it did, but I don’t understand how any of this has to do with Shalan.” 
 
    “The night I met her, after ruinin’ your anniversary party, I basically had to rescue her from a terrible situation. She’d caught her boyfriend that she lived with, and her best friend havin’ sex. Her opinion regardin’ cheatin’ was pretty clear, so as we got to know one another on our first trip to New York, I kept what I’d done from her. Then tonight, when we got back from dinner, Perry showed up and proceeded to let Shalan know that I’d slept with her sister, and that there was no end to who’d I’d cheat with. That was it. She packed her things and told me she never wanted to see me again. I don’t blame her, really I don’t. It just sucks, because I’m pretty sure she was the one. Before you say somethin’, I already know we couldn’t have ever worked out. Her life is out on the road, while mine is here. Even if I left, all my roads end up back here. I’m tired of fightin’ dad on that. It just sucks knowin’ she hates me. I would have been good to her.” 
 
    My mom sat there, I guess trying to figure out what to say to me. She rattled her nails on the tabletop. “I wish she knew you the way that I do. She’d know that one man’s mistake doesn’t represent who he’s going to become. We live and learn, Noah. I can see that you’re sorry for what you did, and it’s a shame that Shalan had to catch her boyfriend like that. I’ve been in her situation and know what that feels like. It takes a long time to get over that.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s over with. She’s done, and I’m in no position to change her mind.” 
 
    My mother meant well, but talking about it was only making me more upset. I needed to be alone, so I could figure out the best way to get her out of my head. With the exception of her last trip we’d been talking every day, sometimes more than once. She’d become part of my normal routine, and it was going to be hard to get through the day without worrying about her, or wondering what she was doing. I was going to miss her sweet voice like crazy, and even the way she could say something so mundane and have me begging for more. 
 
    “Sometimes when you love something you have to let it go.” 
 
    “That’s a dumb sayin’ someone made up to make a person feel better.” 
 
    “No. It’s the truth. If Shalan didn’t care deeply for you, she wouldn’t have left so upset. She’s hurt and she needs time to heal. Just let her know that you’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Mom, I appreciate this talk, but I’m not givin’ up my man-card anymore than I already have today. I’m not goin’ to beg her. It ain’t happenin’.” 
 
    She raised her brow. “Just like your father.” 
 
    “Whatever. I am who I am.” 
 
    She stood up and looked down at me. “Noah, sometimes it takes a man’s sensitivity to win back the woman he loves. The sooner you accept that, the better your life will be. I’ve never felt more in love with your father then the few times I’ve seen him cry. I know you say she’s moving on, but you’ve got this small window to make things right. Don’t wait until it’s too late for that.” She started to walk toward the door. “Oh, and about leaving the farm…It will be here when you get back, whenever that may be.” 
 
    She winked and left me sitting in the kitchen alone as she exited.  
 
    I just sat there for a while, thinking about the situation. Shalan didn’t trust me, and that hurt, but her writing me off was inconceivably hard. Even if she didn’t want to be with me, I at least needed her to know how I felt. She needed to know that I’d do anything to make it up to her. 
 
    An hour later, after a long shower to try to make myself feel better, I tried to call her. When she didn’t answer I just hung up, knowing a voicemail wasn’t going to help my case.  
 
    I sent her a message instead; one she could read whenever she was ready. 
 
      
 
    I’m already a mess without you, Shalan. Please call me so we can work this out. What happened was a terrible mistake. I’d never do that to you. - Noah 
 
    Two days went by before she responded. 
 
    How do you know that you’d never do that to me? I can’t trust you, and I feel like I don’t even know you. It’s best if we stop talking. It was fun, but I’ve got to focus on my career now. - Shalan 
 
    They weren’t the words that I wanted to hear. She was definitely done with me, and I hated knowing it. All of my feelings were a jumbled up mess. I wasn’t sleeping, and even my mother’s food couldn’t make me want to eat. This woman had me messed up in ways I never thought possible.  
 
    I knew it was going to be a mistake, but after waiting a whole day to respond, I sent her one last message figuring she wouldn’t reply.  
 
    I wish you the best with your career. I know you’ll be a star. You deserve happiness, and I hope you find it. I can’t wait to hear that beautiful voice on the radio. It’s going to happen for you. – Noah 
 
    Immediately she responded back. 
 
    Thank you. I’ll never forget how I got here, even if it didn’t go the way I wanted it to. I’m glad I met you, Noah Mitchell. Take care of yourself. - Shalan 
 
    I traced her words on my phone, knowing this was her final goodbye. It got me so upset that I had to go duck into a pole building to calm down. I didn’t want anyone seeing me so discombobulated over a woman. I’d never hear the end of it. 
 
    After a full days work I still wasn’t able to come to grips with Shalan’s goodbye. Once I got cleaned up I laid on my bed and thought about the way her skin felt to touch, and the way her smile always made me smile back. I thought about that voice of hers that got me every time.  
 
    Knowing that I had to make peace with the situation and move on with my life, I picked up my phone and did something I knew I’d probably come to regret.  
 
    I love you. – Noah 
 
    After hitting send I tossed my phone across the room and it shattered into pieces. Those three words were only going to piss her off, and at this point it wasn’t going to do me any good.  We’d met unexpectedly and ended the same way. I had to live with that now, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to change it. 
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                  Shalan 
 
    I had to stay focused, because it was the only way that I could handle losing Noah. His last message was a constant reminder of how much I wished things could have been different. I’d never set out to have him come into my life and save me from myself, but he had. I hadn’t been lying when I said I’d be forever grateful to him.  
 
    The next week went by so slowly. I’d packed and prepared for my big trip way too soon. Since my housing was only temporary, it wasn’t like I was leaving behind anything of value while I was gone. My stay there was only until my album was cut, and then I’d be on my own, making plenty of money to have means to find a place to stay.  
 
    On the day that we left for the tour, I felt overwhelmed with guilt about Noah. Even though I knew I couldn’t trust him, a part of me longed to be in his arms again. To be honest, it was the only place I’d ever felt completely safe.  
 
    My flight overseas was long, and for the most part I knew nobody that I was traveling with. I found myself having too much time on my hands to think about my life, and all of the decisions that had gotten me to this point.  
 
    I knew I was lucky. Who gets a record deal after performing karaoke at a hotel bar? It was insane, but for sure happening to me. As blessed as I felt, I couldn’t have gotten there without the one person I’d written off.  
 
    It hurt so much, and I cried until I couldn’t see straight too many times over it. 
 
    The only thing left to do was take my emotions and write. It helped me say goodbye to my mother, and it was going to help me get over Noah. After all, how could I have fallen for him so hard so soon? Sure plenty of time had passed, but I was certainly in love, knowing that no man had every gotten to me the way he had. 
 
    In the time it took us to fly from New York to England, I’d written two songs. I’d cried through parts of them, and smiled in others. In all of the songs that I’d ever written, I never felt such a pull when I read them over. I knew I’d never be able to sing them, because they were the only thing holding me together, and if I shared them with the world it would make me vulnerable. I’d overcome that part of me, and I was determined to never show it again. 
 
    Our time overseas lasted a whole extra month, and none of us knew who to blame for the late notice. Three months is a long time to be away from the only world I’d ever known. During the day we would travel, and at night we would perform, only having a few days of the week for ourselves. Mostly, I traveled with the rest of the backup singers and got to know them. Of course, they wanted to know my story and I refused to open up about it. This is my new life, and Noah, as well as everything else, was my past. 
 
    Things started to get better as the days went by, but there was never one that I hadn’t thought about Noah, his family, and their beautiful life that he’d never appreciated.  
 
    When our tour was over I was asked to continue after a months rest back in the states. I was over-the-moon excited for the opportunity and accepted without a second of thought.  
 
    Once I was home, settled into my apartment, and preparing for my first studio session it all came crashing down on me.  
 
    I’d received an email regarding the schedule of the cities that we would be performing in, and one was in Kentucky, near the airport that I’d flown into. Noah hadn’t really told me all of his favorite band names, but I knew he liked country music and wondered if he ever went to concerts. As quick as I had the idea to send him tickets, I shook off the idea knowing that I couldn’t reach out to him. We were over, and as much as a friendship would have made me feel better, I knew I’d always want more. 
 
    When I went to my session I sat down with the band and we went over melodies and brakes, practicing how we wanted to do the chorus until we all agreed it was perfect. Shelly had arranged for the music, and while she and her husband sat in the control room, looking down at all of my songs that they’d chosen, I knew this was do or die. I had to make an impression that would stand out.  
 
    We got through our first day with little problems. Five songs were in the bag and the next six were going to be just as easy. I’d practiced them for two months, and it helped that the music had already been added with the lyrics. All I had to do was memorize and make it my own.  
 
    On the third and final day Shelly got a call half-way in and asked if we could take a couple minutes to break until she got back. I stood around for a second, whispering the next song chorus to myself. Then I turned around and looked at the band. The box was empty and besides them, who’d heard me sing for the past three days, I was without an audience.  
 
    I closed my eyes and started thinking about Noah, and the words to one of my songs just started coming out. With my eyes still closed I heard the band beginning to play, giving me a rhythm to go off of. Every instrument added depth, and even more emotion to my lyrics, until suddenly I started to cry and couldn’t continue. When I opened my eyes Shelly was standing up in the control room staring at me with shocked eyes. 
 
    I ran out of the booth as fast as I could making it to the bathroom before I lost it. All of my hidden feelings had come out and attacked me at the very moment I needed to be at my strongest.  
 
    Shelly found me leaning against the sink wiping my eyes. “I’m sorry, Shelly. I just-.” She shushed me. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you something, Shalan, and you need to be honest with me.” 
 
    I shook my head, ready to answer any questions about the breakup I’d told no one about. 
 
    “Do you think once you calm down you could sing that song again?” 
 
    I was shocked. “What?” 
 
    “Those words, that song, it was beautiful. That song needs to be your first single.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. It can’t. There’s no way I could record it.” 
 
    “Shalan, honey I can see that song is dear to your heart, but people want to feel that emotion when you sing. Trust me, I deal with this every single day. I get that it’s hard for you, but I’m telling you right now, that is the song.” 
 
    When I wasn’t able to answer, Shelly hugged me again and left me to calm down on my own. I couldn’t believe that I’d let them hear the words I’d written Noah. It was such a mistake, but if it could be my first single, if I could make the charts, wasn’t it worth it? Wouldn’t Noah want me to go as far as I could? 
 
    It took me a while, but I walked out into the booth with a fresh face and half of a smile. I looked into the control room and gave Shelly a nod. “I’m ready for that song now.” 
 
    “Okay guys, that song you were working on, let’s work with that for a while. We need to change when the base comes in at first. I think Shalan should start without music, and then that third line you can come in strong.” Shelly announced as she winked at me. 
 
    This was my chance. Being a backup singer was an amazing opportunity, but this was my dream. I was doing this for my mother, and everyone out there that thought I’d amount to nothing.  It was for my brother, who’d never called me one time since I’d left town. It was for my father, who’d never been one to begin with. Lastly, it was for Noah, who got me to where I was now, even if it was by accident. 
 
    It was the hardest performance of my life, especially having to do it over and over again until we had enough recorded to piece it all together. 
 
    That night Shelly took me out to dinner to celebrate finishing all twelve tracks in three days. She said that it was rare and I was extremely talented. The feeling was overwhelming, and I broke down a couple times for different reasons. On our way home in the cab we passed the hotel where it all started. My mind went to Noah, and thankfully I was able to contain myself until I got inside of my apartment.  
 
    It wasn’t just that I missed him, or our beautiful time we spent together. I think I was just so anxious about my album and my life that I couldn’t take it all coming at me at the same time. 
 
    After grabbing a glass of wine, and curling up on the couch I stared at my phone. It had been months since I talked to Noah. For sure he’d moved on and forgotten all about those three last words he’d messaged me. Still, I just wanted to hear his voice. I needed to know he was out there somewhere. 
 
    So I called. 
 
    He answered on the first ring. “Shalan?” 
 
    His voice, that drawl, made me immediately begin to cry harder. 
 
    I couldn’t reply. I just hung up the phone without saying anything. I knew he could see it was me calling, but I still hung up anyway. 
 
    The phone rang at least ten times after that until I turned it off. I couldn’t talk to him and I knew why. I’d get lost in his voice and do whatever I could to see him. It would be a mistake that I couldn’t risk making. 
 
    I had to let him go forever, even if I didn’t know how. 
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                   Noah 
 
    I’d come to grips with things, and kept busy enough that it was now just a dull ache when I thought about her. At night her face was always the last person I pictured, but I was certain I’d never see her again. Shalan was gone, and she was much better off. 
 
      
 
    Then, after three months I got that late night call. I’d been lying in my bed trying to fall asleep and my phone rang. I could hear her crying, but she wouldn’t speak. After she hung up I tried to call. If she was in trouble I would have found her and been with her in a heartbeat.  
 
    I waited days for a call  back, but never got one. Those days turned into weeks and then months.  
 
    In that time my cousin and I had gone out a few times on the weekends. She was a good companion, because people just assumed we were a couple. When annoying men or women peaked an interest, we’d talk closer to each other, or I’d put my arm around her, making it look like we were an item. We thought it was funny, and honestly it wasn’t anything we hadn’t done before.  
 
    My cousin especially was always a one man kind of woman. When she was in college and came to visit me, I’d always have to pretend she was my girlfriend so guys wouldn’t bother hitting on her.  
 
    Bells wasn’t just my plus one though. She was there for me, even more than my mom could be. She was my go-to, who knew every detail about my past. In the months she’d been living with me, I’d confided in her, as she’d done the same to me. In all of my life she’d been that one person that always had my back, and I loved her for it.  
 
    Still, Bells could get annoying when I didn’t live my life the way she wanted me to. Often she’d tell me what I was doing wrong, and become so pushy that I had to get away from her. 
 
    It had been six months since she’d walked out of my life. I remember it because it was the day that my heart shattered into pieces. My dad had finally come around and decided that it was time to give me more control over the ranch. I’m sure my mom was tired of me moping, but at the same time, I was ready for the challenge. 
 
    With him out of the picture for most of the day-to-day jobs, I felt that pent up anger going away. I also realized that the ranch was where I belonged. I knew it like the back of my hand, and my dad had instilled everything he knew in me since I was three years old.  
 
    I’d become grateful, and for that our relationship changed.  
 
    My mom was just happy that we could be in the same room with each other and talk shop without it becoming a world war.  
 
    On that night, exactly six months after my heart had been torn to pieces, and I’d written off women, my dad stopped by my place unannounced. He didn’t knock before he came walking inside.  
 
    “What’s up, dad? I have my phone on. You could have called.” 
 
    “Your mom sent me. We got some tickets from a friend to see that band your mother likes. You know the one with the guy and girl singer?” 
 
    “I don’t pay attention to what she likes.” 
 
    “Anyway, we’ve got four. She wants you and Bella to go with us.” 
 
    I sat up in the recliner and leaned my elbows on my knees. “Seriously? A concert with you two old folks. It sounds like a terrible time.” 
 
    My dad took off his John Deere ball cap and threw it at me. “We ain’t old. Your mother and I can party like you kids any day of the week.” 
 
    “What do I have to do to get out of this?” I was willing to do anything. 
 
    Bella came walking out of her bedroom. She had ear buds in, and was startled to see my dad in the living room, bent over to pick up his hat. “Hey, uncle Colt. I didn’t know you were here.” 
 
    “I came to ask you two to come to a concert with us tonight. It’s that band your aunt likes with the two singers.” 
 
    Bella laughed. “Oh my gosh, seriously? The one that sings that song about fishing in the pond with the mosquitos?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah.” Turning his attention all to me. “See, she knows.” 
 
    “Whatever.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Noah, we’re totally going. Come on. Get your butt up and get ready.” 
 
    “It starts at eight, so we should leave here in about an hour. I’ll just give you the tickets when we get there. I think your mom stuck them in her purse.” My dad left without waiting to hear me agree to go. I was outnumbered. 
 
    “Thanks a lot, cuz.” 
 
    “Shut up and get ready. You need a night out. It’s a concert. You used to love going to them.” 
 
    I stood up and stretched. “Yeah, without my parents. I won’t even be able to drink a few beers without them givin’ me dirty looks. This night is goin’ to suck. Mark my word.” 
 
    “Just get ready. Hey, do you think I should wear my boots? You should wear your cowboy hat.” 
 
    I walked into my room ignoring the fact that she was even trying to dress me. She was worse than a wife. 
 
    An hour later my parents were picking us up. My dad was wearing a damn cowboy hat, and my mother was smitten over him already. I knew they were still so in love, but it grossed me out all the same.  My cousin hopped in the truck after me, still trying to slide on her other boot.  
 
    The drive there consisted of Bella and my mother going over the lyrics to every song that this band sang. By the time we pulled into a parking spot I even knew them. My dad was quiet when we walked up to the gates. My mom handed the person our tickets and he let us all in, after stamping our hands and giving us backstage lanyards.  
 
    The night couldn’t get any worse. Not only were they dragging me to a concert with them, but I had to watch my mom and Bells fan-girl over some band afterwards.  
 
    Front row. How could my dad have not mentioned that the tickets were at the very front against the stage? The sold out crowd left for little room to stand straight, and my mother and cousin jumping up and down with excitement made the atmosphere even more unbearable.  
 
    An announcer finally came onto the stage when the first opening band was about to come on. Since I had no idea who was performing, I decide it was a good time to grab a couple beers. My dad went with me, eager to get some breathing room himself.  
 
    “It’s crowded,” he said once we got in line. 
 
    “Yeah. Why’d I let you talk me into this.” 
 
    “You’ll have a good time, Noah. Just get a beer and ignore your mom. She doesn’t get out much like this. I think having you here means a lot to her.” 
 
    He was right, and I knew I needed to stop complaining. I had my family and my health. I’d been in a six month rut and needed to wake up and realize that the only person in control of my future was myself.  
 
    I looked around the lines of people to see if I spotted any single females. It was time to get my game back on, even if I had to push myself to do it. Just as my eyes had finished coasting the first line, I heard something over the intercom that froze me in place. 
 
    “Thanks for having me here tonight. I’m a little nervous because it’s my first time opening up.” The crowds of people started screaming, and my heart began to beat a million miles a minute. I looked at my dad who was only smiling, as if he knew what I was thinking.  
 
    I handed him a twenty and ran back towards our seats. I had to know. I had to see. 
 
    “I’m going to start tonight off with a song dear to my heart. It’s my single off of my new album, titled, Broken Love Darlin’.” She looked down at the stage and closed her eyes. “Noah, if you’re out there tonight listening, this is for you.” 
 
    In the moment that I saw her standing on that stage the crowds of people surrounding me disappeared. I ran my hands through my hair and thought about jumping up there and having her in my arms again. She was so close to me, and I wondered if she knew I was out in the crowd, hearing her sing again.  
 
    She started without any background music. 
 
    It’s been six days since I felt your kiss 
 
    Sweet bliss. 
 
    You gave me nothing but my dreams come true 
 
    I owe you. 
 
    Your touch keeps on haunting me, 
 
    I need your arms again holding thee. 
 
    I’ve tried to let you go, 
 
    but there’s just something that keeps on telling me no. 
 
     Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
    I wish there was a way to make things right. 
 
    I think I’m dying deep inside. 
 
    I need those arms to hold me tight. 
 
    Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
    I can’t ever forget. 
 
    It’s my biggest regret. 
 
    There’s no future… unless you’re in it. 
 
    In front of all those people, my parents and cousin included, I felt my eyes watering up. She was singing her song to me, and my body went numb. Words could not begin to describe what it felt like knowing that the words were written about me. She didn’t owe me, I owed her, for showing me what love felt like. 
 
    I stared up at that stage praying to God that she’d find me out of all those faces staring back at her. 
 
    It’s been six months since I felt your kiss 
 
    Sweet bliss. 
 
    Now my dreams are all coming true 
 
    I still owe you. 
 
    Your touch still haunts me, 
 
    I need those arms to once more hold thee. 
 
    I’ve finally let you go, 
 
    but there’s just something that keeps on telling me no. 
 
    Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
    I wish there was a way to make things right. 
 
    I think I’ve already died deep inside. 
 
    I need you back to hold me tight. 
 
    Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
    I will never forget. 
 
    It’s my biggest regret. 
 
    There’s no future… unless you’re in it. 
 
    Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
      
 
    It’s been six years since I felt that kiss 
 
    Sweet bliss. 
 
    I thought my dreams had all come true, 
 
    But they’re nothing without you. 
 
    Your touch will always haunt me, 
 
    I wish I could feel what your arms felt like to hold thee. 
 
    I’ve tried so hard to let you go, 
 
    but there’s still something that keeps on telling me no. 
 
    Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
    I wish there was a way to make things right. 
 
    I think I’m dead deep inside. 
 
    I want you back to hold me tight. 
 
    Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
    I will never forget. 
 
    You are my biggest regret. 
 
    I don’t want a future… unless you’re in it. 
 
      
 
    It’s my Broken Love Darlin’. 
 
    I Love You, Darlin’. 
 
      
 
    Finally as the song finished, like she knew where I was all along, her eyes met mine. Her smiled never wavered as she went into the next tune, but her eyes never left mine.  
 
    Bella grabbed my arm and started shaking me. “Noah, can you believe it? I think your parents knew. They watched you that whole time. Oh my god this is crazy. She’s freaking on stage singin’ to you. TO YOU! Holy shit!” 
 
    I heard my cousin, but I couldn’t respond. My heart was so full that I didn’t want to move. Life stood still. 
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                   Shalan 
 
      
 
    My decision wasn’t easy. I knew what I was risking. Being fully aware that he could have already moved on, I still made that call.  
 
    I had to. 
 
    I couldn’t look in the mirror every single day and wonder if I’d made the biggest mistake of my life. What if I was different? What if he never would have hurt me? Did I just walk away from something people wait their whole lives for? 
 
    Every single time I had to sing that song I thought of what could have been. I was tired of wondering. Being alone wasn’t a life, not one for me, not when I knew how good it felt to be loved. 
 
    My six months probationary period was over in my contract, and it was time for me to get my own place. I could live anywhere I wanted to, so I knew the deciding factor was going to fall on my plan. If it worked out, I’d be with Noah. If it didn’t, I’d find somewhere to call home, and do my best at being happy with what I had. 
 
    His mother was very kind when I contacted her. I don’t know what I expected. I guess knowing how much I hurt her son I figured she’d hate me. Instead she offered to do whatever it took. Since I already knew I had to perform the song, it was just a matter of getting him there to hear it.  
 
    The rest would be up to him. 
 
    Noah would decide if I could have another chance. He’d decide if we could make it work. 
 
    In the six months that we’d been apart I’d done a lot of soul searching. My single was set to drop in another week, and as nervous as I was about showing the world my talent, I longed for stability. The traveling was hard on me, maybe because I’d never done it when I was a child. Unfamiliar places made me uneasy, and even though I had friends in the business, they never made me feel whole. 
 
    I needed Noah, because no one had ever made me feel so complete. 
 
    Right before the show my nerves got the best of me. My hands started tingling and I felt as if I was going to pass out as soon as I walked out on the stage. Since I’d given them the tickets I’d memorized where I shouldn’t look until I was fully prepared to see him again, after so long. 
 
    I’d waited for what felt like forever, and I had to peek. I had to see those green eyes looking up at me, telling me whether this was the worst mistake of my life, or the beginning of my future. 
 
    God, he was still such a beautiful man.  
 
    It was difficult to get through my next few songs without sitting down the mic and running into his waiting arms. When I finally finished, I noticed he was gone. Fear swept over me and I wondered if at some point I’d made him angry. Did he hate me for waiting so long? His mother had told me that he hadn’t moved on, so I knew there wasn’t anyone else. 
 
    I rushed through all of the people congratulating me on my performance, desperately searching for that one man that would repair my soul. Just when I’d given up hope that he was back there, I spotted his mother and father. Then there, sitting on a bench with his head looking down, I spotted him.  
 
    I froze.  
 
    His mother leaned down, and the next thing I knew he was turning in my direction, standing up and taking his first step toward me. I wanted to run, but I kept my composure and matched his strides. We met, face to face with so much to say to each other.  
 
    “I’m so glad you came.” He was so much taller than me, even with my heels on. 
 
    “What am I doin’ here, Shalan? Was that song about us? Did you write that to try to get me back?” His eyes were so serious. My face changed from excited to afraid. These weren’t  the questions that I expected. This wasn’t how I saw it all working out. 
 
    “Well, yes. Sort of.” 
 
    He let out an air-filled laugh. “Do you have any idea how hard it’s been gettin’ over you?” 
 
    “Noah, I-.” 
 
    “You what? After six months you thought you could just walk back into my life and I’d be alright with that?” 
 
    My eyes felt hot as the tears began to fall. “I’m so sorry, but yes. I was so stupid.” 
 
    I turned around to run away, so embarrassed that I’d made a fool out of myself. 
 
    “No you’re not.” He grabbed my arm and swung me back around. “It took you long enough.” 
 
    I thought I misheard him. “What?” 
 
    He laughed. “I said, it took you long enough.” 
 
    Noah pulled me closer and our lips met, finally after so long. He lifted me up into his arms mid kiss, ignoring the fact that we had an audience. Nothing mattered except what we were both feeling. Just like he’d always done, I felt complete, and I knew it was right. 
 
    Noah’s parents and Bella decided to stay for the rest of the concert, while we left immediately after that. The cab fair to his house was nothing to either of us, for a chance to be alone. We never let go of each other the whole ride, even to catch our breath after long amounts of intense kisses. 
 
    Noah paid the cab driver and as soon as he was on his way, he picked me up and carried me inside of his house. We made it to the bed before he let me down. “Tell me again.” 
 
    I giggled. I’d said it already on our walk to catch the cab, and several times while in the car. “I love you.” 
 
    “Damn, that has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “It better. It’s taking me months to practice it.” 
 
    Noah and I sat up, slowly brushing our mouths together again. I couldn’t get enough of him, and how just little things made me feel. He tugged on my dress and finally got it over my head. Within seconds his shirt was gone and I ran my hands over his hard, bare chest. “Tell me how this is goin’ to work, again.” 
 
    I continued to place pecks over his lips as I spoke and unhooked my bra. “The tours run four days a week for the next three months. Most of the cities are on the east coast, so I can catch a flight same day if I need to.” 
 
    “And on weekends I can come with you,” He added as he kissed the inside of my shoulder. 
 
    “Exactly,” I closed my eyes and savored the way his lips felt as they slid over my skin toward my breast. “Then once the tour’s done I’ll be off for a while to work on new material.” 
 
    He licked my already hardened nipple. “We’ll make it work.” 
 
    My head fell back when his touch became overwhelming. “Yes,” I purred. 
 
    Noah stopped what he was doing and looked up into my eyes. I felt scared seeing him like that. “You’re sure you want to live here?” 
 
    “I’m very sure.” 
 
    “And you’re not goin’ to wake up one day and tell me to take you to the airport?” He was still struggling with the idea of having me back. It only reminded me how important I was to him. 
 
    “Not unless you really piss me off,” I teased. 
 
    “I love it when you threaten me. It makes my dick hard.” 
 
    “I think we can do something about that.” I reached down his pants and took a hold of his warm, hard erection. I’d thought about him when I was alone in my bed at night. I’d imagined him being inside of me, bringing me both pain and pleasure at the same time. I’d longed for this reconnect, in hopes that it would happen. 
 
    I’d forgiven his wrongdoings, and gotten past my own. We had a fresh start, a clean slate, to rewrite what had gone wrong. I wasn’t going to ruin it, and I knew Noah wouldn’t either. 
 
    Noah didn’t take his time ripping off my panties, nor did he hesitate when I unfastened the belt that I’d bought for him. Though I did smile when I noticed he was wearing it. Once we were naked in his bed, he hovered over me, taking me in like it was our first time together. He ran his hand between my breasts and watched himself doing it.  I spread my legs when he made his way past my belly button. One finger slid in between my lips, rubbing over my sensitive clit. I jumped, having gone so long without being touched by another. I started moving my hand over his shaft again, working him with the same pace his fingers were going. Noah stopped what he was doing and scrunched up his face. “You’re goin’ to have to stop that. It’s been too long for me, darlin’. I need to be inside of you.” 
 
    “Darlin’,” I mocked. 
 
    “I forgot you hate that.” 
 
    “I’ve never missed being called a name so much in my life.” 
 
    “Good, because I didn’t plan on stoppin’.” We kissed tenderly with so much feeling. “I love you, darlin’.” 
 
    When I heard that I started to giggle. I’d sang those words so many times practicing. Hearing them from the man who’d been the inspiration to that song seemed so unreal. I couldn’t get over the fact that I was in his bed again, planning our future, as if no time had passed. We had a ton to sort through, but we could do it together. If things didn’t work out for us it wouldn’t be because we didn’t try. I was going to give Noah my all, and if my career got in the way, I’d give it up in a heartbeat to make it right. He might not have known it, but he was my dream come true, and I knew my mother had given him to me. She was out there, watching me, and leading me in the right direction. 
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                   Noah 
 
      
 
    Six months later 
 
    I could hear the roosters sounding, but I couldn’t get out of bed. There was a naked body on top of me that I refused to wake up. She’d been on the road for the past week, and after her travels home, and making love all night long, she was exhausted. 
 
    Then my cousin came barging into the room without knocking. “Guys, geesh, do you ever wear clothes?” 
 
    “This is our room, you know?” I said as I pulled the covers over Shalan. 
 
    “I just checked the charts. Guess what?” 
 
    I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes while I spoke, and felt Shalan moving over to the side. “What?” 
 
    “Broken Love Darlin’ is number one.” 
 
    The room filled with screams and suddenly my already filled bed had another body in it. Bella jumped on and wrapped her arms around Shalan as they both began to wail in excitement. “Oh.My.God.Number.One.” 
 
    They rocked back and forth repeating it over and over again. 
 
    Not paying my cousin any mind, I climbed out of the bed, naked, and walked to the bathroom. She could only see my ass for a second, but that didn’t stop her from making a comment. “Eww. You need to shave. The next time I see that hairy ass I’m callin’ the zoo to come groom you.” 
 
    They went back to screaming while I emptied my bladder. After wrapping a towel around my body, I walked out and stood over my bed. “Am I allowed to celebrate with my girlfriend now, or are you just going to stay in bed and watch us?” 
 
    She hopped up. “Sick. I’m out of here. Hurry up, though. We need to tell your parents before they hear it on the radio.” 
 
    For weeks we’d been following the Billboard charts, hoping and praying that her song would get farther down. Never in a million years did any of us, especially Shalan, think she’d make it to number one. By the time Bells left the room her screams had turned into tears. “I’m sorry I’m crying. I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “It’s amazin’, darlin’. You deserve this. I’m so proud of you.” She’d been so busy, promoting and performing and now it was all worth it. I wiped away her tears. “Don’t cry.” 
 
    “I just never thought I’d be this happy, Noah. It’s not even all about the number one. It’s you. It’s this life we have. I know it’s hard when I’m away, but knowing that I have this home to come home to makes it all worth it. I wouldn’t be where I am without you.” 
 
    “This calls for a celebration. What do you say to Mama Savanna’s pancakes,” I kissed her on the lips. “With bacon and potatoes, and hot coffee?” 
 
    Shalan smiled and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck. “There’s only one thing that sounds better than that.” 
 
    I knew what it was, even before she said it. 
 
    “Sex in the shower?” 
 
    I stood up, letting the towel fall, and held out my hand. Shalan was easy to pull out of bed. She followed me into the bathroom and we closed the door behind us.  Once the water was at the right temperature, we both climbed in. I was gentle washing Shalan’s hair, while she brushed her teeth. It was funny how used to be couple we were. Being with her when she did every day things was never going to get old with me. It was the times like this that I treasured the most. People could buy tickets to hear her sing. They could read about her life on a Kentucky ranch, and how her boyfriend raised cattle, but they’d never know her; not like I did. 
 
    She was mine, and I hers. Nothing could take that away from us, not money, not fame, and certainly not another person.  
 
    Shalan took her toothbrush and rinsed it before sticking mine into my mouth. “I need some kisses without the morning breath.” 
 
    I brushed my teeth and watched as she lathered up her hands and started washing me, from my neck all the way down to my feet. While she was on her knees, she took a handful of me and giggled before taking me into her mouth. I leaned back against the shower and let her work her lips for a bit. Knowing that a blow job was never going to be enough, I grabbed her hair and lifted until she let go. I kept her hair in my hands as I leaned in and kissed her hungrily. 
 
    Her arms wrapped around my back and her breasts smacked into my chest. I turned her around after we pulled away and pushed on her back, causing her to bend over. My hands covered the circumference of her wet ass as I gripped both cheeks. I played with her opening, teasing her with the tip of my dick. Shalan moved her ass just enough to let me know she was ready. Her tight pussy accepted all of me, and with little effort I maintained a rhythm.  She held onto the faucet as we smacked together and then pulled apart. I watched my cock going in and out of her. A sensation started deep inside and traveled down my shaft. We’d spent the last night making up for lost time, so this was just an added bonus. My hands held her hips firmly as I rammed into her even harder than before. Shalan cried out at the same time as me, my body filling her with my release.  
 
    Once I was able to move, I swung her around and pulled her in for a kiss. She responded eagerly, running her hands down my chest as our tongues meshed together. I knew what she wanted and I was happy to oblige. This day was for celebration, and I wasn’t about to leave any stone unturned. I reached down between her legs, feeling the remnants of my load. Using it as a resource, I rubbed on her clit, applying just enough force to make her knees immediately buckle. Shalan dug into the skin on my waist as she cried out in ecstasy. Afterwards she brought her lips to meet mine. “Good morning, cowboy.” 
 
    We both laughed. “Yeah, it sure is.” 
 
    Celebrations in the Mitchell family were never small ordeals. From the moment that my mother found out about Shalan the whole family knew about it. By the time breakfast had ended Bells, my gram, my other grandparents and my mom had planned a huge party, where everyone was going to come to town and show their support.  
 
    Shalan was taken back by the way my family had accepted her, and even more amazed with how we all stayed so close. I literally had both sets of grandparents within a mile from the house. The ranch was becoming more like a private community than a family farm. I think in some ways we were the first family she’d ever had, since her mother had been sick when she was so young. We were a lot to take in, but she’d done great. From the moment she’d met them all during our first holiday together, she’d fit in. I couldn’t have felt more pleased. 
 
    A celebration was a good time for us, but I was going to make it even more special. With all of her traveling around, and being in the spotlight, Shalan was missing something. I wasn’t insecure, but I knew I’d feel a hell of a lot better if she was wearing a ring on her finger. I wasn’t in any rush to get married, but I was certainly alright with being engaged.  
 
    I was so nervous the night of the party. The whole family had been getting on my nerves all day making a fuss out of every little detail they wanted done. Shalan wasn’t allowed to help decorate, nor was she allowed to come into the party until everyone was there. All of our houses were full of guests, even my younger cousins that I would have loved to have left out. With so many people around, all of them family, I knew it was now or never.  
 
    Shalan was waiting on the porch of our house when I pulled up on the golf cart to get her. She was wearing this white dress, that we’d purchased in Texas a few months back. Her hair blew in the wind, and she looked stunning. “Hey, beautiful. You need a ride?” 
 
    She walked over, climbing on quickly. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    I got halfway to my gram’s house before stopping and turning toward her. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Do what?” Of course she had no clue was I was talking about. 
 
    “I need to ask you somethin’, right here and right now.” 
 
    “Okay.” She giggled and looked around. “Why here?” 
 
    We were in this small patch of woods, completely alone. “Because. Just come with me.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and led her into the woods, having her sit down an a fallen tree. “I was going to ask you this later, but –.” 
 
    “Ask me what? Is it about the party?” 
 
    I got down on my knee and her eyes got huge. “Shalan, I ain’t sayin’ right now, but someday will you be my wife, darlin’?” 
 
    She started to answer but I cut her off. “Even if you say no, will you at least wear the ring, so the whole world knows you’re taken?” 
 
    Shalan giggled. “Are you going to open the ring box, or do I not get to see it unless I answer yes?” 
 
    I laughed and noticed that I hadn’t even opened the box. “Oh shit.”  
 
    I went to lift it and Shalan put her hands over it. “Wait. Either way my answer is yes. Yes, I will wear the ring, and yes I’ll be your wife, whenever we both feel ready.” 
 
    I kissed her so quickly that she almost lost her balance and fell into the fallen leaves. We both laughed as I held her close. “Sorry, I got a little excited.” 
 
    She grabbed my face and pulled me in for another kiss. “You never have to worry about the world Noah. My life is here with you.” 
 
    I stood up and reached out for her hand. She cleared her throat. “Are you ever going to show me the ring I’m supposed to be wearing?” 
 
    I stood in my tracks and handed her the box. “You got me all messed up, woman. Here, you open it.” 
 
    Bells had helped me pick it out, and after more money than I cared to admit spending, I watched my girlfriend gasping in shock. “Oh my God. It’s huge.” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” I teased. 
 
    She pushed me. “You know what I’m talking about. Noah, you didn’t have to. I would have been fine with anything you bought me.” 
 
    “I wanted you to have the best. Besides, ain’t nobody goin’ to overlook that on any red carpet.” 
 
    Shalan rolled her eyes. “You do realize that when I have red carpet events your ass will be in a tux escorting me?” 
 
    I frowned thinking about getting dressed up. “Is that what I’m signed on for?” I grabbed the box. “Here, let me take that back.” 
 
    She snatched it away from me and put the ring on her finger. “You’re never getting it back now.” 
 
    I stopped fighting and grabbed both of her arms. Her smile went away as I pulled her closer to me. “Fine, I’ll wear the tux, but only if you put out after every event.” 
 
    I leaned in to kiss her again as she began to laugh. “Deal,” she said mid-kiss. 
 
    With the family expecting us, I was content on spending the whole night hidden in the woods with Shalan.  
 
    Until my phone started to ring. 
 
    She grabbed it out of my pants pocket and answered, “We’re on our way.” 
 
    I chased her out of the woods and onto the golf cart. Once we were driving again, she rested her head on my shoulder and held up her hand. “I wonder if they’ll notice?” 
 
    “Well, bein’ that your ring cost more than my dad’s new tractor, I’d say they’ll notice.” 
 
    The idea of my dad’s reaction wasn’t the highest on my list. I was going to get a lecture, whether it was right away, or after he’d had weeks to let it simmer. My frugal dad wasn’t too keen on money being spent in vain. 
 
    “I don’t have to keep this ring, Noah. We can get something smaller.” 
 
    “Woman, I had to sell my left nut for that ring. You’re keepin’ it.” 
 
    “I saw your left nut this morning, you big fat liar.” She started to laugh and shake her head. “You’re not going to tell anyone are you?” She knew me too well. 
 
    I chuckled. “Nope.” 
 
    She put her foot onto the brake pedal. “Did you ask me in the woods because they think it’s going to happen at the party? Did you do this so you didn’t have to do it in front of everyone?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I pressed on the gas and we started moving again. In just a few short minutes we were out front of my gram’s house. “You ready, darlin’?” I asked as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Shalan hopped off the golf cart and walked into the house, not waiting for me. I followed behind her, knowing she was up to something. Sure enough, she waved her hands around. “We’re here.” She turned to flash me a smile. “And we’re engaged.” 
 
    I placed my hand on the small of her back and leaned in toward her ear. “Now they’re not goin’ to leave us alone.” 
 
    She laughed as the family approached to congratulate the both of us. “Think of this as practice for the red carpet. We have an event in two weeks, darlin’.” 
 
    Of course we did. “Can’t wait.” I winked and waited to be bombarded with hugs. This was my life, and for some amazing reason, she wanted to be a part of it. I looked over to see that smile and realized that I’d wear a monkey suit, and do anything she asked, just to be able to see that everyday.  
 
    No longer did I feel like I needed to leave the ranch to find happiness, because I already had more than any man could ever ask for. I turned to find my dad in the crowd of family members. Next to my uncles, he stood, nodding his head in approval. At the end of the day I never thought I’d care what he thought, but I had been very wrong. I’d become the man he’d always wanted me to be. I’d accepted my birthright, and the fact that there was nothing out there in the world that could bring me more joy than the people in this room could.  
 
    That there is my happy ending. 
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    Chapter 1  
 
    Isabella  
 
    I rushed out of the room, trying to get away from his constant badgering. “You don’t know what it’s like, Noah.”  
 
    Arguing with my cousin was getting me nowhere fast. He couldn’t fathom that my heart was broken, and that sometimes I felt like moving to Kentucky had been a huge mistake, because it had forced me to walk away from Tate. There was a time when he was my everything, my reason for existing, and my future husband. Sure, I missed my immediate family, but it didn’t compare to the constant ache that I experienced from losing my ex. Yes, he’d cheated on me, several times in fact, but I still loved him. That’s why it hurt so much to hear my cousin constantly degrading him. Didn’t we all make mistakes? Shouldn’t we be able to change without judgment? He of all people had no room to talk.  
 
    Noah got up in my face, shouting like he always did. “The hell I don’t. You sit there sulkin’ about that prick every damn night. I know you’re still talkin’ to him, Bells. What I don’t get is why you can’t see that he’s a piece of shit. He treated you like dirt, and you refuse to admit it.” He turned away, backing up and shaking his head in disappointment.  
 
    I took two steps toward him, so that I could jab him in the chest with my finger as I replied. “Stop actin’ like you know what’s best for me. I’m a grown damn woman. If I tell you that  
 
    I’m fine, then leave it be. God, you can be so annoyin’. You ain’t my daddy, and you sure as shit ain’t my keeper.”  
 
    He lifted his hands to sit on my shoulders, looked down and peered into my eyes. I could already see the worry in his stare. Noah wasn’t trying to make me hate him. His determination was built on months of doing everything in his power to make me see that Tate was no good for me. “Bells, look at me. Have I ever given you bad advice? Have I ever steered you in the wrong direction?”  
 
    “No.” I turned away so that he couldn’t see the agony on my face. He was right and I was wrong. What else was new?  
 
    “Look, cuz, I love you. Shalan and I like you livin’ here in Kentucky at the ranch, but I’ll be damned if I sit around watchin’ you make this kind of mistake again. The last time this shit happened I was rescuin’ you in some flea-bag motel. Please, for the sake of your livelihood, sever ties with that fool for good. I promise you that there’s someone out there that’s better for you. There’s someone that will appreciate you.”  
 
    I darted for my room in an attempt to end the conversation, huffing and puffing with no means to otherwise defend myself. He didn’t know what I was going through. How could he, when all Noah had ever known was to control his own relationships? He’d never been on my side of the situation, or experienced heartache. Hell, he was engaged to a famous country singer that practically worshipped the ground he walked on. Not all of us could be that lucky.  
 
    After it slammed in his face, Noah beat on my door, trying to get me to talk as if we were still teenagers arguing over some immature object. I buried my head in my pillow and put my ear buds in, so that I couldn’t hear him any longer. The vibration against my leg let me know that I had a new text message. My heartbeat became rapid as I pulled out my phone eagerly hoping it was Tate.  
 
    I opened the message to see that it was from my dad. My trip home was only a day away, and for the first time in a long time, I wanted to be there.  
 
    One more day until you get to smell your mother’s farts. I bet you can’t wait. Love: Best Dad on Earth  
 
    I laugh at his humor. My dad was a silly man. While everyone in my life called me Isabella, Bella, or Bells, he’d called me Izzy. He always had and he always would. It was just something that made our bond so special. I can’t wait, Dad. Love you too. – Iz  
 
    Don’t forget to pack underwear and deodorant, as we’ve stopped using both here on account of saving the environment. – Dad  
 
    I refuse to come home if you’re free-balling. That’s where I draw the line, Dad. - Iz  
 
    Honey, I’ve been free-balling since before you were born. It’s your mom that’s made the change. She loves letting it all air out. – Dad  
 
    My father’s sick sense of humor actually made me feel better. Believe it or not, after being raised by the constant jokester, it was comforting hearing his banter. My dad had this thing about making me smile. Even in my darkest of times, he would find ways to make it happen. I loved him for it, too. Throughout my life, he’d been my constant rock.  
 
    I thought back to the day I discovered that he wasn’t my biological father. I’d never felt such heartache as I had in that moment. He’d been my everything, since the day I was born. In fact, he’d helped deliver me in the back of my aunt Van’s car. Of course, I was too young to remember that day, but I’ve been told that from the moment I came out of the womb I’d been wrapped around my daddy’s finger. I didn’t care what a blood test showed, even though he’d adopted me, he was my one and only father, and I was a Mitchell in every way that counted.  
 
    I may have just thrown up in my mouth. – Iz  
 
    Better eat light before you come then. – Dad  
 
    Having a comedian for a dad wasn’t the only perk to being the daughter of Tyler Mitchell. He was my biggest fan, aside from my mother, and because of the way they raised my brothers and me, we’d learned the real meaning of family and love. They’d instilled us with morals, and I knew that one day I’d pass them on to my own children, if I ever had any.  
 
    After arguing with my cousin, and very best friend, it was nice to be able to smile at something. For the past couple of weeks I’d been talking to my ex, Tate, again. I’d tried to keep it a secret, but Noah had seen his name appear on my phone one night and hadn’t let it go since. He was determined to make sure I had no contact with him. Little did he know that I had my own plans for my visit home, which included a secret rendezvous with the man that I couldn’t fall out of love with.  
 
    I wasn’t a fool. I knew about all of his faults. I also knew that he’d been going through hell since I’d moved to Kentucky. After months of not seeing me, he’d been begging for me to just spend some time with him. As much as I wanted to end up in his arms afterwards, I was determined to be strong. My new life was in Kentucky, and I was going to have to keep reminding myself of that.  
 
    My next message came through right as I was getting up to finish packing. I thought it was my dad again, so I ignored it and kept placing things in my suitcase. Once I had it zippered up, and double-checked my list to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything, I peeked at my phone.  
 
    You thinking about me, sexy? – Tate  
 
    A rush of heat overwhelmed me. He’d been my first real love, and every time I heard from him I would get enthusiastic. Always – Bella  
 
    I’m craving your pussy. – Tate  
 
    Admittedly, reading that made me even hotter. Tate had been my high school boyfriend. We’d experienced so much together, good and bad. My time away had only made my love for him stronger, and it scared the shit out of me, since I’d moved to get as far from him as possible.  
 
    Tate said he missed me. He’d been messaging more this week than the whole time I’d been gone. I had to believe that maybe moving away from him had taught him a lesson. I wanted him to know that I wasn’t going to stick around and let him walk all over me. He could either change his ways, or lose me forever. I wouldn’t allow him to cheat on me and get away with it anymore.  
 
    I’ll see you tomorrow night. We can meet once my parents go to bed. I’ll message you as soon as I’m able to sneak away.– Bella  
 
    So we’re sneaking around like high school? – Tate  
 
    For now. You know why, Tate. They don’t trust you. – Bella  
 
    I’m going to rectify that, baby doll. I promise. – Tate  
 
    I hope so. I love you so much. I can’t wait to see you. – Bella  
 
    Love you too. See you tomorrow. – Tate  
 
    Sneaking around did feel a lot like high school, but it was necessary. If my dad or brothers found out that I was slipping away to see Tate, they would string him up and feed him to the pigs.  
 
    A knock on my bedroom door startled me. I put my hand to my heart, even knowing who it was the whole time. “What do you want, Noah?”  
 
    I glanced in my mirror as I awaited his reply. My blonde hair was up in a messy ponytail, and my green eyes had red around the white parts. I was tired, and lonely, and it was affecting my appearance.  
 
    I walked over and opened the door seeing him standing there with his bottom lip out, as if he was pouting. “You still mad at me?”  
 
    I looked at the door, sighed, and then peered back at him. “Maybe. It’s my life, you know?”  
 
    “Yeah, but you’re a part of mine. Bells, I just want what’s best for you. Can’t you see that?” I could, except admitting it was only going to make him think he had an advantage over me. I couldn’t let that happen, especially when I was lying to the whole family about Tate. If Noah knew the truth he’d tell. When we were kids we would have covered for each other. Times had changed. Sure, we still had each other’s backs, but Noah hated Tate just the same as the devil himself. Knowledge of me sneaking to see him wouldn’t sit well in his eyes. He’d tell on me to prevent it, causing an uproar with my parents on purpose. I couldn’t ever let that happen, at least until I knew for sure that he’d changed his ways. “I get why you’re tryin’ to protect me. I do. Sometimes it feels like I’m not allowed to make my own choices.”  
 
    “Bells, promise me one thing.” “What?” “Promise me that you won’t see him while you’re in North  
 
    Carolina. I know you’ve been talking to him again, but don’t see him. You may have gotten over everything that guy’s done to you, but I haven’t. It wasn’t so long ago when I was drivin’ to save your ass, after that whole fiasco with that other chick. That girl beat the shit out of you, and he let her. I don’t care about nothin’ else. He’s a bastard, and I don’t want him near you.”  
 
    I bit down on my lip and tried to keep a straight face, avoiding the whole fact that he’d brought up that awful experience again. In Tate’s defense, he thought I was an intruder. I’d snuck into the house knowing that it was illegal. Why couldn’t Noah see that?  
 
    Still, I had to lie to my cousin, and he was good at reading me. I kept my face the same, remaining as calm as possible. “Fine. I won’t see him, Noah. Are you happy?”  
 
    He lifted my chin up and forced me to look into his eyes. I stared at him, focusing on the fact that this man in front of me knew me better than I knew myself. If I could get past him, I was in the clear from anyone else.  
 
    “Yeah. For now at least.”  
 
    I lightly punched him in the abdomen. “Now get out of my face. You smell like cow shit.” I shrugged him off as he came at me, trying to get me to smell his nasty pits. “I’m not kiddin’. I hate it when Shalan’s out of town, because you never shower.”  
 
    “That’s a lie. I shower once a day. When she’s home I don’t work so late, so you just notice it more. It ain’t like you haven’t smelled manure ever in your life. For Christ sakes, we both grew up around it.”  
 
    “That doesn’t mean I have to like it, Noah.”  
 
    He shook his head, while laughing at my comment. I knew he didn’t like it, but still had to deal with it. Part of running a ranch was dealing with animal fecal matter. That’s why I steered clear of going anywhere near it. Thankfully, my great aunt had gotten me a job in an office, because there was no way that shoveling up shit was going to work for me. I had a degree in business, and used it to my advantage.  
 
    “You may not like it, but you’ve dealt with your fair share of shit, whether it’s the kind that stinks or not.” He left me to be alone and sit on his comment. I hated when he got the last word in edgewise. It was a ploy to somehow win every bickering battle between us. Noah was more like my brother, than my cousin. We had the same blood flowing through our veins, since his dad and my mom were first cousins. It just so happened that my dad was also his cousin on the other side of his family. Though my parents had no relation to each other, because that would be totally weird, they’d grown up spending holidays, and summers hanging out. It was bizarre, and extremely hard to explain to people. Either way you looked at it, I was Noah’s cousin, through both blood and adoption.  
 
    Noah was right about one thing, his last words becoming an echo as they sunk in. I was tired of dealing with the bullshit. My trip home was going to tell me once and for all if Tate could be trusted. When I could make that determination I knew I’d be able to make the right decision for what might come of my future.  
 
    My only problem was sneaking around to be able to make it happen. In less than twenty-four hours I’d be in his arms, and that was enough for me to be excited about.  
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    Chapter 2  
 
    Isabella  
 
    After being on the long highways for  
 
    hours, I was ecstatic to pull down the dirt road to my family’s farm. Ahead of me was my grandparent’s house. I  
 
    hadn’t seen them in months, and looked forward to being able to give them both huge hugs. My grandfather was battling with his heart, and the idea of being so far away always scared me.  
 
    Just as I went to pull in next to my father’s pickup truck, a dirt bike came racing in, stealing the spot before I could get there. Jax, one of my younger twin brothers, took off his helmet and flipped me the finger.  
 
    I smiled to myself. “So great to be home.”  
 
    This was only the beginning. Between my dad, my brothers, and my uncle Conner, I was bound to be amused for my entire stay.  
 
    He approached the car, covered in muck from head to toe. I hesitated stepping out, in fear of getting filthy. Of course, the first thing he did was drag me out and pull me into his welcoming arms. “What’s up, sis? I missed you so much,” he said in a sarcastic tone.  
 
    I shoved him away, looking down at my now dirty attire. “Seriously, Jax. Was that necessary?”  
 
    He slapped me on the backside when I tried to saunter past him. “You bet your ass it was.”  
 
    “Where’s your girlfriend?” I inquired, making all attempts to get him to go away, quickly.  
 
     “I don’t have a woman anymore. There’s way too much pussy out there for Jake to have all of the fun,” he snickered. I looked my brother up and down. Even through the filth I could see that his once scrawny body had changed. His shoulders were now broad from years of playing football and working out. By the age of thirteen they both towered over me and my mom, and somehow even though I was years older, they made me feel safe.  
 
    Their new idea of womanizing wasn’t something I wanted to stick around and hear about though.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me. What is with you two?” My brothers were in college, still learning how to be human, obviously. I tried to avoid them like the plague, failing at every attempt, usually.  
 
    “Nope. Last night we went out and took these sisters home. You should have been there.”  
 
    I put up one hand to motion for him to cease, while tossing him my suitcase. “No, thank you. I’ll pass on those details.”  
 
    He followed behind me, walking straight into the house covered in muddy clothes and boots. My mother smiled when she saw my face, only to look disgusted when she peered behind me. “What the hell, Jax? How many times do I have to tell you to change in the barn before bringin’ that mess in here? I just scrubbed the floors.”  
 
    Jax dropped my bag and went back outside, while my mother came toward me. She lifted her arms and stretched them around my back. “Hi, honey. How was the drive?”  
 
    “Long and boring.” Kind of like every day had been since being away from home.  
 
    “Come in and sit down. Daddy will be out in a minute. We went into town to pick up groceries and ate at this new place. He’s been havin’ problems ever since,” she snorted.  
 
    “Well, as much as he jokes about poop, he probably brought it on himself.”  
 
     “Exactly.” She grabbed my bag and walked toward the bedroom hallway. “I’ll put this in your room. Everyone is comin’ for dinner tonight. We’re goin’ to eat in the barn so there’s room. Your dad installed a new floor last month. Wait until you see it. I can hardly recognize the place, except for the pool table. I tried to get him to toss it, but you know how much he likes to go out there and shoot balls around.”  
 
    I giggled to myself as she disappeared into the hallway. It was horrible that I was so used to pranks that the mere mention of balls caused me to lose it.  
 
    I heard the powder room door opening and saw my dad coming out. A huge grin could be seen when he spotted me across the room. Even under a face full of hair, I could see it. “Hi, Daddy.” I only called him that during endearing moments like this one, or when I wanted something.  
 
    He walked over and hugged me tight, pulling away to look at my face. “Yeah, you still look the same.”  
 
    I laughed and held him tight. “I missed you.”  
 
    “I missed you more. Mom’s been cooking all day to welcome you home.” He leaned near my ear. “If it tastes like shit just pretend it’s amazing. She got this new cookbook and everything tastes the same.”  
 
    My mom came up behind him and put her hands on her hips. “Seriously, Ty? You told me you liked dinner the other night.”  
 
    “I did,” he cackled. “It was good. I just asked if you didn’t make it ever again.”  
 
    My mom pushed him out of the way and wrapped her arms around me again. “It’s good to have you home. Ignore your father. When he gets the shits there’s no tellin’ what he’ll complain about.”  
 
    “Nothin’ changes, does it?”  
 
    My dad grabbed my mom and started rubbing his whiskers over her face. She screamed and pulled away. “Seriously, your father has decided that he wants a beard like those men on television. You know the ones that hunt? Wait until you see your uncle’s face. They are competing on who can grow it the fastest. I wake up every morning havin’ to look at that.”  
 
    “She thinks I’m sexy,” my dad corrected.  
 
    My mom faced me and gave me a look. I smiled knowing that she hated the beard, not that she could do anything about it. Once he and my uncle had a bet going, it wouldn’t end until someone was declared the winner. This could go on for years.  
 
    My poor mother.  
 
    “You look like a mammoth already, Dad. Can’t you trim it up a little?”  
 
    He rubbed the hair and smoothed it under his chin. “This is how it’s supposed to look.”  
 
    “It’s creepy. You look like a pedophile,” I joked.  
 
    Dad took a magazine off the kitchen table and mumbled something as he headed back into the bathroom. “That’s it! You hurt my feelings,” he stammered before shutting the door behind him.  
 
    “Wow.” I turned to face my mom. “I’ve been here for five minutes and am already exhausted. How do you do it?”  
 
    She started working in the kitchen again. “When you’ve been married as long as we have you kind of learn to ignore it. Your dad means well. He is how he is, and we love him for it.”  
 
    She was right about that. “True.” I played with a crumb on the counter. “So, what’s up with Jax and Jake? No girlfriends?”  
 
    My mom rolled her eyes. “Let’s just say that I’m glad I have a daughter, because the two of them may never settle down. I tell ya, just as soon as we start to like a girl, they’re bringin’ home someone else. I’ve given up on it. I just call every one of them honey, so I can’t hurt their feelin’s when I mix up names.”  
 
    We both snickered over it. I would have been devastated if someone I was seeing took me to meet their parents and they called me their ex’s name.  
 
     “It feels good to be back, Mom. I miss bein’ home. All jokes aside, it’s wonderful to sit here in the kitchen and talk to you face to face.”  
 
    She wiped her hands and leaned over the counter. “Is there somethin’ you want to talk to me about?” I smiled thinking about my mother’s southern drawl from growing up in Kentucky, which never seemed to fade away. Mine was the same; according to everyone I talked to, but never as strong as my mom.  
 
    “No. My life is as borin’ as it can get.” “No new man to tell me about?” “Mom,” I gave her an annoyed sort of grin. “Seriously, you  
 
    know the answer to that.” “Do you hear from Tate?” I placed my hands flat on the surface and faked a smile. “So  
 
    where’s Jake?” Her eyebrow cocked right up. “Bella? Don’t tell me you’re  
 
    talkin’ to him again. Your father will be cleanin’ his guns if he finds out.”  
 
    “Finds out what?” I heard him coming up behind me.  
 
    “Nothin’.” I looked from one parent to the other. “I’m not talking to Tate. I swear.” My lies were getting easier, but the horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach was becoming worse.  
 
    “You better not. That guy is a piece of work.” My dad offered me a threatening gaze.  
 
    I peacefully folded my hands together.  
 
    “I didn’t come here to be lectured like a child. I’m single, so you both can drop the subject now. Are you happy?”  
 
    “We just want to see you with someone that respects you. That’s all. It has nothing to do with you, sweetheart,” he said in a reassuring way.  
 
    “I get it.”  
 
     “No rush, though. It’s okay if you don’t marry until you’re at least thirty seven.” He rubbed my head as if I was a kid at the ball field, who’d just struck out and needed to be cheered up.  
 
    I shoved him away, annoyed by his teasing already. “Go away or I’m goin’ to stay with Mimi and Poppy.”  
 
    My dad put his hands up, surrendering to my promise. I’d won the battle for now, making the conversation about me and Tate get dropped. Still, knowing how adamant they were about the whole situation made me worry about how I was going to sneak to see him. I felt like a teen again, but knew it was the only way. For some reason my parents found it necessary to worry about me more than usual. I wondered why they hated him so much, especially considering that they only knew half of what had happened when I was assaulted over a year ago. Then I started wondering if Noah’s mother, my aunt Van, had spilled the beans to my mom or dad. They spoke all of the time, and didn’t keep secrets. For all I knew it could have been my uncle Colt, Noah’s dad. At any rate, I was almost positive that they knew more than I wanted them to.  
 
    Dinner with my family was wonderful, and with my poppy around my dad backed off on the relationship talks, and the comedy show. He and my uncle Conner talked shop, while my brothers and my cousin Josh played pool. I sat playing cards with my mom, my grandparents, and my aunt Amy. As much as I wanted to see my three female cousins, Callie, Cassie, and Cammie, I appreciated having all of the attention for once. Those three were drama queens, and at the age where everything out of their mouths was ridiculously annoying, even more than my brothers.  
 
    Once everyone started to clear out, I pretended to be exhausted so that I could retreat to my bedroom. The sooner I got everyone to go to sleep, the faster I could sneak out and meet Tate. Realizing that they couldn’t exactly punish me if I got caught, I put on my planned outfit quietly, just waiting for all of the lights in the house to turn off. I was twenty-four years old, and worried about getting in trouble. What was wrong with me?  
 
    Two long hours later I was climbing out of my window and running down the lane, dialing his number while getting further away from the house. Tate picked up after four rings.  
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to call. I’ve been waiting for hours.”  
 
    “Sorry. Just come get me. I had to wait until they were all asleep.”  
 
    “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Start walking. I’ll see you and pull over.”  
 
    Did he know how dark it was in these parts? “I am not walkin’, Tate. A trucker could hit me or kill me. You can come and get me. I’ll wait at the end of the lane for you. Hurry up!”  
 
    I hung up the phone and looked back at the farm. My family would be so disappointed in me, especially Noah, if he ever was to find out. This was something that I was going to have to deal with if I wanted to be with Tate. My heart was telling me one way to go, while my mind was fighting with that same decision. I was so confused, and had nobody to talk to about it, because there wasn’t one person on the planet that understood how much I was in love with him.  
 
    I looked down at my phone to check the time. He’d already been twelve minutes. Then I told myself that if he didn’t show up in the next five I was going back to my house and telling him to go to hell.  
 
    He pulled up three minutes later.  
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    Chapter 3  
 
    Isabella  
 
    When I climbed into the passenger seat the first thing I noticed was the smell of one of those hanging tree  
 
    air-fresheners. It was so overwhelming that I almost considered holding my nose. “What took you so long?” I leaned over and hugged him, waiting for a long awaited kiss. His hand reached into my hair, pulling me toward his lips. It was just as I’d remembered kissing him a million times before, but I was taken aback by the way it made me feel to be able to do it again after so long.  
 
    Tate pulled away, and we both began opening our eyes. The smile on his face let me know that he was just as happy to see me. “I missed the hell out of you, Bella.”  
 
    I bit down on my lip and felt a wave of butterflies rush into my stomach. “I missed you too. It’s been way too long.”  
 
    He started to pull away from the shoulder of the road. “I need you naked.”  
 
    I started lifting off my shirt as we drove away from the ranch. If he wanted me without clothes than he was going to get that wish, because nothing was going to stop me from being intimate with him. I’d waited too long to see him, to touch him, and to be alone with him.  
 
    He took one quick look at me and realized what I was proceeding to do. “In a hurry?”  
 
    “Yeah, you could say that. You’d better drive faster, or else we’re goin’ to have to have a quickie before we even get where we’re goin’.”  
 
    I slipped my shorts down off of my legs, sitting there in only my underwear and bra. Tate reached over and started running his fingertips across my thighs. He traced the lace to my panties and growled with anticipation. “I’m going to fuck you so good that you’re never going to go back to Kentucky.”  
 
    In so many ways I hoped that would happen. Even though I’d moved my whole life to get away from him, he’d be the deciding factor for me to come back home to stay. In fact, I knew that if Tate asked me to, I would never leave again.  
 
    We pulled up at his apartment, quickly exiting the car. I managed to grab my clothes before running towards the door, so that nobody would see us. I don’t know why I was worried. His neighbors had moved out months ago, and there wasn’t another house for at least two miles. Since there were no street lights, there wasn’t any way for someone to notice that I wasn’t fully clothed, anyway. He opened the door and I walked inside, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the light again. Tate picked me up, grabbing both of my legs and wrapping them around his back. I knew where we were headed, and it didn’t even bother me, because I wanted precisely the same thing.  
 
    Admittedly, it was probably the first time that we’d been on the exact same page.  
 
    We fell down easily onto the mattress of his bed, and I immediately got to work ripping off his shirt, then using my legs to tug down on his shorts. Time had stopped and nothing existed except for the two of us. This man that I’d fallen in love with so long ago had captivated my soul, teaching me everything that I understood about love, and especially sex. I needed him to be inside of me, reminding me that once again we were really together.  
 
    I felt my panties being tugged on, then heard the sound of the elastic giving way. He continued doing it until I knew they’d been ripped off of me. Tate then took his hand and grazed it over the smoothly shaved skin of my pussy. I let out a loud moan as our lips came in contact. His hot breath fueled me to seek out his tongue and mingle it with mine. The obvious erection he now had pressed into my leg as our embracing intensified rapidly. I jerked when his finger slid inside of my folds for the first time. He pulled away from our kiss to speak. “You’re so fucking ready for me, Bella. I knew you’d be back.”  
 
    He was being cocky, not that I cared. His words were like the mumbled ones you hear on a cartoon. I knew that he was speaking to me, but nothing he actually said mattered. I was too caught up in having hot sex with him again.  
 
    With us both finally naked, he reached down and positioned himself to be pressing on my sex. Right away I began to worry. “Wait. What about protection?”  
 
    Tate let out this sarcastic laugh. “Baby, come on. How many times have we done it without a condom?”  
 
    I shoved him away and rolled over. “This is different. Things have changed.” In no way was I going to let him stick that used thing inside of me without covering it up. I skidded off the bed and put my hands on my hips. “You knew I was comin’ over. How could you be so careless?”  
 
    He cackled again, showing me that my concerns didn’t amuse him. “Bella, come on. Don’t get all whack about this. Nothing’s changed. I want you and you want me. Come back in this bed, and I’ll make you forget all about it.” He went to grab me and I pulled away, hugging my arms around my body.  
 
    “No!” Tears filled my eyes. It may have not been a huge thing to him, but after finding out he’d cheated on me I’d felt dirty and violated. “It’s not happenin’!”  
 
    Tate got up on his knees and reached for me again. I backed up against the dresser, as far as I could go. He hopped off the bed and went from cocky to annoyed in just seconds. “I didn’t drive out to that farm to pick your ass up for you to reject me. Get back in this bed with me, right now. Quit playing these head games. I know you want me, and I want you. I’ve waited a long time for this.”  
 
    I pushed him hard onto the bed, feeling like for the first time I was uncomfortable being alone with him. “Seriously, Tate. How hard was it for you to get a condom? I know you keep them in your drawer. We bought a new box right before I left.” I should have said that I’d purchased them, because his pussy ass refused to go to the local pharmacy and do it himself.  
 
    He tossed his hands into the air. “You know what? If you want to be a fucking bitch than I’m taking you back home. I ain’t got time for this bullshit.”  
 
    My heart jumped at the mere mention of going home. I’d come all of this way, waited so many months to see him again, and he was telling me that he wanted to take me home. I couldn’t let that happen. In a matter of two short minutes he’d changed my mind, with little effort. Out of my own stupidity I fell into his arms. “I’m sorry.” We looked into each other’s eyes, and I caught him forming a half-smile over his lips. “Don’t do that.”  
 
    He leaned forward and kissed me softly. “What?” After placing a few more pecks to my lips he let out an air-filled laugh. “I want you, and I know you want me. We’ve waited a long time to have this again. I’m sorry about the rubbers. I threw them all away a couple of months ago. Since we never used condoms before I honestly didn’t think it was a big deal. Now, can we please get back in this bed and be together?”  
 
    The butterflies were back in my stomach, giving me the nervous push that I needed to proceed with our night. I could have remained standing there adding up all of the reasons why I shouldn’t have gone through with it, but I knew if I didn’t I’d regret it. He was right. I wanted this, and the longer I complained about the little things, the less time we’d have to be together.  
 
    I shoved Tate back down on the bed, climbing on top of him. My legs spread apart, hovering over his stiff cock. I rocked myself back and forth, teasing him with the base of my entrance. While biting down on my lip, I moaned and threw my head back, giving into the temptation of intimacy.  
 
    He penetrated me with little effort, getting into a pace easily. While he thrust himself inside of me, I became over emotional. Tears streamed down my eyes, so much that I couldn’t see clearly. There was no question whether I wanted to be with this man. I just needed to figure out how to make it happen. I had to find a way to make my family see that he’d changed; that he deserved a second chance.  
 
    Tate buried his face in between my breast, licking the underneath of my skin there, before sliding his tongue up to the tips of my nipples. They hardened immediately, forcing me to cry out while the sensations traveled throughout my body. He lifted my legs, holding them up on his shoulders as he began pumping at a rapid pace. Immediately he started to tighten up, holding me still while he filled me with his release.  
 
    I nestled my head on his neck and kissed him on the chin. “I missed you so much. Sorry about earlier. If we’re goin’ to be together again I need to learn how to trust. I want this to work between us, because I feel so empty without you in my life. I’m so in love with you, Tate, and I’m tired of denyin’ it.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, baby. All is good. We’re going to work everything out.” He kissed me on the top of the head. “You know you’re my one and only, right?”  
 
    It felt so good to hear him say that. I wanted to believe it. Another bout of emotions took over as I started to sniffle. “Yeah, I know that.”  
 
    He sat up and moved away, as if we weren’t having a serious conversation. “I’m just going to take a piss real quick.”  
 
    After he’d made that announcement, he climbed out of the bed and went into the bathroom, saying nothing else. I sat up and looked around for something to put between my legs to clean up with. That’s when I spotted his phone blinking on the floor. It was half hanging out of his pocket. A message had just come through and the name from the sender displayed Jennifer. Once I’d checked to make sure he wasn’t coming out of the bathroom, I opened it up to peek.  
 
    I can’t wait to see you, baby. I’ll be home in two more days. My parents keep asking about you. They love my engagement ring. – Jenn  
 
    I put my hand over my mouth to keep Tate from hearing my shock. While trying not to sob, I scrolled through the old messages. He’d deleted everything except the last few, which he probably hadn’t had time to do yet.  
 
    I hate that I had to take this trip without you. My whole family is so excited for us. – Jenn  
 
    I can’t wait to watch you walk down that aisle. It’s like we always planned. – Tate  
 
    Loving you is so easy. I’ll be the best wife. I promise. – Jenn  
 
    I’ve loved you every single day of my life, Jenn. Come home soon. I can’t sleep without you in my bed. - Tate  
 
    I was in such shock that I hadn’t heard him come out of the bathroom. He startled me when he called out my name. I dropped the phone on the floor and turned to him with tear- filled eyes. “You’re engaged to her?”  
 
    He put his head down and shook it. “It’s not what you think. I planned on telling you.”  
 
    “What? When? After we had sex?” “Oh, come on, Bella. It’s not like that.” “Does she live here now?” I stood up and looked around the  
 
    room. It was dimly lit, but I could clearly see no evidence of a female in plain sight. So I walked to the closet and opened the door. Right away I noticed dresses that were hanging. I held my lips tight to prevent from feeling them quiver. Then I rushed over toward the nightstand and pulled it open.  
 
    Tate grabbed my arm and spun me around. “Bella, please. Listen to me, baby.”  
 
    I pulled away from him. “Don’t you dare baby me.”  
 
    Looking in that drawer and seeing the slew of pictures that had been removed for my visit made my stomach turn. I picked one up and looked at the happy couple. “Is this really happenin’? You hid her stuff so that you could fuck with my head again? You did this to be able to fuck me?”  
 
    I slammed the picture down on the table, listening to the glass shattering all over the place. Tate hugged me from behind, desperately attempting to get me to calm down, but the damage was done.  
 
    “My family was right about you. They saw what I was too blind to see.” I started putting my clothes on, silently thinking of ways to get home without his assistance. “Don’t you ever try to contact me again, Tate. We’re done.”  
 
    He fell back on the bed and rubbed his hands over his face, as if this was all some kind of joke. Little did he know that I was about to walk out of his life forever, no matter how much it hurt to do.  
 
    Before walking out of his bedroom, I leaned over and picked up his cell phone, sticking it in my pocket so that he didn’t notice.  
 
    Tate stood up and grabbed his pants, pulling them on. “Just wait, Bella. I’ll drive you back. Don’t do anything else stupid. You know we can work this out. We always do.”  
 
    I pointed toward his face. “No. This time I’m done, for real. You’ve destroyed me for the last damn time. If you try to follow me, I’ll tell my brothers. Hell, I’ll tell my father. I’m sure he’d like to light your ass up for what you’ve done to me.”  
 
    Tate put both hands up and backed away. “Whoa. This is between us. Don’t go getting your crazy family involved.”  
 
    I kicked him in the balls so hard that it injured my ankle. After watching him fall to the floor beneath me, I turned and walked out of the apartment, hoping that he wouldn’t be able to follow me.  
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    Chapter 4  
 
    Isabella  
 
    The first thing I managed to do was dial my brother, Jake. Since I knew he hadn’t come home, there was a good chance he was in town, close to where I was stranded.  
 
    It rang five times before the machine picked up. I tried again, getting no answer for the second time. When I started to dial my father I began sobbing. He was  
 
    going to be so disappointed in me, the whole family was. Before I could hit the send button, my phone started to ring.  
 
    “Jake. Where are you?”  
 
    “Jesus Christ, Bella. I’m fucking sleeping. It’s three in the morning.”  
 
    “I know.” I started to cry even harder, and I was sure he couldn’t understand my next sentences. “Are you home? I need you to come and get me without mom and dad findin’ out. Please, Jake.”  
 
    “I ain’t home. I’m at this chick’s place. Where are you?” My little brother’s tone had changed from annoyed to worried.  
 
    “I’m on cross street, right outside of town. Are you close?”  
 
    “We’re five minutes away. Hang tight, sis. I’ve got to find Jax and get him up. We’ll be there in a few. Stay outside.”  
 
    He hung up before I could make that promise, but it wasn’t like I was going back inside with Tate. If I never saw him again it would be too soon.  
 
    After I put my phone back in my purse I pulled Tate’s out of my pocket. That cheater wasn’t going to live happily ever after if I had anything to do with it. So I did what every distraught woman would have done in my situation. I made a video.  
 
    “Hi Jenn. Sorry you’re gettin’ this so late. As you can see I’m sendin’ this from Tate’s phone. We just slept together in the bed that you’re about to come home to.” I started to cry and looked away from the recording camera. “Sorry, this is all so hard to do. You see, I’ve been talkin’ to Tate for a while now, and he told me that you weren’t together. I found his phone and saw your messages. He’s a liar, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave his lyin’ ass. I’m sorry that you had to find out, but I thought you’d like to know.”  
 
    Once the message was sent and delivered, I stuck the phone in the mailbox and put the red flag up. By that time I saw my brother’s truck coming toward me. Jax jumped out of the passenger seat and rushed to my side, before Jake could put it into park. “What the fuck are you doing here, Bella?”  
 
    I shoved Jax, and felt Jake pulling me into his arms. “It’s going to be all right. Calm down and tell us what happened.”  
 
    “I just want to go home,” I cried against his chest.  
 
    In that moment I heard someone calling my name. Before I could yell to Jax, he was running after Tate. They fell down onto the damp grass and punches were being thrown, none of which were Tate’s. I watched him shielding himself from taking my angry brother’s blows, while Jake held me close, preventing me from jumping in between them. “Come on Jax. Let’s get out of here,” he yelled.  
 
    I had to look away, unable to stand watching the man that I had wanted a future with to be beaten to a pulp. I knew he deserved it, but it was still hard to bear.  
 
    Jax stood up and said something smart before walking in our direction. When I turned back I saw Tate lying on the ground crying, whining like a little bitch. A smile formed across my face as I realized that he’d be crying for a different reason when he found his phone. Finally he’d get what was coming to him, and lose both Jenn and me.  
 
    When we got in the truck and pulled out of town, both of my brothers started on me. I was still crying, trying desperately to convince them not to tell our father. It wasn’t like I was actually worried about him going after Tate. I was worried that he’d tell Noah, and all hell would break loose back in Kentucky.  
 
    “Guys, please.”  
 
    Jake pulled over and put the truck in park, halfway home. “Give us one good reason why we should keep this shit a secret. Did he lay a hand on you?”  
 
    “No. He didn’t hit me. I snuck to see him and discovered that he’s engaged to be married. That’s all. It’s over. I swear. I’m done with him for good. That’s why I want you to keep your mouths shut. Please. I’ve covered for you a million times. Just do me a solid for this one time.”  
 
    Jake put his hand on my knee. “Your secret’s safe with us, right, Jax?”  
 
    Jax kissed the top of my head. “Unless I find out more happened. Then I’m going to stick my foot so far up that fucker’s ass he’ll puke it out of his mouth.”  
 
    We sat there for a little while so that I could calm down. The three of us were afraid of having to explain to our parents how I’d gotten so messed up. By the time we pulled down the lane the light was on in the kitchen. Jake turned off the ignition and opened the door, sticking his hand out to help me get down.  
 
    Jax got out and came around to our side. “Bella, let us go inside. You can come in through my window.”  
 
    “Seriously? I haven’t done that in years.” “Do you want them to know what happened?” Jake asked.  
 
     “No.” I looked down, realizing it was the only way to keep the peace. “Fine. I’ll meet you at your window.”  
 
    I marched out back while they went inside. It felt like it took them forever, but finally the light came on and I watched the window sliding up. Jax leaned out and took me into his arms. With ease, he pulled me inside. Jake was standing there behind him with his arms crossed.  
 
    I sat down on Jax’s mattress and covered my face with my hands. “Sorry about all of this, guys.”  
 
    Jake touched my shoulder, causing me to look up. “Everyone was in bed when we came in. They must have left the light on for us.” He kissed my cheek before heading out to his room.  
 
    I stood up and followed. “Thanks again, Jax. See you in the mornin’.” In all of the years that my brothers had annoyed me, I’d finally gotten to a point where I could appreciate that I had them. They’d saved my butt, and comforted me when I needed it. If there was some way to tell my parents how they’d come to my rescue, I would have done it. Though, I knew I’d never let them know about what had happened, not after I’d sworn to them all that I was done with Tate.  
 
    He caught me before I could get all of the way out of his room. “Make that afternoon. My ass isn’t getting out of bed until after lunch. Oh, and by the way, you owe me big for tonight. I was about to get my dick wet when you called.”  
 
    I scrunched up my face, imagining my brothers being old enough to actually have sex with a person instead of their hands. “Spare me the details. I probably kept you from makin’ a mistake you’ll soon regret.”  
 
    “Like you just did?”  
 
    I flipped him the finger and pulled the knob behind me. Of course he’d bring that up. Once I was out of his room I crept through the hallway quietly. I walked down the hall and opened my bedroom door, flipping on the light before closing it back up. When I turned to head in the direction of my bed I saw my dad lying above the covers, as if he’d been there waiting for me. I had a sudden flashback of being a teen and sneaking out with Tate my senior year. I didn’t climb in my window until the sun was coming up, and boy was he pissed.  
 
    He opened his eyes and looked around the room, finally catching my stare. “Iz. Where have you been?”  
 
    I placed my hands over my hips. “Dad, I’m not a little girl. Did you come in here to punish me?”  
 
    He brought his feet to the floor and started to stand up. I could see how he was looking at me. “What are you crying for?” I opened my mouth to talk and felt the door opening behind me. My brother handed me my purse. “You left this in the truck.” He looked over and saw our dad standing up. “Oh,  
 
    hey, Dad. Did we wake you up?” “No.”  
 
    “Well, I’m hitting the sack. Bella drank us under the table tonight. Jax is already passed out.”  
 
    “Where’d you three go?” His questions were making me nervous, as if he was giving me the third degree.  
 
    “Out to a bar, then to the barn. Don’t worry, we didn’t drink any of your good bourbon,” Jake looked to me after his explanation, as if to make sure I was going to agree with him.  
 
    “I’m glad you all had a good time, but do you mind telling me why your sister’s been crying?” I closed my eyes, knowing he could see right through me.  
 
    Before Jake could get us into a deeper lie, I spoke out. “I got a little emotional. It’s just that bein’ home makes me miss this place even more. I love Kentucky, don’t get me wrong, but it’s never goin’ to be home to me, not while you’re all here.”  
 
    My dad walked over and put his arms around me. “This will always be your home, no matter what. I know you’re an adult, but I still worry. It’s late, Iz. Why don’t we all head to bed and we can catch up more tomorrow. I know you’ve got to be exhausted.”  
 
    I nodded and watched the two men leave my room. Once I changed and climbed into bed, I cried myself into a desolate stupor. I’d been so optimistic about my relationship with Tate, never even considering that it would end so horribly. My biggest regret was sleeping with him. I hated myself for letting him get into my pants, especially without a condom. If he was sleeping with me and Jenn, there was no telling how many other women he might be involved with.  
 
    I was going to have to get tested to be sure he hadn’t given me anything. The idea of getting some kind of STD was revolting to think about. It made me hate him even more. The emotional pain consumed me, driving me to curl up in a ball, and think about all of the time that I’d wasted loving Tate. He’d destroyed me from the inside out, leading me on to only end up destroying me with his web of lies. The fact that I’d let myself fall to his prey again left a bad taste in my mouth. He was the epitome of a man, who didn’t deserve to ever be happy.  
 
    All I could hope for was that Jenn would wise up and leave him too. He didn’t deserve her devotion. For the first time I felt sorry for the girl, realizing that he’d played us both. At least I didn’t have to tell my family what a lying cheater he was. There was no way that I could let them know I’d made such a horrible mistake, after they’d warned me time and again not to.  
 
    I thought about all of the nights that I fought with Noah. I didn’t heed his warnings to stay away from Tate, or to stop talking to him. The idea of admitting to everyone that they were right and I was wrong annoyed the shit out of me. I’d been in such denial, letting my heart blind my judgment. The signs of his ways had always been there, I’d just been too stupid in love to notice.  
 
    At least there was one good thing that could come out of this horrible evening. Tate and I were done forever, and this time I wasn’t going to regret it.  
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    Chapter 5  
 
    Isabella  
 
    The next couple of days went by too quick. I kept my phone on silent, trying to avoid the slew of messages that  
 
    Tate was leaving. What started out as threats quickly changed to begging. I ignored them all, determined more than ever to be done with him forever.  
 
    The night before I left, my mom made my favorite meal. While my brothers shoveled the food into their mouths, like it was the end of times, I savored every bite. My aunt Van could cook and bake up a storm, but there was always something about my mom’s cooking that made it the best. I looked down the long table, taking in my immediate family, including my mimi and poppy. It had been good to spend time with everyone, and I knew I’d see them again in a couple of months. It still scared me with them getting older, never knowing when I’d get that call telling me something bad happened.  
 
    While deep in thought I felt something slap into my face. Jax ducked down behind my other brother. I took a napkin and rubbed mashed potatoes off of my cheek. “Seriously? Are you five?”  
 
    “He’s going to miss you, Bella. That’s all,” Jake explained.  
 
    Instead of firing back I simply sat there and smiled. This was my crazy family that I loved more than anything in the world. No matter what happened they’d be there for me, and protect me from myself if I needed it. Knowing that would give me the strength to move on and accept the things in my life that I couldn’t change.  
 
    Saying goodbye to all of them was always bittersweet. As an adolescent I would have said different, but as an adult I’d learned to appreciate just what I had; two loving parents that were willing to risk their lives to keep our family together. Two brothers that drove me crazy, but always kept a smile on my face. Two grandparents that had paved the way for it all. Grateful wasn’t even enough to describe all of them.  
 
    That’s why when it came to driving away from it all, I lost my shit, every time.  
 
    This was the worst by far, considering that I was already holding back the tears of being heartbroken.  
 
    The moment my dad wrapped his arms around me I just about broke down. “I love you, Iz. You better call us as soon as you get to Kentucky.” He refused to call it home, not when he knew where I’d always belonged.  
 
    “I will, Dad. I always do.”  
 
    I pulled away to hug my mother, but he tugged me back. “One more hug.”  
 
    He was so silly, although I didn’t fight it. There was no comparison to the way it felt to be held by my father. No matter where I was in life, I knew he’d support me. They said that blood is thicker than water, but that’s bullshit when it applies to my dad. Blood meant nothing, not anymore. He’d been my father since the moment I took my first breath. Sure, it took him a while to make it happen officially, but we’d always known, somehow in a fate kind of way. My mom used to tell me that I chose him. There’s no real explanation for it, but it was definitely there. “If you squeeze me any tighter I am goin’ to explode everything I had for dinner.”  
 
    “That accent is getting stronger. It’s driving me crazy.”  
 
    I giggled and turned to my mother, who apparently sounded just like me. I’d never really noticed it that much. “Do you hear this guy?”  
 
    She held me tightly in her arms. “He loves it. Don’t let your dad fool you.”  
 
    “I’m going to call as soon as I get home, I promise. Thanks for puttin’ up with me this weekend. It’s still hard being here and knowin’ that I can’t stay.”  
 
    “You’re always welcome to come home,” she added.  
 
    I knew that, also knowing my life was now in Kentucky. I had a great job, and even new friends that didn’t know Tate or the history that we’d shared.  
 
    After saying the rest of my goodbyes, I hopped in my car and started on my journey. The first few miles were filled with sobs. For so many reasons I wanted to turn the car back around. For a different set of reasons I wanted to get out of the state as fast as possible.  
 
    I arrived home around nine at night. Noah was watching a football game on television and nodded when I came in carrying my suitcase. I sat it down and wheeled by him quickly. The last thing I wanted was a third degree the moment I stepped in the door. I’d spent the past five hours torturing myself. That was plenty of enough time to accept that I’d been a fool.  
 
    All I wanted to do was get a long, hot shower and wash away all of the shitty decisions that I’d made. It was time to start over new, to reinvent myself to be the woman that I deserved to be. In the morning I’d change my number and only let my family know what it was. My times of being vulnerable were about to end.  
 
    After grabbing some clean clothes, and a fresh towel out of the hall closet, I opened the bathroom door to display a shocking reveal. My eyes tried to adjust to what I was actually seeing. In my personal bathroom, that nobody else used, was a naked man, desperately trying to cover himself with a small towel.  
 
    It took me a second to be able to cover my eyes, turn around, and scream all at the same time. “What in the hell?”  
 
    I heard Noah yelling from the other room. “Oh yeah. I forgot to tell you. Rusty’s water heater went up in his trailer. I told him he could stay in the other bedroom until we got it figured out.”  
 
    Rusty, a ranch hand that had been around for a year or two, lived on the property in one of the single-wide trailers that our family provided the full-time workers with. I didn’t know much about him, except that he was in his thirties and kept to himself. Aside from seeing him naked, in all of his glory, I’d always been creeped out by the way he stared at me. Sure, he was easy on the eyes. His dark, almost black hair was so wavy, and his irises were a blue-gray. For being in his thirties he was obviously in great shape, not that I was paying that much attention, or maybe I had noticed.  
 
    “I’m real sorry, ma’am. Noah told me you wouldn’t be home tonight.”  
 
    He approached me in the hallway with a towel finally wrapped around him. Water glistened over his rock hard chest, and it took a lot for me to not peek at it longer. I moved away from him, finally making it inside of the bathroom before closing the door without a reply.  
 
    Perhaps I could have said something kind to the man for his apology, except after seeing his dick just hanging out, I couldn’t bring myself to say anything at all.  
 
    Once in the shower, I let the water fall down over my face. As much as I’d enjoyed my visit to the Carolinas, it was good to be back in Kentucky, far away from Tate and all of his lies. The distance was going to help me to be strong. Hopefully, I’d be able to forget about him this time, considering that he’d shredded my heart apart.  
 
    If it weren’t for my dad, and maybe my uncle Colt, I’d think that men couldn’t be faithful. Although, Noah had even proven that men could change. Even if it were to happen for Tate, I wouldn’t believe him. He’d gotten his last chance.  
 
    When the water became cool, I stepped out and dried off before getting dressed. Noah and Rusty were both in the living room when I came out. I said nothing as I walked past and went into the kitchen to grab a bottle of water. I’d no sooner reached in the refrigerator when I felt a presence behind me.  
 
    Rusty was standing there, his eyes looking at me like he was peering into my soul. It gave me the immediate chills. “Did you want somethin’?” I scooted to the side to move away from how close we stood to each other.  
 
    “I just wanted to say that I’m sorry you caught me in a bad way. I mean you no disrespect. Your cousin was kind enough to let me stay here while my trailer gets repaired. The water leaked all over the floor and now there’s a hole we have to fix. I’ll make sure to stay out of your way while I’m a guest.”  
 
    I tried to keep my cool, just in case the weird vibe was just me being overcautious. “It’s fine.” I took a sip of my water before continuing. “I’m tired from drivin’ and didn’t really see nothin’ anyway. Don’t even worry about it. As far as stayin’ out of my way, you probably won’t need to work hard at it. I plan on stayin’ clear of Noah until his fiancée gets home. He acts like a dickhead when she ain’t here, and I’m not his momma.” I left the room before he could reply back. Having a conversation would only imply that I wanted to talk, in which I did not.  
 
    I passed by Noah again on my way back to my room. He gave me this look that annoyed me. “What?”  
 
    He lifted his bottle and pointed to me. “You know what. Did you see him?”  
 
    I played it off like I didn’t know he was talking about Tate. “See who?”  
 
    “You know who. Did you see him, because the way you’re actin’ is makin’ me feel like you did?”  
 
     “Shut up. You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” I rolled my eyes, trying to play off the fact that he was right.  
 
    Rusty came back in the room with a water in his hand. It caught my attention since I noticed a few beer bottles on the table in front of Noah. “Excuse me,” he said as he passed me and sat down in the chair. I avoided eye contact with our creepy guest and waited for Noah to respond.  
 
    “If I find out you saw that douche bag, you’re never goin’ to hear the end of it. You got me?”  
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. “Yeah, Dad. I hear ya.” Annoyed, I went back to my room and locked the door. If he wanted to control me like that, I was going to be difficult.  
 
    That night I lay in my bed with so much on my mind. The pain and humiliation of what Tate did to me was still too fresh to let go of. The guilt of going against my family was chastening. I was pretty sure that both of my parents knew something had happened. They at least sensed that I was different after that first night. My brothers may have covered for me, but at some point I had this bad feeling they would spill. It was only a matter of time.  
 
    Speaking of that. I’d have plenty of time to get over my cheating ex. If they ever discovered the shameful truth at least they’d know that I learned my lesson the hard way. Hopefully they’d feel sorry for me and pity me, instead of letting me know how stupid I was for going against all of them and doing it anyway.  
 
    While staring at the empty side of the bed beside me, I wondered if I’d ever be able to find someone that could be faithful to me. Maybe I had this hidden sign on my head that told men they could cheat, lie and treat me like dirt. It was possible that I’d be one of those women that never found true love. It was hard to consider when the adults in my family were all so happy. To long for that kind of life was realistic, but unreachable.  
 
     It was heart wrenching, to say the least.  
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    Chapter 6  
 
    Rusty  
 
    She was so beautiful, but the resemblance was uncanny. I couldn’t stop looking at her and seeing my old life;  
 
    the one I’d walked away from years ago. Seeing Isabella was like reliving it over and over again. On one hand I couldn’t look away when she came into the room. On the other, I wanted to be as far from her as humanly possible.  
 
    It wasn’t just her figure, or the color of her blonde hair either. Those eyes, green and pure, brought back so much regret.  
 
    As much as I tried to keep my cool around her, I knew I was freaking her out. If she only knew what I was thinking she’d hate me more.  
 
    The Mitchell family had been so kind to hire me without doing a background check. I don’t know if they saw something desperate in me eyes, or maybe they just needed help that bad. Either way it was a job that offered me a roof over my head. After all, I wasn’t just running from my old life, I was running from everyone that had ever known the man I used to be.  
 
    Having secrets came with consequences. It forced me to start over, with nothing to show for. To the Mitchell family I was a drifter. They couldn’t know what I’d been through, and I was determined to make sure the truth never came out. This was my fresh start; my second chance.  
 
    After Isabella walked into the bathroom on me, I felt overwhelmingly conscious. It was hard to be sensible on an average day when I saw her walking by, but standing naked in her bathroom was unimaginable. The shock on her face said it all, and then our encounter in the kitchen let me know that she wanted to get as far away from me as possible.  
 
    I couldn’t blame her. It wasn’t as if I had anything to offer someone like her. She came from such a great family, and even if she didn’t succeed on her own, they’d be there to support her financially and emotionally anyway.  
 
    I knew all of this because a long time ago I’d had the same kind of life. It saddened me to think about it now, but there was no way to go back and change things. I’d tried doing that for years, with no result except for constant misery.  
 
    That night while lying in the next room over from Isabella, I listened to her crying. She was clearly in a bad way, seemingly distraught about something she neglected to tell her cousin. I wondered if it was their little argument, or something else all together. The idea of her being so close to me, but not being able to offer her support was disappointing.  
 
    For hours on end she sobbed, until finally everything became silent. All that could be heard was the insects that were outdoors. I stayed awake a little while longer, not that it was anything new. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in as long as I could remember.  
 
    Nightmares were a constant for me, so avoiding rest was necessary. On most nights I’d take walks, or drink coffee to avoid being tired. By the time I rested, I was so beat that I didn’t dream. I’d gotten used to it, and in some ways it was just habit.  
 
    The next morning Noah neglected to wake me. Since there was no alarm in my room I only opened my eyes when I heard someone moving around. I headed for the bathroom to relieve myself and was met with Isabella in a towel. Her hair was wet, and I think the shock of seeing me again displayed on her face. “Mornin’,” I said in my best voice.  
 
    She never even flinched a smile. “I forgot you were here.”  
 
     “It’s all good. I just need to use the bathroom. Do you mind?” I pointed toward the bathroom door and watched as she went into her room. When I was done brushing my teeth, I headed out to go to work, hoping to catch another glimpse of her. Unfortunately, she’d gone into her room and had the door shut. I could hear the hairdryer running, knowing for sure that she wouldn’t be out for a long time.  
 
    After grabbing some coffee, I headed out to work. My daily chores were hard and strenuous, but I enjoyed the way they kept me busy. I’d taken a liking to working with some of the horses that Shalan, Noah’s fiancée, had purchased. The newest one, named Titan, was acquired as a wild colt and hadn’t been broken yet. It was going to take me a while, but I was determined to make it happen. In fact, I spent most of my evenings with that horse in the stables, resting against a bed of hay, reading. Aside from the training, I felt that it was best to make the horse feel comfortable around me. To be honest, I enjoyed the solitary of it all. The less people I was around, the less I had to pretend who I was.  
 
    When the plumbers arrived at my trailer I knew my time staying in the same house as Isabella was about to end. Determined to make a good impression, I decided to cook them both dinner for their hospitality. Grilling had always been something that I was good at, so I picked up some corn, zucchini, and chicken and got to work.  
 
    She pulled up just as I was finishing up, giving me a questionable look as she exited her vehicle. I could already tell that my being around annoyed her.  
 
    For the most part she never talked to me. I knew it was for the best, still I yearned for her to notice me, just so I could look into those beautiful eyes with little effort. Her dress was tight around her ass, forcing me to fight with myself to not stare. By the time I found her breasts in the low cut shirt, I knew I was doomed.  
 
    I focused on the chicken before she could notice and call me out. Her presence alarmed me, causing me to stiffen my stance. “What’s all this?” she asked.  
 
    “Just a little supper to say thanks for putting up with me. I hope you like chicken and vegetables.”  
 
    “I love them. That’s real kind of you, Rusty. Considerin’ that I worked through lunch, it’s perfect.”  
 
    I threw her a smile, and couldn’t take my eyes off of her beautiful face. Right away I knew it was a mistake. She looked down for a second and then back to me. “Why do you look at me like that?”  
 
    I let my eyes fall to the grilling food. “Like what?” “I don’t know. It’s weird, but you’re always doin’ it.” I knew I was going to come across as creepy. “Sorry. It’s just  
 
    the way I look at people, I guess. I don’t mean to offend you in any way.”  
 
    “What’s your deal anyway?” She sat down on a chair near the grill and crossed her legs. I tried so hard not to notice the way her thighs lifted at the bottom, almost displaying the skin of her ass.  
 
    “I don’t have a deal. I work the ranch, and train the horses.”  
 
    “No,” she was determined to keep digging. “You’ve got to have a back story. My cousin told me you’re in your thirties. Obviously you’ve been doin’ something for all these years, so spill. Who is Rusty?”  
 
    I finally looked in her direction, clenching my jaw as I contemplated making something up. “There’s no back story. I’ve traveled different places and decided to settle down here in Kentucky. It’s beautiful, and the hunting is good.”  
 
    She raised her brow, seemingly trying to read me. “I hardly think that you’re tellin’ me everything. You’re sayin’ that you’ve been traveling for your whole adult life?”  
 
    “There’s nothing to tell, I can assure you.”  
 
      
 
    “You were in jail weren’t you?” Her question offended me, even though she had every right to assume that.  
 
    “No. I haven’t been in jail.” I couldn’t even laugh about it. “Are you runnin’ from the law?” I put the tongs down and let both of my hands fall to my  
 
    sides. “Why do you want to know about me? Are you interested or something?”  
 
    It was sure fire way to make her leave me alone. I could tell from her vibes that she wanted nothing to do with me that way.  
 
    “No. I’m not interested what so ever. I’m done with men in general, especially after recent events. Besides, my father would die if I was datin’ a mysterious ranch hand that was much older than me. I reckon I’m just bein’ nosey, that’s all.”  
 
    “You’ve got nothing to worry about, ma’am. I can assure you that I mean you no harm. I’m not a criminal, or some kind of stalker.” I chuckled to myself knowing how creepy I sounded. “I’m simply living a quiet life off the beaten path.”  
 
    “You’re weird, that’s for sure. I’m goin’ to go change for dinner, and leave you to be alone, like you obviously prefer.” With that statement she headed into the house.  
 
    If she only knew that I longed for the company of a beautiful woman. I just knew that I didn’t deserve it. This was my punishment for my past. There was no way to rectify what had been done, therefore I refused to give myself hope.  
 
    Noah pulled in on a Gator moments later. “I made dinner,” I announced proudly.  
 
    “Damn, I wish I could stay. My girl flew in early and I’m on my way to pick her up from the airport. We’ll probably get dinner in town on our way home. Thanks for the sentiment. I appreciate it, but I can’t pass up seein’ my woman.”  
 
    I understood completely. If he only knew how envious I was at the life he had, especially considering that mine used to be so similar.  
 
     “Go on and get out of here then. I’ll make sure to save you both a plate anyway.”  
 
    “Sorry for leavin’ you to deal with Bells. She’s been such a bitch lately. I swear that chick’s had her period for the past month.”  
 
    I laughed to myself. “I’ll be sure to eat in silence, just in case she plans to attack.”  
 
    Once Noah went inside I stood there happily cooking, knowing that in just a little while I was going to be in the company of a gorgeous woman for a meal that I prepared. Sure, it certainly wasn’t a date, but it was probably the closest that I was going to get to one, with her especially.  
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    Chapter 7  
 
    Isabella  
 
    I heard my cousin come into the house when I was pulling on a pair of shorts. He knocked on my door before just helping himself to opening it. “Seriously, I’m tryin’ to change in here.”  
 
    “Whatever. I ain’t lookin’. I just wanted you to know that I’m headin’ in town to pick up Shalan. She caught an earlier flight. You’re goin’ to have to eat dinner with Rusty tonight alone.”  
 
    “What?” That wasn’t going to happen. “He’s creepy as shit. Have you seen the way he looks at me?”  
 
    He laughed. “Get over yourself, Bells. He’s a nice guy. Just eat the fuckin’ meal and then you can come back in here and sulk in your room all night.”  
 
    “Screw you, Noah.”  
 
    “I’ll see you later.” He waved as he closed my bedroom door behind him.  
 
    I was pissed, especially because the man outside made me leery. Something about him was off and I couldn’t put my finger on it. Normally I could care less who my family had working for them. Hell, Mr. Harvey had been working for my poppy since before I was born. If anyone had a secret past it was him, seeing as he was in the country illegally. He’d snuck over the border when he was twenty, and still sent money back to his family.  
 
    My judgment over Rusty was nothing like that. He had secret written all over his face, and it bothered me. I didn’t want to think that my family was harboring a fugitive, or maybe even worse.  
 
    Knowing that I’d hear a wrath of shit when Noah got back, I threw my hair into a ponytail and decided that it was just one meal. I’d eat the food, and lock myself in my room afterwards. No harm, no foul.  
 
    By the time I came back outside with plates and silverware, my cousin had already left to pick up Shalan. Rusty stood over the grill, placing the food on a large tray to the side. I sat down at the picnic table and laid out the forks and knives next to the plates. He walked over and sat the tray down. “What would you like to drink? I can go grab it.”  
 
    I sat down in front of one of the settings, promising myself that I was going to be nice to the guy, for the small amount of time it took me to eat. “Sure. Tea is fine, or a beer. Whatever you’re havin’.”  
 
    He brought out two iced teas, and then sat down across from me. I helped myself to the hot food, and smiled when he pushed the glass in my direction. “We’re never going to eat all of this food.”  
 
    “I’m starvin’, so you may be wrong.” It was the truth. Sometimes when I got busy at work I’d forget to eat. This had been one of those days. My stomach rumbled as I poked my fork into the grilled vegetables.  
 
    They tasted delicious. “These are amazin’.”  
 
    He smiled and took a bite himself. “Thanks. Cooking is a hobby of mine.”  
 
    After tasting the chicken I was convinced of one thing. “You’re wastin’ your talent workin’ on this stinky ass ranch, that’s for sure.”  
 
    He laughed and kept eating. I took a sip of tea, while watching him. Once he was finished chewing he took a drink and then replied to me. “I happen to enjoy what I do. As far as the cooking goes, whenever you want some, feel free to stop by my trailer.”  
 
    I think he and I both realized exactly at the same time what he’d just offered. I didn’t know what to say, or even if we were on the same page. Perhaps he was just being a nice man, or it was possible that he was asking me to join him because he was interested. “I, don’t, um -.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded, Isabella. Maybe it came out wrong. All I was saying is that you were welcome to eat dinner. I meant nothing else by it.”  
 
    “It’s not that.” I felt bad for acting so stuck up. “Sorry. I’m just all messed up right now. I wish I could explain things more, but some people around here like to get all up in my business. That’s why I refuse to discuss it.”  
 
    He placed the silverware down on his plate and folded his hands. “I’m not an open book either, as you’ve probably been able to tell. Some things aren’t anyone’s business but our own.”  
 
    For the first time I saw something different in this stranger. We could relate, obviously from secrets that we both kept, but it was enough to catch my interest. “I agree.”  
 
    It was quick, but I could have sworn that I saw a smile form in the corner of his lips. As fast as it was there, it disappeared. “Noah tells me that you visited your family this weekend past. How did that go?”  
 
    It was small talk, and for the time being it was okay. “Fine, I guess. I saw people that I missed a lot.”  
 
    “I bet it’s hard being so far away from them. I heard you crying the night you came home. Was it because you wish you were home with your parents?”  
 
    Immediately I was offended. He’d listened to me crying and now he was prying. “That’s none of your business. Look, I agreed to have dinner tonight because you obviously took the time to cook it, but we’re not friends. I’m not goin’ to sit here pretendin’ we’re friends. You work for my family. That’s it.”  
 
    I stood up and rushed toward the kitchen door. He came after me, meeting me inside. “Isabella, I didn’t mean to -.”  
 
    I cut him off. “Just stop.” “What? What did I say?” “First, you can stop calling me Isabella. It’s weird. Nobody  
 
    calls me that.” “Okay. What do you like to be called?” I threw up my hands. This guy wasn’t getting it. Couldn’t  
 
    he take a hint that I was damaged and not interested in being buddies? “This is pointless. Thank you for dinner, Rusty. Just leave the dishes in the sink. I’ll clean them in a little while.”  
 
    I began to walk away when I heard him talking. What he said stopped me dead in my tracks. “I hated hearing you cry. It reminds of something in my past. I wish I could talk about it, but like you I know I can’t. Sometimes we need to walk away from what we want. I guess it’s part of life, even though it feels like torture.”  
 
    I turned around and tried my best to relate to whatever he meant. “Look, we don’t know each other. You seem like you’re a nice guy. If I was lookin’ for a friend this might have gone differently. Right now my life is too messed up to even consider it. I enjoyed dinner. None of this is about you, Rusty. I’ve got demons that I’m tryin’ to get rid of, and so do you obviously. A friendship between us would just add fuel to the fire.”  
 
    He went back outside, only to come in to put his plate in the sink. I watched him walk outside and start cleaning up again. A part of me wanted to apologize. He seemed like I’d offended him, and I probably had. For someone that didn’t want to be a jerk, it was exactly what I was being.  
 
    Rusty stayed away from me after that night. Shalan came home and things got back to normal. We were planning her wedding, which was keeping me busy enough to not dwell on my ex. Noah was finally off my back, and for the most part I felt better about everything that was happening in my life.  
 
    I’d seen Rusty in passing, but with the exception of a couple waves from him, he’d steered clear of me. I didn’t blame him after I’d been such a bitch. Honestly, nothing would ever come out of a friendship with him. I knew my family, and what they’d say if I got involved with someone like him. Since I wanted them as far out of my business as possible, I chose to push him away. Sure, he was handsome, even for being ten years older than me. His almost black hair and gray eyes were very easy on the eyes, especially when riding by and seeing him shirtless. Just because he was good to look at didn’t mean I wanted to hang out.  
 
    Before I knew it two months had gone by. Noah had built a house for Shalan, and they were about to move in it. I was actually looking forward to taking over the house, and redecorating. The deer heads were cool when we were kids, but Noah’s once bachelor pad needed a makeover.  
 
    Everyone on the ranch came to lend a helping hand on moving day. My aunt Van and my grandma Karen came to help make food for all of the men while they did the heavy lifting. I was carrying one of the last boxes over to the flat bed trailer when I spotted Rusty walking toward me. I sat the box down and stood up straight to face him. “Noah sent me over here to grab this stuff. Is this all of it?”  
 
    “This is it.” I pointed to the boxes.  
 
    He wiped beads of sweat off of his forehead. “Do you mind if I have a glass of water? They picked up some beer, but I don’t drink.”  
 
    I’d noticed that, but been afraid to ask him at the time. “Sure. Be right back.” I ran inside and got two bottles of water. After handing Rusty one of them I stood there quenching my own thirst.  
 
    “It’s hot as hell out here today,” he said before finishing off the water. Then he wiped his face with his shirt. I caught one  
 
    glimpse of a rock hard stomach before he saw me. With nothing to say to get out of it, I changed the subject.  
 
    “So, how come you don’t drink?”  
 
    “Personal reasons. For the most part it’s because I grew up around alcoholics.” When he didn’t get into further detail I knew I had to back off.  
 
    “That’s understandable.”  
 
    We stood for a moment in complete silence. When it got to be too awkward Rusty handed me his bottle. “Thanks for the water, Iz.”  
 
    I opened my mouth but nothing would come out.  
 
    He smiled, as if he knew that name was special to me. “Is that okay? I mean, you told me not to call you Isabella.”  
 
    “I guess. Only my father calls me by that.”  
 
    “Have a good afternoon then.” He left me standing there, and I wasn’t sure if I liked it. It was as if he was giving me the cold shoulder. I certainly deserved it, especially after the way I’d been cold to him. Still, each time I was around him things were weird. I was determined to figure it out, even if it required me to have more conversations with the mysterious man. Little by little he was revealing things about himself. If I gave him the chance, I might be able to get to the bottom of it.  
 
    Knowing that it was going to require me to be nice, I decided that it was as good as any time to change my attitude. I’d been withdrawn for too long.  
 
    Getting to know Rusty a bit more would help me make that push I needed to be able to go out and consider dating again. One day I’d find someone that cared about me, who wouldn’t ever want to be with anyone else. I had to stay positive and believe that it would happen.  
 
    In the two months that I’d gone without talking to Tate I was starting to finally be able to accept that we were never meant to be together. My pain was replaced with resentment and hate, which I was finally okay with feeling. He’d hurt me in  
 
    the worst way possible, and even though he’d always be my first love, I knew he wouldn’t be the last. No matter where he was in the world no longer mattered to me, because my future was mine to make.  
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    Chapter 8  
 
    Rusty  
 
    Day after day I would see her. Even if it were only seconds, it was enough to satisfy the constant ache. I’d  
 
    tried several times to be nice to her, only to get shot down repeatedly. Keeping my distance was getting easier, especially when imagining being with her was less hard than the real thing. Isabella gave difficult a new definition.  
 
    I woke up one Sunday morning and noticed that it was raining. My chores were going to suck, and I wasn’t going to be able to work with Titan until it cleared.  
 
    Just as I’d started in one of the chicken houses, I got a call on my cell phone.  
 
    “Hey, it’s Noah. Listen, can you head over to my old place and give my cousin a hand? She’s bitchin’ about something with the plumbin’, and I’m tryin’ to get this paintin’ done over here.”  
 
    “Yeah, sure. I’ll head over there as soon as I’m done.”  
 
    “Take your time, man. The longer she has to wait the more it will annoy her. After the way she’s acted for the past few months she deserves it.”  
 
    “I’ll take care of it.”  
 
    We hung up and I picked up my pace. Little did Noah know that I wanted to be around his cousin. He may have wanted to wait, but I couldn’t get there fast enough.  
 
    A little less than an hour later I was knocking on the kitchen door. Isabella spotted me standing there in the rain and hesitated before unlatching the lock to let me in. I could tell that she expected to see Noah, and was annoyed that he’d called me instead. “Noah says you need some help.”  
 
    Right away I could smell puke. She started to walk away before I could ask. “The clog is back here. I’ve tried to get it out, but it’s makin’ me sick. I’ve thrown up three times today.”  
 
    I wasn’t going to let her know that the house reeked of it. “Hopefully I can get it fixed for you.”  
 
    She led me to the bathroom and tossed me a towel. “Here. You look like you just jumped in the pool.”  
 
    “It’s really coming down out there.”  
 
    Isabella smiled, making me do the same, as if it was contagious. “Anyway, the clog is here. It’s full of hair, and gunk. I’ve tried using the scrub brush to pick it, but every time I get close I start heavin’. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’ve seen blood, snot, and every other kind of bodily fluid and never been bothered.”  
 
    For a couple seconds I wondered if she could be pregnant, though I’d never seen her with a gentlemen, or noticed her going out anywhere. Besides, that was definitely not my business to ask about. Knowing her, she’d probably slap me for bringing it up.  
 
    I sat down the towel and got on my knees to address the problem. The moment she saw me picking up the lump of hair she fell against the toilet and started vomiting. Quickly I grabbed the trashcan and discarded the wad of nastiness. Then I turned all of my attention to her. I wet the towel and handed it to her. “Put this on the back of your neck. It will help with the nausea.”  
 
    She did as I told her, but lingered over the toilet. I made my way out of the bathroom and sat down on the bed to make sure she was all right. When she finally walked into the room her face was pale. I’d never seen her look so bad before. She sat down next to me and slowly let her head fall down on the pillows. “I feel horrible. It must be somethin’ I ate.”  
 
     “I’ll get you some water.” I headed into the kitchen and grabbed her a bottle before returning to the room. Her eyes were closed, but opened when she heard me coming in. “Here. Sip this slowly.”  
 
    She took a sip and sat it down on the table next to her. “Thanks. I’m actually glad you came instead of Noah. He’d give me a hard time about being creeped out so much over a glob of hair.”  
 
    I wanted to reach over and grab her hand, but I knew it wasn’t going to happen. She didn’t know me, and as much as she reminded me of someone, I had to keep telling myself that she wasn’t. “Do you need me to stick around for a bit? I can go watch television or something. With the rain I can’t exactly work with Titan today.”  
 
    “I don’t care if you stick around. I probably won’t be good company though.”  
 
    “It’s fine.” I stood up and started to head out of the room. “If you need anything just let me know. I’m just going to turn on a movie.”  
 
    Once I was in the living room I sat on the couch wondering what I was actually doing. This woman didn’t want me sticking around bothering her. Clearly she wasn’t feeling well. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to leave her.  
 
    A couple minute later she surprised me by coming out and joining me on the couch. I pulled a blanket down over her legs and rested her head on the opposite end of the furniture. I flipped through the channels until I found a movie, and was content with whatever it might be about.  
 
    I’m not real sure how long I was there before I fell asleep. Isabella must have dozed off before me, otherwise she probably would have asked me to leave. Instead I woke to someone yelling at me.  
 
    It was Noah, and he didn’t look happy.  
 
    In the doorway between the kitchen and living room he stood, both hand on his hips. “What are you doin’?”  
 
    I sat up, realizing that I was leaning over on her knees. It was an honest mistake, but he wasn’t seeing it that way. “We were just watching a movie, that’s all. I must have fallen asleep.”  
 
    It would have been easier to explain that she’d been sick, but from the look on her face I could tell that she didn’t want him knowing anything. “What’s the big deal, Noah? He helped me fix the bathroom and I told him to stay and watch a movie.”  
 
    He got up in my face and pointed his finger. “You need to leave.”  
 
    I stood up and smiled at her before walking outside. Honestly, I’d never seen Noah so upset, and certainly hadn’t done anything to deserve that type of response out of him.  
 
    I could hear screaming coming from the house, but refused to go back in. A couple minutes later Noah came out and walked toward me. “You need to back off when it comes to her, Rusty. You do a lot around here and I appreciate it, but my cousin is off limits. I don’t’ care how many chicks you take to your trailer. Your business is your own, but she’s my business. I’ve protected her our whole lives, and I won’t have her hurt again, especially by someone that works for me. Are we clear?”  
 
    Even though I hated what he was saying, I valued having a roof over my head, and to be able to hold a job without question. I had to abide by his rules, no matter how hard they were to do. “Yeah, I get it. Just to be clear, nothing happened. I’ve never even tried to touch your cousin.”  
 
    “Keep it that way, man. She’s got issues with guys that you don’t even want to begin to understand. To keep the peace in my family I’ve got to be a dick about it. I hope you understand.”  
 
    I did. Noah loved her like she was his sister. Him protecting her was an instinct. If I’d only had that kind of instinct before my life may have been different. “I do. No worries, man. I’m just going to head home.”  
 
    That night it was harder than ever to not think about her. My mind went back to being alone with her, and how for the first time she’d appreciated my company. It may have been nothing but a few hours, but it meant more than she’d ever know.  
 
    A knock at my door well after midnight caught my immediate attention. I grabbed a bat and headed toward the door, being extra cautious. When I opened it up and saw her standing there I pulled her inside the trailer. “What are you doing out in the rain?”  
 
    She put her hood down and reached inside of her pocket. “I figured you need this in the mornin’. I found it in the couch earlier.” My phone was placed into my hand, but I never took my eyes from hers.  
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate that.”  
 
    “Look, I’m really sorry about Noah earlier. He’s got a hair up his ass when it comes to me.”  
 
    I pulled out a chair and offered it to her. “Sit down for a minute?”  
 
    She sat and took off her jacket. “I probably shouldn’t be tellin’ you this, but I was involved with this guy who cheated and lied to me. We started datin’ in high school and I thought he was my future. We attended the same college, and talked bout being married and having a life together. It all turned to shit when I found out he was still havin’ relations with his first love. He may have been mine, but apparently I wasn’t his. When I went home a couple months ago I promised Noah that I wouldn’t see this particular guy again, and the first thing I did was run right to him. I ran right back to his bed and gave myself to him completely. Only minutes after it was all said and done did I realize that I’d become the other woman. He actually had pictures of them hidden, so that I wouldn’t see them. Anyway, you can imagine how fucked up it made me. I had to call my little brothers to come pick me up that night. One of them gave him a good beatin’. I thought it would make me feel better, but it didn’t. That night you heard me cryin’, it was because of that. Anyway, that’s the reason that Noah’s bein’ irrational. He doesn’t trust me to make the right decisions, and even though I lied to him, he still thinks I snuck and saw Tate. He knows me better than I know myself, which is why he’s always determined to be my keeper. So don’t take it personal. It’s not you at all.”  
 
    This was more than she’s ever talked to me before. I couldn’t let her leave, not when she was opening up like this. I reached over the table to touch her hand, but pulled away right before. “It’s not a big deal. He loves you, that’s all.”  
 
    “Sometimes Noah loves me too much. He forgets that I’m an adult too. If I wanted to have some hot affair with you, I don’t need his permission. Not that it’s ever goin’ to happen. I’m just sayin’ in general.”  
 
    Hearing her say that sent a jolt right to my cock. I knew if I tried to stand up she’d notice it immediately. I clenched my jaw and tried to stay calm. “I appreciate you telling me. It probably wasn’t a good idea to fall asleep next to you. I can’t imagine what he must think.”  
 
    “He thinks we’re fuckin’. Noah has a one-track mind.”  
 
    “We both know that’s not the case.” Not that I would be against it happening. Imagining her soft skin against my hands was something that I’d been doing for as long as I’d known her. If she knew that she’d be so creeped out that I was sure to get fired. It was something I’d have to keep a secret.  
 
    “Of course it isn’t. I’m real sorry if it caused problems for you. I know you like to keep to yourself.”  
 
    “I keep to myself to avoid drama, yes. That doesn’t mean that I’m not willing to help out a friend. I know we’re strangers, but I can assure you that your secret is safe with me. I don’t plan on causing you any trouble.”  
 
    She seemed to be pleased with my response. After standing up she held out her hand. “Thanks for listenin’ and helpin’ me out earlier. For what it’s worth, it was nice to sit in a room with someone that wasn’t judgin’ me.”  
 
    No. Instead she was sitting in a room with someone that fantasized about being with her. I don’t know what was worse.  
 
    “It’s not a problem.”  
 
    “I better get goin’. It’s startin’ to thunder.” I watched her putting on her jacket and walking out the door. I couldn’t help by peer through the window as she pulled away on a golf-cart.  
 
    Isabella had confided in me. It meant that in some way she trusted me. Against Noah’s threats I had to find a way to know more about her. Even if I had to sneak around, she was worth the risk. I had to figure out why I felt so drawn to her, so I could come up with a solution to make it stop.  
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    Chapter 9  
 
    Isabella  
 
    For the next week I threw up each morning, and sometimes during the evenings. My stomach turned, and every  
 
    single smell made me gag. It wasn’t until I was driving home after the fifth day that I realized what it could be. I almost drove my car off the side of the road into a ravine because of it.  
 
    It couldn’t be true. There was no way. It had only been one night; one time. I turned my car around and went into the pharmacy,  
 
    determined to prove my theory wrong. After buying three different tests, I went straight home. It took me a while to build up the courage to walk into the bathroom and pee on those sticks. A part of me wanted to just think I could wish myself not to be, and it to work.  
 
    When I’d run out of reasons to not do it, I took two of the tests and ran out of the bathroom. My heart was racing, and I was certain that I was about to pass out. Silently, I sat on the couch staring down the hallway at the bathroom door. My fate sat on two sticks inside of it, and I was too afraid to see what they said.  
 
    Then my cousin came barging in my kitchen door. He had company too. Behind him came Rusty, who was helping him carry this cabinet that was supposed to sit on the back of my toilet. I panicked.  
 
    I excused myself into the bathroom, desperately trying to find a place to hide the tests. When I heard the door closing I looked out the window to see Noah standing outside on his phone. I looked down at the tests, seeing the results. A lump formed in my throat as I gathered the two stick and all of the rest of the garbage and packed it into a white plastic bag. I tied to top and ran out into the kitchen as fast as I could. Tears were streaming down my cheeks when I got to where Rusty was standing. “I need a favor before he comes in here.”  
 
    “Sure, What do you need?”  
 
    “Take this out front and hide it somewhere. Once he tells you to leave pick it up and throw it in the dumpster that gets picked up tomorrow.”  
 
    “What’s in it?”  
 
    I shoved it against his chest. “Rusty, please don’t ask me any questions. Just get rid of it. I’m begging you.”  
 
    I heard Noah walking up the porch steps. Rusty gave me a concerned look but rushed toward the front door. He came back inside before Noah walked into the living room. To hide my sudden emotional breakdown, I retreated to my bedroom, acting like I was indisposed.  
 
    “Just set it up for me, will ya?”  
 
    I could hear the guys moving it around, and then the house got quiet. A knock on my bedroom door alarmed me. I opened it slowly, trying to come up with a reason to be crying. That’s when I noticed that it was Rusty. “I took care of that thing for you. I’m ridin’ back with Noah, so I’ll come back by in a few minutes to pick it up and throw it away.”  
 
    I reached over and touched his arm. “You’re a life saver. Thanks so much.”  
 
    “You all right?”  
 
    “I will be. I promise.” I was lying. Nothing was going to be okay. My life had just taken a turn for the worse and I didn’t know what I was going to do about it.  
 
    “Okay. If you need to talk you know where to find me.”  
 
    He left without another word, which I was grateful for. The last thing I wanted to do was stand around talking when my whole life was falling apart.  
 
    Once everyone was gone I fell to the floor and let the real tears come. I’d been careless one time, and now was faced with the most horrifying decision of my life. How I was going to be able to face my family was beyond me. Not to mention what I was supposed to do with my future.  
 
    Both of those sticks had read the same. Two lines gave me a positive result. I was pregnant with Tate’s child, and I had no idea what I was going to do. I didn’t even know who I could talk to about it. My family would all do the math. They’d warned me about seeing him, and I lied to every single one of them. Now I was in this predicament with nowhere to turn. To make matters worse, this was going to force me to contact Tate, which I promised myself that I was never going to do again.  
 
    If I knew anything about him I knew he’d want to be a part of his child’s life. The idea of sharing custody with me made my stomach curl. Instantly I was running to the toilet, throwing up what I left in my stomach.  
 
    For the next several hours I cried to myself alone in bed. I’d made the wrong choices and now I was being punished for it. My parents were going to lose all respect for me, not to mention my cousin. He’d never forgive for this; for lying to him of all people.  
 
    This secret that my brother’s had promised to take to the grave was about to bite us all in the ass and I didn’t see any way around it.  
 
    The next week flew by. I contacted my doctor, but already knew how far along I was. I’d been with one person one time in the past year. The life growing inside of me was a result of that night, and even though it had ended terribly, I couldn’t bring myself to consider abortion. There was no way that I could go through with something like that and be able to live with myself. Life was too precious to me, and had my mother felt that way than I wouldn’t even be on the earth right now to be going through all of this.  
 
    The ground was dropping out from under me, which wasn’t surprising considered the predicament I was in. As the days went by it got harder to accept. I knew it was only a matter of time before someone found out, and then I’d have to face the music. My secret would be out and the whole family would know. They’d never look at me the same, and I’d never be able to forgive myself. I’d pride myself on being honest, and this little lie had resulted in a life. The idea of being a mother scared the shit out of me, and being a single mother was even more frightening.  
 
    The only thing I was sure of at this point was that I wanted my baby, and I didn’t want to have to tell Tate. I wondered how long I could get away without him finding out. My family would only be able to protect me for so long. I imagined walking down the road one day and passing him. I thought about my child seeing his father, and them having them same eyes.  
 
    With everything going on inside of my head, I refused to hang out with my cousin and his fiancée. After a week they were starting to ask questions that I didn’t have answers for. Unfortunately, with everything on my mind I’d forgotten about going dress shopping with Shalan and aunt Van. They showed up at my house on a Saturday morning and I was in the bathroom throwing my guts up.  
 
    Right away they started asking the one question that I didn’t want to answer. “Sweetheart, you couldn’t be pregnant could you?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Of course not. What would give you that idea?”  
 
    My aunt Van handed me a paper towel. “Well, you’re throwing up. You look like death, and you’re tired all of the time.”  
 
    I turned away, unable to face her when I lied my ass off. “I’m not pregnant. I just have a virus or somethin’.”  
 
    “We’ll just go without you today. If we find something we’ll send you a picture. Is that okay?”  
 
    “Yeah. It’s fine. Sorry I can’t go, Shalan. I promise that I’ll be there for everything else.”  
 
    She hugged me and they both headed out.  
 
    That’s when I think I started to panic again. I needed to know that Rusty had thrown all of the evidence away. If they were asking if I was pregnant I didn’t want it to be because any of them saw the tests in the trash.  
 
    It took me a while to hunt him down. When I found him, he was too preoccupied with Titan to call out his name. For a couple minutes I sat there watching him with the large horse. Rusty had this gentle side of him when it came to being around Titan. He was patient and gentle, which made the horse respond positively, instead of aggressive. When Rusty spotted me he started walking in my direction. I met him halfway. “I need to talk to you.”  
 
    “Are you okay?” He seemed concerned.  
 
    “Just tell me that you got rid of that bag I gave you. Tell me you hid it in the trash and that it was picked up before anyone could see it.”  
 
    “I did what you said, Iz.” It still gave me chills when he called me that. “I threw it away that night, just like you said to do.”  
 
    “Okay. Just checkin’. Sorry I bothered you.” I looked down at the ground and started to walk away.  
 
    Rusty came running after men. “Iz, wait. Is something wrong?”  
 
    I probably should have kept walking away, except I knew that he was the one person around that would listen to me and not go crazy. “Not really. I’m in trouble, and I don’t know what to do.”  
 
    “What kind of trouble are you in?” His concern made me feel like he was way off with theories.  
 
    “Not anything illegal, if that’s what you think. It’s personal. I really don’t know what I’m goin’ to do. Everything’s a mess. My family is goin’ to freak out.” I started to sob, and felt strong arms wrapping around me. He smelled like sweat and after- shave, reminding me that a man was comforting me. Instead of being freaked out, I let my arms wrap around his back. “I’m so scared. They’re never goin’ to forgive me, Rusty. They’ll never trust me again.”  
 
    He pulled away and looked right into my eyes. “Tell me. What’s really going on, Iz. I won’t say anything.”  
 
    I looked away, feeling ashamed to even admit it out loud. “I’m pregnant. I’m pregnant with my ex’s child, and I don’t know what to do.” It was all I could get out before I lost it.  
 
    He pulled me back into his chest and held me tight. “It’s going to be okay.”  
 
    He had no idea how bad it was going to be for me, but I appreciated the temporary comfort. “Thanks, but it’s not. I can’t lose my family over this.”  
 
    Rusty grabbed the sides of my face and looked right into my eyes. “Just try to calm down. You’re going to be okay, and I’m goin to help you make sure of it.”  
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    Chapter 10  
 
    Rusty  
 
    She had no idea what I meant when I’d said it, and neither did I. All I knew was that she was in trouble and something inside of me was determined to be the one to help her.  
 
    I held her there in that pasture for a long time. Her hair smelled so sweet, and I couldn’t help letting my lips linger against it. This was the closest I’d ever been to her. Though the circumstances were desperate, I knew she needed me.  
 
    I helped her back to her house that evening, and stuck around for a while until I got her settled down. It was hard to leave when I knew she’d fall apart as soon as I was gone, but I couldn’t take the chance of getting caught by Noah.  
 
    That next morning I got up early and snuck over again. She answered the door and let me inside. I could see that she hadn’t gotten much sleep. “I’m just checking on you.”  
 
    “I’m still the same.” She tried to conjure up a smile, but failed horribly. “I never imagined that my life would be like this. I’ve never had to make a decision without everyone in my family before. Just knowin’ how upset they’ll be is makin’ it even harder. How am I supposed to do this?”  
 
    I reached for her hand. “You’ve got a friend, Iz.”  
 
    She looked up at me with such sad eyes. “I don’t deserve it. I’ve been a bitch to you since we met.”  
 
    “Well it ain’t like anyone else is knocking on my friend door. Besides, you had your reasons to steer clear of me. I’m not saying that I’m a good influence, but I sure as hell can’t stand seeing you so distraught. Your family is going to come around. It may take them awhile, but they’ll understand.”  
 
    She shook her head. “No. They won’t, Rusty. They hate Tate that much. They’ll want me to abort the baby so that I don’t have anything to do with him. This pregnancy forces me to let him back into my life. Don’t you see? This is the worst thing that could ever happen.”  
 
    I understood why she was scared, but this was a baby, a miracle that she’d been given. No matter what her family thought, it was always going to be her decision. “What can I do for you?”  
 
    She shrugged. “Nothin’. The damage is done.”  
 
    I brought her hand up to my lips and kissed it. “If you need to talk, you know where to find me. It doesn’t matter if it’s in the middle of the night.”  
 
    “Rusty, I appreciate that. Are you just bein’ nice to me because you think I might give you a chance?”  
 
    This time I was the one shrugging. “Would it really make a difference?”  
 
    “No. I’m sorry. I wish I could offer you some kind of hope, but we both know that’s not goin’ to happen. I’m just not interested in being with anyone. After this, I’ll probably never be interested. It’s not you. I just can’t dig my grave anymore than I already have.”  
 
    I understood, but it was still a kick to the balls. “It’s fine. Friends then.”  
 
    She seemed reluctant, but knowing that I was all she had, she couldn’t refuse.  
 
    I can’t say that it didn’t bother me. I wanted more from her, and it was never going to happen.  
 
    For the next few weeks the more I tried to be a friend to Isabella, the harder she tried to push me away. I saw her falling down a wormhole and couldn’t seem to figure out a way to pick her back up out of it.  
 
    Her cousin was too focused on his new house, and the wedding to be able to notice that something was seriously going on with her. To make matters worse, she was doing a great job keeping it a secret from everyone.  
 
    I stopped by at least once a week to check on her, only to hear the same load of crap about her trying to handle things herself. It wasn’t until I overheard her on the phone that I decided I needed to step in. I’d stopped by to give her dinner one night after work. She was standing on her porch on the cell phone. Since I approached the house from the opposite direction, she never knew I was standing there.  
 
    It was obvious right away that she was making an appointment at the clinic. She was responding to questions that they’d ask when one was planning on terminating a pregnancy. Right away I had to clench my fists and fight to keep my cool. She didn’t know how lucky she was to have something so wonderful growing inside of her. She had a chance to give life, which was precious in it self. I couldn’t allow her go through with it.  
 
    So I did what every person in my situation would have done. I listened to the rest of her conversation, and waited to hear her confirm the date and time. With that information I followed her on the day of the appointment.  
 
    She parked her vehicle and sat in the hot car with her head down. That’s when I realized that she was broken up over it. The weak woman didn’t want to end her pregnancy, but she didn’t see any way around it without losing her wonderful family.  
 
    I couldn’t sit in my truck and observe her over there in so much pain. My feet hit the pavement, and I started walking across the parking lot before I even knew what I was going to say to her. I knocked on the window with my knuckles and waited for her to respond.  
 
    Mascara was running down both of her cheeks. “Isabella, please get out of the car.”  
 
    “What are you doin’ here? Did you follow me?” I could tell she was both frantic and pissed off.  
 
    “Does it matter? I can’t let you do this, and I’m not leaving here unless you’re coming with me.”  
 
    “Who are you to tell me what to do with my life? This is my decision. Don’t you get that? Stop trying to fix my problems, Rusty. I don’t want to be helped. You obviously either spied on me or followed me. Both are appalling to me. How could you invade my privacy, after you of all people know what I’m already goin’ through? What is with you? Just get out of here and leave me alone!”  
 
    “I’m not who you think I am, Iz.”  
 
    “Don’t call me that. Do you hear me? Don’t you dare call me that.”  
 
    She was offended, and it hurt my feelings. Sure, I’d overstepped boundaries, but only because she was making a terrible mistake. I couldn’t sit around at the ranch knowing what she was about to do. I couldn’t let her make a mistake that she’d carry for the rest of her life. “I’m sorry you’re pissed. It’s not what you think. I would never hurt you.”  
 
    She began to sob, making it hard for me to understand her words. “You’re hurtin’ me now. Don’t you get that? I just want it to be over. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t ruin my life.”  
 
    Her anger was only making her communicate with me, and I was almost happy about that. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Get out of your car. I need to show you something. You need to know why I’m not going to let you go inside of this building.”  
 
    She laid her head on the steering wheel, exhausted and furious. I waited, and when she realized that I wasn’t going to leave, she finally climbed out of her car.  
 
    After grabbing her purse and locking the door, I drug her gently by her arm to my truck and helped her inside. “Where are you takin’ me? Hopefully it’s to kill me, so I don’t have to deal with this anymore. Maybe if I’m gone they’ll never know what a disappointment I am to them.”  
 
    Once I had her inside of the truck, I walked to my side and entered the vehicle. I closed the driver’s side door and looked at her before turning on the ignition. “Look here. Nothing about your life is a mistake. Your family ain’t going to disown you, and they sure as hell don’t want you dead. Buckle up. It’s a long drive.”  
 
    I didn’t tell her where we were going, even after we crossed state lines and hours started to pass. While Isabella cried to herself, I thought about what I was about to do. This wasn’t something I ever thought I’d be able to tell someone. This pain that I’d felt for so long was about to get worse.  
 
    I couldn’t let her give up on her baby, or her life, not when it meant so much to so many, especially me. She needed to know she was worth something.  
 
    The sun was starting to set when we made it to the destination. My hands clenched the steering wheel as the sleeping companion next to me opened her eyes and looked around. Even though I was having second thoughts, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to turn around without seeing this through. If I could save a life because of this, it was worth the pain.  
 
    She was about to see the real me. She’d know my secrets. She’d know my pain. And she’d know why I had to leave it all behind. This hardheaded woman, that kept rejecting me in every  
 
    way, was about to find out that I wasn’t at all who she thought I was. She could take my new life away from me if she wanted to. This could all backfire in my face.  
 
    I had to risk it. She was worth it.  
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    Chapter 11  
 
    Isabella  
 
    To be honest, I had no idea what I was thinking when I got into the truck with this guy. He was obviously  
 
    stalking me, and now we were in a different state, too far from anyone that would be able to save me when he started murdering me, and cutting me into a million pieces. In all of the times that he’d offered to be a friend, I’d never felt so uncomfortable as I did now.  
 
    The long drive to wherever he was taking me gave me time to think. It made me realize that no matter what happened with my family, I’d never be able to get rid of my baby. He or she was mine. I could do it without ever telling Tate and deal with the consequences, even if they were too harsh to imagine.  
 
    A part of me couldn’t stop thinking about my mom and dad, and the look on their faces when they learned the news. They’d be so hurt, and I feared seeing that.  
 
    More than twenty years ago my mother was in this same situation. She prided herself on letting us kids know what it was like to go through, and that she’d never want us to have to do it. Here I was repeating history. The only difference was that I didn’t have someone that was going to sweep me off my feet and show me what real love feels like. I was in this alone, and I was so afraid.  
 
    When we first pulled to make a stop in front of an old church, I wondered how far I could get before he caught up to me. I looked around at the landscape wondering if there was something I could pick up and hit him with if I needed to.  
 
    It was horrible, but in my head, I was considering that this might be a fight to stay alive.  
 
    Rusty remained quiet in the seat next to me. I finally got up the nerve to turn and look at him and noticed that his eyes were already on me. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Are you goin’ to kill me? I read somewhere that a cemetery is the perfect place to hide a body.” Why was I feeding him with ideas? He already had a plan for me. I wondered if there was a shovel in the back of the truck.  
 
    He didn’t move his head from the steering wheel. “I told you before that I wasn’t going to hurt you. Is that what you think of me? You think I’m a murderer? I’ve done nothing but been nice to you, and still you think I’m a terrible person. What do I have to do to prove that I’m not?”  
 
    “What am I supposed to think? You just drove me to Bumfuck. There ain’t a house around within yellin’ distance. Just so you know, my family will find out. They’ll kill you if you harm me in any way.”  
 
    He started to laugh at me and shook his head. “You’re hopeless, Iz.”  
 
    “Isabella,” I corrected.  
 
    “Whatever. Get out of the truck. There’s something I need to show you.”  
 
    I was reluctant, but had a feeling he was going to force me if I didn’t. Just because he was saying he wasn’t going to harm me didn’t mean it wasn’t going to happen. I hopped down from the truck, and watched him start walking way from me.  
 
    For a few seconds I looked behind me, wondering if somewhere inside of the old church in the distance I’d be able to find help. I certainly didn’t want to drive home for hours with this guy. He’d clearly lost his marbles, and I didn’t want to help him find them.  
 
    This was probably why he worked on the ranch. Maybe his family had him declared insane and he had to run away to elude the insane asylum. Obviously he wasn’t taking any of his prescribed medicine. If he had been I was sure he wouldn’t have practically kidnapped me from the clinic.  
 
    “Are you coming or not?”  
 
    My heart jumped when I heard him talking to me. I turned to see him standing there waiting for me. “Yeah. I’m comin’.”  
 
    I hated that he waited for me to get close before he started walking through the graveyard again. At first I wasn’t sure what he was doing. We walked for a while and then he started looking down at the ground, as if he’d lost something. Then I noticed the tiny headstones getting bigger in size. The dates on the graves were becoming more recent.  
 
    We walked past a few more before coming to a stone bench. He circled around it and ducked down, wiping off where a name would be. I sat on the bench, still wondering what he was doing. “Are you lookin’ for somethin’ in particular?”  
 
    “No. I found them.” “You found who?” I was at least a little bit curious. “I’m glad you’re sitting, because this is probably going to  
 
    take me a while. You say you don’t know me, so obviously you refuse to trust me. That baby growing inside of you needs to be protected. I know you’re probably thinking I’ve lost it. The truth is, I did lose it, but it was a long time ago. Now I just live my life the best I know how to do, because I know there’s no going back.”  
 
    “What did you do, Rusty? Tell me why you brought me all the way out here, because I’ve tried to keep calm, but this had gone far enough. If you don’t start explainin’ right now I’m goin’ to start screamin’.” Was this the graves of people he’d killed?  
 
    “My family is...,” he said in a whisper. “Sorry, this is harder than I thought.” When his body sort of collapsed onto the ground, I started to realize that this wasn’t really about me at all. This poor man was in pain and I had no idea why.  
 
     “Your family? Do they live near here? Is this your parents graves?”  
 
    He shook his head. “No. It’s not my parents. My precious little girl is buried here, Isabella. She was three when God took her away from me.” He wiped the edge of his eye, causing me to look at his face. His lips trembled as he began talking again. “She was my everything. I lived and breathed to be near her. She was so beautiful. Her pretty blonde hair was always so full of curls, and it would bounce when she would walk or run.” He looked into the distance, trying to compose himself to carry on. “Her eyes, were so green, just like her mother’s. I’ll never be able to get them out of my mind, even if I wanted to. One look at either of them and I was pudding in their hands.”  
 
    I heard him sniffle and take another break from talking. In a matter of minutes all of my fear had dissipated. “Oh my God. Rusty, I had no idea.” Imagining anyone losing their child was awful, but this man was clearly in so much pain that he’d tried to bury it, by running away. “How did it happen?”  
 
    He sniffled and wiped his face again. “Honestly, I don’t even know if the doctors were certain. They called it bacterial meningitis. She was fine in the morning and dead by dinner. We had no warning. I still remember that day. She came into our bedroom and woke us both up. She kept begging for us to take her to the park, but I had yard work to do, and I told her no.” He broke down, making it difficult to speak. “All she wanted to do was go on the damn swings and I couldn’t give her a few minutes of my time. How could I be so selfish?” His sad eyes were so lost.  
 
    My body lurched forward until my arms were around his crouched body. “I’m so sorry, Rusty.” I could feel hot tears building in my own eyes. I pictured this healthy little girl smiling, and then her being gone. The agony that he must have gone through every single day since then had to take a toll on him. “I can’t imagine what you must have felt that day.”  
 
     “I just don’t understand why. I was a good father. I protected her, and made sure she wasn’t ever scared. To this day it haunts me when I think about the way she looked in that hospital bed. It was like she knew I couldn’t save her. I’ve never felt someone’s fear before that day. I’ve never felt pain until that moment she took her last breath.”  
 
    My cheeks were wet as I continued to try to fight my own emotions. Being pregnant didn’t make it any easier. Then I realized why he’d brought me here. I knew exactly what he was trying to force me to see, and any ill feelings I had for the man were suddenly gone. “She knew you were there with her, Rusty. That has to count for somethin’.”  
 
    “This is the first time I’ve been here. I couldn’t come before, because it only makes it all play out in my head again. I hate myself for wanting to forget her. I just don’t want to hurt anymore. I don’t want to feel the constant ache that I have for her.”  
 
    I pulled him closer and let the grown man cry. “I get it, Rusty.”  
 
    He moved back and looked up at me. His eyes were so glossed over I wondered if he could actually see me as he spoke. “Do you? Can you understand how life is precious?”  
 
    “Of course. Look, I wouldn’t have gone through with it. That’s why I didn’t go directly inside.” He was questioning my ability to be compassionate. I had to stay calm to be able to comfort him without getting defensive.  
 
    “You don’t know how lucky you are. A child is a beautiful blessing. When you think your life is over, you’ll have that one person that’s going to love you unconditionally. There isn’t anything that I wouldn’t give to have just more day with her. I’m begging you, Isabella, please don’t give up that chance at happiness. Even if it’s only for a little amount of time, being a parent is the most wonderful gift.”  
 
    A rush of painful emotions hit me all at once. The fact that I’d even considered making that appointment said a lot about my faith in my family, and myself.  
 
    Then Rusty moved to the side. There wasn’t just one name on the headstone.  
 
    He looked from me to the gravestone and I watched his body sag. “My wife couldn’t take the loss of our daughter. She couldn’t handle any of it. On the day that our daughter passed away she fainted. The doctor gave her some pills to relax, so we’d be able to make arrangements and such. When we arrived at the funeral home she used the ladies room and never came back out. She took the whole bottle, and sat on the cold floor with a picture of our daughter in her hands.”  
 
    I covered my mouth with my hands. “Oh no.”  
 
    He cried harder as he attempted to finish. “She just wanted to be with our daughter again. She couldn’t live without her.”  
 
    What was I supposed to say to him? I didn’t know where to begin. He’d brought me our here to save a life, while drudging up the memories of something that no person should ever have to endure. “I am so so sorry.” It was all I could come up with. While fighting my own tears I sat there watching him break down over the loss of his family. I wondered how many nights he’d sat awake wondering what could have been if they’d both lived. I thought about him being alone in that old trailer, and how he’d preferred to bottle up all of that pain for so long.  
 
    It made me feel like the devil. I’d flaunted my perfect life in front of him, while he desperately tried to communicate. He’d been so kind to me, while living with a secret that ripped him apart.  
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    A wave of regret hit me, causing me to get up and leave him sitting there alone. I couldn’t handle it any longer. It was as if I’d known them and watched it all fall apart. I was living through his memories of them, experiencing what he went through firsthand. It was all too much to bear.  
 
    One thing was for certain as I watched him from afar. I was going to keep my baby, and treasure every single moment of that child’s life, because it was a blessing. My family was going to have to help me, and they wouldn’t be happy about it, but I didn’t care.  
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    Chapter 12  
 
    Rusty  
 
    When I started driving, I hadn’t considered what it would be like for me. I couldn’t have known that I’d break  
 
    down in front of her like that. Even when I was losing control of my emotions, I could feel her responding in a way that she’d never done before.  
 
    For the first time she trusted me. All it took was for me to bear my soul to her.  
 
    She needed to know, though. She needed to know how precious life was, so that any inclination of wanting an abortion would be gone forever.  
 
    After I’d broken down and told her about my family, she gave me some time to be alone. It was difficult for me to be there, knowing that beneath me in the ground were the two people that I’d loved more than life itself.  
 
    I wished that I could hate my wife for taking her own life, but understood why she felt it necessary to do so. Living every single day, waking up and knowing they were gone, was my own personal hell. For so long I’d been alone, never wanting to get close to anyone, in fear of losing them. I’d made peace with living in seclusion, because it gave me a sense of security.  
 
    Then I saw her one day from afar. She was feeding one of the horses an apple, while I stood in the stables watching. Even before I peered into those familiar green eyes, I was attracted to something else. She had this contagious smile, and when she was all by herself, she’d hold her head up high, as if nothing could bring her down.  
 
    Things had changed since that first day she’d caught my eye. Isabella had gone through a lot, and it had taken a toll on the way she carried herself.  
 
    I don’t know why I thought taking her to my family’s gravesite would somehow bring her to change her mind. I suppose that for a little while I lost my ability to rationalize with what I was doing. The moment I saw her so torn up in front of that clinic I knew that nothing was going to stop me until I had my point across.  
 
    The problem with my theory was that there were going to be after effects. Isabella knew my secret, and it was only a matter of time before the whole Mitchell family found out. Then I’d be faced with a decision. I could face the life that I’d left behind, or move on to another place where my past wouldn’t come back to haunt me.  
 
    For the time being, my focus had to stay on Isabella. She wouldn’t admit that she needed me, but I knew otherwise.  
 
    When I finally gained enough courage to move, I noticed that she was standing against my truck. I walked slowly, trying to think of something to say the lighten the mood. In my sudden situation I knew that nothing was going to work. It was a good thing that she took the lead. “Hey. How about we get somethin’ to eat. My treat.”  
 
    In that moment I knew that this whole ordeal had turned the tables on who was the vulnerable one. Isabella felt sorry for me, and she was willing to be nice to make it easier to cope.  
 
    At any rate, I wanted to be around her as much as possible. “Sure. That sounds nice.”  
 
    My old hometown remained the same as the day I’d left it. I drove on the outskirts, avoiding passing by where I used to live with my wife and child. I’d already suffered enough for one day. To make sure that I didn’t see anyone I knew, I took her to an old truck stop that served breakfast twenty-four hours. I could tell that she was fine with it when she started talking about one that she’d been to a long time ago with her parents.  
 
    By the time the waitress came to our table I’d heard all about their road trip that they took one summer. It was nice hearing her talk about details in her life. Had it been one day earlier I would have only gotten a wave. Somehow confessing my tragedy had changed the way she acted around me.  
 
    “I’m sorry again for today. I had no right to put you through that. I’m embarrassed to say that I don’t find it comforting that you saw me lose it like that.”  
 
    She reached cross the table and touched my hand. “It’s okay. I totally understand.”  
 
    I could have played the hand that I’d been dealt with two ways.  
 
    I could take advantage of the situation and manipulate her into liking me, or I could face the facts and understand that she was doing this out of pity. Either way it was a loss for my ego. No matter how I tried to spin it I knew she didn’t like me, and that she’d never be interested. If I wanted this girl’s attention, I was going to have to get it some other way.  
 
    “This town is pretty nice. I would have never pegged you for living in Indiana.”  
 
    I took a sip of soda and laughed at the way she was looking at me. It was strange to have her trying to read me.  
 
    “This was where my wife’s family is from. I lived in Maryland up until I was fifteen. We moved to Indiana when my father sold his company. I met Simone in college.”  
 
    She cut me off before I could continue telling her my story. “Wait. Did you just say you went to college?”  
 
    “Yeah. I went to college.” “And you’re workin’ on a ranch, shovelin’ shit for a livin’?” I chuckled and messed around with the glass, trying to avoid  
 
    answering. When I looked up she gave me this look like she wasn’t going to let up until I told her everything. “I left that life behind me a long time ago, Iz.”  
 
    She put her head down and sighed. “I don’t blame you. I don’t know what I would have done if I were in your shoes, Rusty. I feel like this whole day is my fault.”  
 
    “It’s not. I think it’s something I needed to do for myself.” “Does my cousin know about any of this?” I didn’t want to be considered a liar, but I certainly couldn’t  
 
    make up enough excuses to justify keeping my past from my employer. If anyone should have known what I’d been through it was him. “He doesn’t know anything, and I’d really appreciate it if he didn’t find out. Some things are left buried, especially when they pertain my sanity.”  
 
    “I get it. I can’t blame you. My family can be nosey. You’re lucky Noah isn’t like his daddy. He’s more withdrawn. I think as long as you keep doin’ a good job he’ll never ask.”  
 
    “What about your secret,” I quickly changed the subject. “When do you plan on telling him, and the rest of your family?”  
 
    She shrugged, and I watched her face scrunch up. “I don’t know. I suppose that I could tell Shalan, or maybe my grandmother, but everyone else won’t support me. I think it would be best if I just waited until after my first trimester was over. That way they can’t try to talk me out of it. If I’m really goin’ to go through with this pregnancy than I have a lot of things I need to figure out. I’m not ready to deal with their added stress. This is too big of a change to have to adapt to.”  
 
    I folded my hands and leaned forward. “I’m going to let you in on a secret about becoming a parent. No matter how much you try to prepare, you’re never really ready. You’re going to be a great mother. The moment you hold him or her in your arms for the first time you’ll know what I’m talking about. It really is the most beautiful moment of my life.”  
 
    Right away I thought about the worst moment of my life. I still wasn’t sure which hurt the worse; losing Simone, or Sydney. I’d never want to compare one to the other, but it was literally an unforgettable prolonged pain. To deal with their losses at the same time was horrendous. I went through the motions, with no real life coming out of me. For the most part I was dead inside. How anyone expected me to pick up those pieces and move forward was beyond my reasoning. They obviously had no idea what it was like to wake up one day and be without air. They couldn’t fathom what it felt like to look around my house and see only reminders of them everywhere.  
 
    I had to leave it all behind, because I couldn’t handle it any longer. It was either leave that life or put a bullet in my skull.  
 
    “Do you have a picture of them?” Her question sent immediate chills to my spine. Opening my wallet had become a chore, because I knew their faces were always inside. Reluctant, I pulled it open and pushed it across the table.  
 
    Her eyes increased in size when she saw in the pictures what I’d been seeing every time I looked at her. The resemblance was so similar, and there was no denying it.  
 
    “Oh my God. We could be sisters.”  
 
    I played with my hands, contemplating the notion of talking about it further. “Yeah. You can imagine what it was like for me to see you from afar on that first day. I was a bit freaked out.”  
 
    “I bet. They’re both very beautiful.” She started to laugh. “Is that conceited?”  
 
    I actually found humor in her question, enough to break a smile myself. “No. Even though you resemble each other, you’re very different. Simone was a wonderful mother. In fact, there was nothing she wouldn’t do for our daughter, but she was quiet, and somewhat shy. She liked the idea of the three of us living in a secluded cabin, where we didn’t have to associate with society.”  
 
     “That sounds like a beautiful life.”  
 
    I paused. It would have been beautiful, and I would have tried my best to give it to her, had she not taken her life. “I reckon it would have been, had she stuck around.”  
 
    “I’m sorry again for what you’ve had to endure. There’s no real words I can say to you that will put a dent in the pain you’ve suffered.” She looked down at the table, just when the waitress brought us our food.  
 
    For a couple minutes we both got started eating. I supposed I could have left the conversation alone, and forgotten about the way it was getting to me again, but opening up to someone after so long, especially with Isabella, made me feel alive. It reminded me that I was still living and breathing.  
 
    “It’s been hard for me, Iz. Can I call you that now?” I waited for her response.  
 
    “Sure. I’m gettin’ used to it.”  
 
    “Anyway, it’s been trying at times. For the first few months I completely shut down. My parents did their best, but it was a lost cause. I stopped working, and eventually lost the house. I let it go into foreclosure; lost everything because I couldn’t cope. Once I had to move back into their house they did everything they could to get me out of my coma-like state.”  
 
    She took a bite of food and spoke at the same time. Some would have been offended by her table mannerism, but I found it cute how comfortable she instantly felt being around me. “How did you get better? What made you up and leave?”  
 
    “I heard my parents fighting. They were discussing how I’d ruined my life. I know they didn’t mean it to be offensive, but I took it the worst way possible. In the middle of the night I packed a bag and left. For a while I just drove around, doing odd and end jobs to stay afloat. Then my bank account ran dry, and I knew that I could either be homeless or find something more permanent. I’ve always loved horses, and spent my summers working with a trainer, so I knew enough to make an impression on your cousin. He gave me a week to show him progress, and after I did he offered me the position. I never looked back after that, and even though they’re still on my mind almost every second of the day, I was able to start living again, well the best I could of course.” I looked down at my food and shook my head from side to side. “I can’t believe that I’m telling you all of this.”  
 
    “It’s okay. Really. I’m glad you’re able to talk about it. That’s got to be progress. Don’t you think?” I shouldn’t have looked into her eyes. The moment I did I felt all kinds of confused. She must have sensed it too. “I have to ask you somethin’, Rusty, and I don’t want you to take offense to it.”  
 
    “Ask away.” I already knew the question. I could see it in her body language. I’d watched her enough to know when she was nervous, scared, or confused.  
 
    “It’s obvious that you have some kind of attraction to me. At times it’s been a little creepy, but I get it now. I guess I’m just wonderin’ if you feel the way you do because I look so much like her? I wouldn’t blame you if it was true. I’d probably feel that way if I was in your shoes. It’s like gettin’ a second chance in some ways.”  
 
    I couldn’t look at her when I answered. It wasn’t just a personal question she was asking. My answer could affect our friendship in the future. I had to be careful with my choice of words. “At first it was. I’m not going to lie. One look at you and I did feel like I was getting a second chance with Simone. It was short lived though. I mean, I knew you were someone else. Then I saw you screaming at your cousin and knew for sure that you were nothing like her. It only took me being around you a couple more times to realize that my attraction to you went beyond the resemblance. I wanted to know that indecisive woman that spoke her mind, and yet always seemed confused. I wanted to be there when you were down, and do whatever it took to make you smile. Being around you helps me want to live again.” I put up my hands so she wouldn’t get freaked out, or try to cut me off. “I get that you’re not into me that way. I know I’m ten years older than you, and that your family would send me packing if I tried to pursue anything more than a friendship, but I also know that I’d be lying if I tried to deny it.”  
 
    Isabella put her fork down on the table and placed her hands flat on either side of her plate. “I would have thought that gettin’ knocked up by another man would change your opinion of me.”  
 
    “You’re in love with the guy. Why would that change the way I feel?”  
 
    “I was in love with him. There’s a huge difference. As far as he goes, I hope his dick falls off. He doesn’t deserve to be happy, not after the shit he pulled on me.”  
 
    I started to laugh. She smiled and cocked her head to the side. “What’s so funny?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s that spunk that I think is fascinating. You don’t hold anything in. Sometimes you’re so brutally honest that it’s painful.” I continued to laugh after explaining, and she finally joined in. This was pure enjoyment for me. I needed this kind of connection, and it reminded me again why she was so different from Simone.  
 
    Then she did something that I wasn’t prepared for. Her smile faded away and she peered into my eyes with some kind of intent that I’d never seen from her before. “Today has opened my eyes to the person behind the mask.”  
 
    “Is that a good thing or bad?” She smiled and cackled to herself. “I’m still decidin’.” I took a sip of my tea, never taking my eyes from hers. “Let  
 
    me know when you’ve reached a verdict.” “Okay.” This half-smile formed at the corner of her lips and  
 
    she looked down at her plate. “Doesn’t it gross you out that I’m pregnant?”  
 
     “Why would it? You’re still you.”  
 
    “I’m about to get terribly fat. I already have killer mood swings, and most of the time I have puke in my hair from mornin’ sickness. Sorry for rainin’ on your parade, but I’m not very desirable.”  
 
    “It’s true. You are going to gain weight. Some days you may become so crabby that nobody wants to be near you, but the morning sickness will soon pass. You’re going to get this glow to you, and as your body transforms from a young woman to a loving mother, you’ll rediscover yourself in ways you never knew possible.”  
 
    “Is that what happened with your wife?”  
 
    I laughed. Simone was a happy woman when she carried Sydney. “No. I read a lot.”  
 
    “You read pregnancy books?” “In med school I did.” “What? You went to med school? Were you going to be a  
 
    doctor?” “A veterinarian. I had my own practice that I ran with my  
 
    dad. He retired, and I took on the whole thing. That’s why I can’t go back. I ruined my father’s legacy without a single apology.”  
 
    She changed the mood by throwing me a compliment. “I can see you in one of those white lab coats. I bet you were a little sexy.”  
 
    Her comment honestly made me blush. I’d never heard her compliment me in that way. “You think I’m sexy now, after everything I’ve told you?”  
 
    Isabella folded her hands and shot me a ornery grin. “Maybe.”  
 
    “So old men can be sexy?” Something was happening between us. I could feel it, though I had to wonder what the reasoning behind it was.  
 
    “You’re not that old.”  
 
     “You didn’t answer the question.”  
 
    I watched her sipping the tea up from a straw. “I’m not goin’ to.”  
 
    I waved for the waitress to bring us our check. It was going to be a long drive back to Kentucky, and since I wasn’t full of rage anymore it was certainly going to drag.  
 
    I paid for our meal and we started walking out to the truck. While I kept my eyes focused on where I was heading, she asked something that stopped me dead in my tracks. “You must hate me. I wouldn’t blame you for it. I’ve been so shitty to you. If I’d have known...”  
 
    I didn’t let her finish. “No. Of course I don’t hate you.” I paused and looked down at my hands before proceeding. “It’s the opposite actually. Listen, I chose to keep my life a secret. I suppose I scared you with my stalker tendencies. I can assure you that it wasn’t on purpose. I just didn’t know how to go about getting you to notice me.”  
 
    Her cheeks reddened as she looked away, seemingly embarrassed at my confession. “Doesn’t it bother you that I’m ten years younger? I mean, when you were in elementary school I wasn’t even born.”  
 
    I let out a chuckle in light of her question. “If you haven’t noticed, I am a man. Though I try to be a gentleman in most circumstances, I’d have to say that having a younger woman is sort of every man’s dream, at least once.”  
 
    I realized right away that they could have been construed as a come on. Before I could retract the statement, or at least rephrase it, she asked a question that changed everything.  
 
    “So, I was wonderin’, are we goin’ to drive home tonight, or get a room somewhere? To be honest, I’m kind of tired.”  
 
    I never saw it coming, and wasn’t positive what she was implying.  
 
    [image: ]  
 
    Chapter 13  
 
    Isabella  
 
    I couldn’t believe that I’d said it. One minute I wanted to be as far away from him as physically possible and the next I was asking him to spend the night out of state in a hotel room.  
 
    To say that I was confused would have been an understatement.  
 
    There was no denying my attraction to him, though I wasn’t sure if it was out of feeling sorry for him, or something else all together. Obviously I’d found him attractive before, and I think that’s why it was so confusing to me.  
 
    Was my sudden interest in him something that was building, or something that had come on for my utter guilt of what he’d endured?  
 
    Rusty scratched his head, and I could tell he had mixed feelings about my question. “We could get a room with two beds, for sure.”  
 
    Right away I realized he was trying his hardest to make me feel comfortable. Little did he know that I was fighting a losing battle with my conscience. “That’s what I thought, too.” Far be it from me to give him false hope about hooking up. I was in no condition to lead him on, but I was also the one sitting silently imagining what it would be like if we did do something.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess it would be fine if we stayed somewhere local and made the drive in the morning. I apologize again for bringing you so far from home. My intentions were in the right place, I can assure you.”  
 
    I smiled, still wondering if he was blowing me off, or being kind in fear of how I’d react. “If I had any doubts about my decision, they’re all gone. I’m goin’ to have this baby. Even if I’d made it inside of that building, there was no way I would have been able to go through with it. The decision to make the appointment wasn’t my highest moment. You can imagine that it’s been difficult for me to cope with this news.”  
 
    “I can understand how one would think that an abortion is an easy out.”  
 
    I appreciated his sympathy. “Thanks. It means a lot that you aren’t lookin’ at me like I was a monster.”  
 
    He reached across the table and touched my hand. I didn’t pull away for two reasons. The first was that I knew he was being genuinely kindhearted. The second reason was because his touch gave me chills throughout my body. “I would never see you that way.”  
 
    I had to look away when the heat of his words overwhelmed me. I could feel my heartbeat increasing, and knew that my reaction was only verifying what I could already feel was happening between us.  
 
    After our conversation I felt even more eager to be alone with Rusty. I wanted to know everything about him, and this night, being away from home, was going to give me the chance.  
 
    We drove a for a while before he pulled into a nice hotel. He started to get out of the truck and stopped to say something to me. “Wait here. It’s probably best if you let me pay for the room. I don’t want your cousin knowing that we’re together, so go ahead and call someone at the ranch. I don’t care what you tell them. I sent Noah a text this morning when I followed you. I knew I wouldn’t be in any condition to work either way it went, so I told him that I had a family emergency.”  
 
    “Clever. He’s probably going to ask you about it.”  
 
    “I’ll make up something. Just take care on your side.” He walked away, leaving me alone to think up a good excuse that would keep me away from home. After a few minutes I had the perfect idea.  
 
    Can you get Rusty to check on my house tonight? I had to drive all the way to West Virginia today to meet with our partner company. It was last minute and I’m just going to spend the night here. I’m not sure if I turned off my coffee pot. –Bella  
 
    He responded immediately.  
 
    I’ll do it. Rusty took the day off. The house hasn’t burned down, so that’s a good sign. – Noah  
 
    Okay, thanks. See you tomorrow then. - Bella  
 
    Rusty came outside with a key card in his hand. “You ready?”  
 
    I climbed out of the truck and followed him inside, where we took an elevator up to the fourth floor. Once inside of the room we both plopped down on the two beds and laid there in silence for a few seconds. “I’m so tired,” I announced.  
 
    “Yeah. It’s been a long day.” He hopped off the bed and started walking toward the door. “I’m goin’ to run out and find a place to get us some waters. Do you want anything else?”  
 
    I sat up and looked at him. “Do you want me to go?” He shook his head. “Nah. Just relax.” “Okay. I think a toothbrush would be nice. Do you want  
 
    some money? You paid for the room. The lease I can do is buy you a toothbrush.”  
 
    He laughed at me. “I’m pretty sure the hotel has toothbrushes if you call housekeeping.”  
 
    I watched him leave before getting up and going in to use the bathroom. After I was done, I started the shower. Rusty would be at least fifteen minutes, so I had time to clean up and crawl into bed. I could sleep in my bra and panties, and make him turn his head when I got up to dress in the morning.  
 
    The shower felt wonderful after such an emotional day. While I stood there letting the beads of water run down my body I thought about Rusty. It was possible that he’d used the store as an excuse for some alone time.  
 
    The man had been a mystery up until a couple hours ago. I could only imagine that his head would be a little messed up. For so long he’d kept his past a secret. Telling me could have opened up wounds he thought had healed enough to go on.  
 
    I felt so bad for him. Even though I wasn’t yet a mother, I still couldn’t imagine what it would be like to watch my child die, and not be able to do anything about it. To some she took the coward way out, but I felt like I would have done the same thing. Her mind wasn’t on Rusty when Simone took her life. All she wanted was to be with her daughter again.  
 
    I hadn’t meant to start crying again, but that’s exactly what began to happen. Waves of tears started pouring out of my eyes until I let my body sink to the tub bottom. I brought my knees up to my chest and let the sobs continue.  
 
    I thought about that man being so in love with his family, and what it was like to wake up one day without them. My heart ached, and I knew that everything I’d ever thought about him had been untrue. This man wasn’t just running, he was doing his best to get by. Meeting me had changed something in him, and now after all this time he was beginning to feel again.  
 
    Whether I wanted to admit it or not, there was this connection that I felt to him. It wasn’t just because he’d tried to save me from making a terrible choice. It was more. When I needed him, he’d always seemed to be there. He’d been trying to know me for a while and I’d pushed him away.  
 
    I thought he was a creep.  
 
    Little did I know that he was yearning for a friendship. He longed to feel needed by someone again. Whether he picked me because I looked like her, or for other reasons, I had to help him. I wanted to do it.  
 
    Whatever I was feeling for this guy needed to be addressed. My head was spinning with such confusion.  
 
    Time got away from me, because the next thing I knew the bathroom door was opening. “Iz, are you all right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I stood up and turned off the water. “I’m just finishing up.”  
 
    I don’t know why I tried to play off being upset. He’d obviously heard me crying, or else he wouldn’t have asked. “I got you a t-shirt and some shorts. They aren’t anything special. The pharmacy was selling them.”  
 
    I stuck my head out from beyond the curtain and looked at the clothing in his hands. “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”  
 
    “I figured you’d want to be comfortable when you slept.”  
 
    He left me alone to change, and when I came out into the room he was staring out the large window. He turned to acknowledge my presence. “I figured they’d be huge on you.”  
 
    I looked down at the oversized top and rolled up shorts. “It’s fine. They feel nice.”  
 
    His eyes traveled to my chest, where my hard nipples made it obvious that I’d left my bra off. I could feel my cheeks getting warm as I looked up at him. He met my gaze and smiled.  
 
    Since it made me uncomfortable, I crawled under the covers on one of the beds. “I’m so tired that I could go to sleep now.” Since it was just starting to get dark I knew it was still pretty early.  
 
    Rusty sat on the edge of his bed and started taking off his boots. “I feel the same. Do you want to watch a movie?” He stood up and pulled his shirt over his head, then dropped his jeans, leaving me to stare. Even though he’d still had on a pair of boxers, it left little to the imagination. His chest was perfectly sculpted, as I’d already known. The V in the front of his shorts caught my eye. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. He made Tate look like a scrawny teenager. “Iz, did you hear me?”  
 
    “Huh?” I looked up realizing that I’d missed everything.  
 
     “I asked you if you wanted to play cards.” He held up the deck that he’d just purchased.  
 
    How was I supposed to reply when he knew I’d been mesmerized by his body? The room became quiet as I brought my feet to the floor and stood up. Our eyes stayed fixed on one another, and I was beginning to shake as I took a step in his direction. “I don’t want to play cards.”  
 
    He watched me take a couple more steps, breaking that distance between us. “What do you want to do then, just go to bed?”  
 
    I licked my lips as I brought my face closer to his. “I’m suddenly not tired anymore.”  
 
    To be honest, I have no idea what had gotten into me. I’d never come onto a man in my life, and here I was taking advantage of the situation. Heaven help me but I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted to feel what it was like to kiss him, to feel his lips kissing me back. I needed to feel what it was like to be wanted by a man again. Pregnant or not, I had needs that I’d been neglecting.  
 
    Our lips brushed for the first time and I closed my eyes, preparing to go further. He grabbed my shoulders and pushed me away, turning his head while looking pained. “I can’t.”  
 
    I felt rejected. “I thought you liked me.”  
 
    “I do.” I started to back away, but he pulled me closer. “It’s not that, I can assure you.”  
 
    “Then what?”  
 
    Rusty looked away and closed his eyes. “Isabella, I do want you. It’s just that I haven’t been with anyone in a very long time. I don’t want you to do this because you feel sorry for me.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to want me because you miss your wife and I remind you of her.”  
 
    At the same time we both said, “I don’t.” It may have been a lie for both of us, but it didn’t matter. The moment was already happening.  
 
    We both sort of smiled and looked away again. Rusty lifted my chin and looked deeply into my eyes. “You deserve to feel wanted.”  
 
    “So do you.” It was the truth. He needed to feel alive again, because he was. “We’re both adults. I know this is unexpected, but we’re in this hotel together and we’re both obviously attracted to each other. I’m not sayin’ that we have to make love, but -.” His lips were on mine before I could answer. My hands found his hard chest and I ran the palms of them over his skin. Our mouths connected several times before I found the courage to use my tongue. It was as if I needed to test the waters before jumping right in.  
 
    This man was so fragile. He’d confided in me, and it had caused us to connect on a level that I’d never experienced with anyone before. I thought I knew Tate, but really our childhood relationship didn’t compare to this at all. I craved to be touched by this man, who in turned yearned to feel something real again. If all we had was this one night and nothing else, I wanted it to be memorable.  
 
    We both pulled away to catch our breaths. I ran my hands over the elastic to his boxers. He pulled away, as if he was embarrassed that he was forming an erection. “Sorry. I’m not – .”  
 
    “Shh.” I pulled the elastic toward me and let my hand slide down beneath until I felt his warm, smooth skin with my fingertips. “Close your eyes.”  
 
    He did as I asked and I leaned forward brushing my lips over his. Right away I felt his body beginning to tremble. He began shaking so bad that I couldn’t ignore it. His eyes shot open and I took one step back. “Are you okay?”  
 
    He just stood there staring at me, like he’d done before when I thought he was a stalker.  
 
    “Rusty?”  
 
    He came at me, shoving our lips together, and pulling us both down on one of the beds. It was so sexy to be with a real man, someone older that was still nervous. The more I fought with myself over my actions, the more I knew I wasn’t going to back down.  
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    Chapter 14  
 
    Rusty  
 
    I couldn’t believe that she was on top of me, pressing those perfect lips against mine. Her hands remained  
 
    on my chest as our tongues mingled together. I hadn’t felt this way in such a long time, but worried that at any minute she was going to stop.  
 
    For so long I’d felt as if I’d never be able to feel something for anyone again. I’d given up hope that good things could happen for me.  
 
    I was afraid to keep closing my eyes, in fear of her not being there when I opened them back up. I was scared to death that it could have all just been a dream. For so many nights I’d imagined what it would be like to touch her soft skin, to smell the fragrance of her body lotion, and to feel the way her lips felt when they pressed over mine.  
 
    Now it was happening, and I couldn’t slow down my trembling body. My nerves were taking over, and I wasn’t sure whether to stop or push on.  
 
    When I knew that it was apparent to her again, I pulled away. She lay there under me on the bed, waiting for me to respond in some way. “Sorry. I just need a minute.”  
 
    Isabella reached up and ran her fingers through my hair on the sides. “Do you want to stop?”  
 
    I moved my head slowly from side to side. “You’re asking a man whether he wants to stop kissing you.”  
 
    She shrugged. “Yeah, so?”  
 
     “You already know the answer to that. It’s just...it’s hard to not feel like I’m cheating. I know it sounds ridiculous.” I looked down, ashamed to break the moment with my emotional guilt.  
 
    “She’d want you to be happy.”  
 
    I traced her bottom lip with my thumb. “That’s just it, Iz. I know she’d want that. The question is whether this is going to end once we go home. Is this the start of something new, or just a one-time thing, because I’m going to be honest with you. I don’t think I can be with you one time and be happy.”  
 
    She sat up on her elbows and I backed off the bed to kneel in front of her. I could tell she was thinking about what to say. “I don’t have an answer to that. Up until today I would have told you that you’d be the last person on earth I’d want to sleep with. Contrary to my first impressions of you, I’ve learned that I never really knew the real you at all. Somethin’ changed between us today. I’m not goin’ to even try to deny it. Kissin’ you feels so good, and I’d like to continue, but I don’t know what will happen when we get home. My cousin’s a big problem, and I don’t want you to lose your job.”  
 
    “You really think he’d fire me?”  
 
    She shrugged. “I think that once the family finds out I’m pregnant they’re goin’ to have a real problem with me sleepin’ with the help. No offense. They obviously don’t know the real you, and since you don’t want to share it with them, I can’t see this workin’ out.”  
 
    She was right. The truth hurt.  
 
    Still, I wasn’t ready to let the whole world know who I used to be.  
 
    “And don’t even get me started on my dad and brothers. They like to be in control of everything I do.”  
 
    I traced my fingers over one of her knees. “So we should probably just stop while we’re ahead then?”  
 
      
 
    She leaned forward, inching her mouth to touch mine. Her kiss was so gentle. “Probably.”  
 
    Had I been in control of my sex drive I probably would have handle things much differently. My body was reacting to hers before my mind could catch up. I had to continue kissing those soft lips.  
 
    When her arms reached around my neck, I was immediately pulled back down onto the bed. My hands traveled up to her loose t-shirt, inching their way to touch one of her soft breasts. I was taken back when it finally coursed over the nipple, feeling that hard bud beneath my fingertips. She pulled me closer, kissing me harder. I began holding my breath to prevent from pulling away from her.  
 
    As the petting intensified, so did my increased need to feel her bare skin. Before I could lift up her shirt, she was doing it for me, sitting up and pulling it over her head. I’d imagined what this moment would be like. There’d been so many nights when I’d thought about getting her naked; many nights where I’d relieved myself thinking about an encounter just like this.  
 
    Isabella reached down and touched both of her breasts, using her manicured fingernails to pinch the nipples.  
 
    A sudden spark hit my dick, awakening a deep desire that I’d locked up to prevent from feeling. I watched her top lip dragging over her bottom, leaving a trail of glistening saliva as it moved. My need to kiss her only increased when she reached her hand down into her shorts and moved it up and down. Her eyes closed, and I knew exactly what she was doing, even before she said it. “I want you to want me, Rusty. I want to feel needed.”  
 
    I pulled her off the bed making her stand up. She looked directly into my eyes as I ripped her hand out from inside of her shorts. Her confusion was short lived when I tugged down on them. To my surprise she’d not only gone without a bra, but her underwear as well. My mouth watered as I crouched down to be face to face with her pussy. Just as my hand brushed over the shaved skin, I looked up to see her watching me. The expression on her face let me know that she wasn’t about to refuse me. I inched my way forward, smelling her fresh skin before grazing my lips over it. She dug her hands into my hair, not to guide me but to hold on to something while she closed her eyes.  
 
    I couldn’t believe this was happening; that I was here with her in this room, alone and unclothed. I’d dreamed of this moment.  
 
    My focus went back to the task at hand. While my throbbing cock continued to beckon, I licked that sweet spot for the very first time. She let out a soft moan as I continued, letting my moist muscle slide in between her folds until it reached her clit. I sucked it in between my teeth and tugged, listening to her body reacting to me.  
 
    It was hard for me to stay focused, knowing that at any second I was going to prematurely lose it in my shorts. I lapped her pussy up again, over and over, sucking and flicking her clit with my tongue until she began to cry out. Even still, I kept going, wanting nothing more than to bring her pleasure for awakening a dead part of me again.  
 
    Isabella became weak in the knees and let her ass fall down on the mattress. I craved more of her pussy and put her legs up high for her to hold. I gave her a final stare before diving in again. The taste of her filled my mouth, and I savored it as if it were the best flavor in the world.  
 
    For the first time since the day I lost my wife I felt whole again. It was as if this connection was bringing me back to life. When her body began to crash again, I pulled away, kissing the inner part of her thighs, before looking up to see her expression. She played with my hair and let out a deep laugh. “Wow. That was intense.”  
 
    I showered her with tiny kisses until our lips met. She pulled away, shocked from tasting herself. This got to me, making me realize that she’d been with one person since high school. Her experience was limited, which meant that I could show her things she couldn’t imagine existed. I could make her feel like no other man ever had before.  
 
    The knowledge of that excited me more. To be able to bring her to the brink of ecstasy repeatedly was an unimaginable high. Isabella flipped us around. I grabbed her fingers and intertwined ours together. It was something that I used to do with my wife, and even though I wasn’t trying to think about being with her again, little details kept occurring. I must have only closed my eyes for a second, but it was enough for her to read that something was wrong. She released her hands and sat on top of me with worried eyes. “What just happened?”  
 
    “It’s nothing.”  
 
    “Do you want to stop? We can, if that’s what you need to do.”  
 
    I shook my head immediately, before she even stopped talking. “No. This is where I want to be, here with you. Didn’t I just prove that to you? Do you have any idea how many nights I’ve thought about being like this with you?”  
 
    She slid over to the side of the bed. “It’s not that. Rusty, right now I want to be with you too, but we can’t do this today. You and I both know we need to stop while we’re ahead.”  
 
    She was right.  
 
    This encounter was only happening because we were both so emotional. Had I lost my shit we never would have ended up remotely near each other. It was a sad truth. I backed away from her, distancing myself from being able to touch her beautiful body in any way. “You’re absolutely right. I can’t let this happen in a shitty hotel room.” I reached my hand out and touched one of hers. “What just happened between us is only the beginning. I have to believe that. What you felt is just a  
 
    piece of what I have to offer you, when the time is right.” I stood up and looked down at her still body. “If you don’t mind, I’m just going to go take a cold shower, because if I have to look at that amazing body for one more second all bets are going to be off.”  
 
    I didn’t wait for her to argue with me, and I knew she would because she was famous for getting the last word in edgewise. This decision had to stick, because if I wanted her to be with me, the reason couldn’t be that she felt sorry for me. This day was about saving her, and I’d done that. Sure, we’d almost made love, and one day I hoped we still would. At least I got to find out what it felt like to kiss her, and to know what it felt like to give her pleasure. At the end of this awful day, it was at least something to smile about.  
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    Chapter 15  
 
    Isabella  
 
    Confusion wasn’t my best attribute. I was trying so hard to rationalize with what had taken place in the past hour and I couldn’t even begin to understand how I’d gone from hating someone, to craving his touch.  
 
    I was able to accept that my judgment had been blurred in light of learning about Rusty’s heartbreaking past. I knew it was too late for any meaningful condolences, but longed to give him some kind of hope that he could live again. From the moment his lips touched mine for the first time, I knew that being with him physically would prove dangerous for both of us. In that instant I was willing to overlook my set boundaries and do what my body was telling me to do.  
 
    Unfortunately, there are consequences to every premature decision, mine being the fact that I hadn’t considered what would happen between the two of us from that point on. The thought of alluding my family filled my mind, as I desperately clung on to the way this man had made me feel. I knew I wouldn’t be able to deny our connection, whether it be for the sake of both of us getting some kind of emotional release, or something more than that. All I knew was that us stopping wasn’t what I had wanted.  
 
    While Rusty showered, I leaned over and lifted his wallet out of his pants. I wanted to see a picture of his family again, and observe the uncanny resemblance I had to his two girls. Sure, our hair was around the same color, and they both seemed to have green eyes, but that was it. What bothered me so much was knowing that all along Rusty had found interest in me because of this resemblance. It only made me think that our connection was superficial at best. Obviously it wasn’t me he was after, but some remnant of his late wife.  
 
    I closed the wallet and put it back in his pants before the water stopped running in the shower. By the time the door opened, I tucked myself under the covers of my own bed. He entered the room in only a towel, holding it close to his hip as he set down on the edge of my bed. “Are you okay, Isabella?”  
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine,” I lied, knowing that I was more confused than ever before. Then I knew what I wanted. Seeing him so close to me, knowing that his arms brought me so much comfort, I knew exactly what I needed. “Lay with me tonight. Please. I just want to hold you.”  
 
    He never removed the towel until he was under the covers beside me. A part of me felt the need to put my clothes back on, but we’d already been there and experienced that. I had nothing to hide from this man, and longed to be close to him.  
 
    We lay side by side for a while, staring into each other’s eyes. In so many ways it was like we were having a silent conversation, sharing all of our emotions while doing nothing at all. I’d never connected on this type of level, and didn’t know if it would ever be like this again. Rusty reached over and stroked my hair. He smiled and leaned over to kiss my forehead. “You make me want to live again.”  
 
    I’d never had so much sentiment on my shoulders before. This broken man found contentment in being around me. I couldn’t deny him that, nor refute my own growing desire to be with him.  
 
    My hand stretched to connect with his scruffy cheek. The palms coursed over his skin while I watched the lids of his eyes slowly closing. He leaned into my touch, accepting the comfort. “Kiss me.”  
 
    Our lips united, sending waves of delight through every inch of my body. Quickly I responded to the way his tongue matched mine. I climbed up and straddled his body, feeling his growing erection beneath me. In an immediate comeback, I began to rock forward, meeting his welcoming mouth for more of what was fueling me to need more. Our tongues blended, while his hands came up and possessed my hips. As they continued traveling up I realized that we were instantly right back in the same place as before. He traced the Mitchell tattoo that was written vertically on the left side of my ribs. It tickled there, feeling him so close to the underneath of my breasts. A time out had only heightened my hunger for this sensitive man, and thankfully he wasn’t persuading me to stop again.  
 
    My lips trailed over his, while words began coming out; words I knew would take us to the next level. “Make love to me.”  
 
    He reached up, running his full hands over both of my breasts. I kept moving around, letting him know I was ready and willing. Everything I was experiencing, all of my emotions were fading with the new revelation of becoming one with this man. He sat up, switching our positions so that he was lingering over top of me. Our eyes convened, and I could sense the deprivation that he’d been living with for so long. He needed this more than I did, not that it was a competition. We both had issues that had brought us together, that was no secret.  
 
    Gentle kisses trailed over my body, and his hand traveling over my most sensitive of areas, while I patiently accepted him getting familiar with every inch of me. I may not have asked to find someone new, but he was lying on top of me, offering to make me forget, even if only for a little while. His hand swept over my sex, and I watched a smile forming in the corner of his mouth. “You’re so warm, and I can’t get the way you taste out of my mind.”  
 
    Waves of sensitive tingles rushed through me, hardening my nipples and giving me butterflies in my stomach. I was about to be with a real man, someone older, who knew exactly what he was doing. The idea of it all was frightening, but electrifying at the same time. I accepted his mouth as he came down to kiss me again. Our tongues met, and as the pattern of our movements increased, I understood his hunger was only intensifying.  
 
    I reached down, prepared to stroke his cock with my own hands, but he stopped me, replacing mine with his own. With one swift undertaking he toyed with my entrance, gliding his stiffness over it. I nodded, silently letting him know that it’s what I desired. “Are you sure you want this? If you’d rather me hold you, I’ll do it.”  
 
    “Stop givin’ me choices. I told you what I want,” I whispered.  
 
    My body beckoned to be filled, and slowly it happened. Rusty never moved his lips far from mine as he started to enter me. I watched him closing his eyes, appearing to have been swept away by something he hadn’t felt in so long. I noticed him trembling even before he was fully inside. My arms wrapped around his back, as I prepared to keep him as close as possible. This wasn’t like a quickie, or just regular sex. I wanted to experience all of him; to share his pleasure, and his pain.  
 
    He leaned his forehead on mine, and stopping moving the lower part of his body as he spoke. “I’m sorry. I need to take my time with you, but I’m afraid I may not last that long. It’s been years since I’ve felt this.”  
 
    I reached my mouth to his and sucked on his bottom lip. It was easy to reciprocate my affections, knowing that I welcomed whatever he was offering. I didn’t care if he lasted ten seconds, or ten hours. I’d never experienced such emotion with sex, and knew it wasn’t all about intercourse. There was something deeper between us, and I felt it necessary to explore every aspect of it.  
 
    Our first encounter didn’t last very long. Rusty pulled out of me, refusing to finish inside, even though we both knew I couldn’t get pregnant from this encounter. However, hours later when we woke in each other’s arms, he wasn’t so concerned. He fulfilled me, taking me to heights, and then held me afterwards, placing sensual kisses over my body. The chemistry between us was undeniable, and I realized early on that this thing wasn’t going to end when we got home. Pregnant or not, Rusty wanted to be with me. We’d talked about it while lying naked together in bed. The comfort of his touch let me know that I didn’t have to be alone. Whether we were friends, or remained lovers, he wanted be around. In a perfect world I would have loved to go home and announce to everyone that we were going to be a couple. In that same world they’d accept us, and the fact that I was carrying my ex- boyfriend’s child. I wasn’t living in that perfect world though.  
 
    As the sun rose I lie awake watching Rusty sleep. He seemed so peaceful, and I appreciated what we’d shared. It almost made me wonder how I was going to be able to see him every day, without anyone finding out that I’d be reminiscing on the night we’d shared. When the time was right I’d tell the family about the baby, but didn’t know how Rusty would fit into it all. They weren’t going to be happy with me, so I couldn’t spring both things on them, and expect acceptance. It literally wasn’t feasible.  
 
    A low snore came out of his mouth as he slept so close to me. I ran my fingers over his lips, smiling when he never opened his eyes. He seemed so peaceful, reminding me that I was the reason for it. It only made me feel worse, because I knew I’d have to give him up.  
 
    Since I’d planned on being off of work for an extra day anyway, I snuggled up closer to his hot body, and closed my eyes. In truth I knew I didn’t want to be anywhere else. Never in my adult life had I ever felt so comfortable before.  
 
    Things were much different on the ride home. Instead of refusing to speak to him, and keeping my distance, I sat in the middle seat, with his arm wrapped around my shoulder. He let me sleep for most of the way, every once in a while kissing me on the head, reminding me of how sweet he was.  
 
    It killed me that he didn’t want anyone to know the real him, because he truly was a wonderful soul. His secret was safe with me, no matter how many obstacles it caused me to go through. In the upcoming months I’d need his friendship, so no one, especially my cousin, was going to be able to find out about us. Knowing that hurt me so much, because it also reminded me that our time like this was about to end. I’d made my choice though, and there was nothing anyone could do to change it.  
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    Chapter 16  
 
    Rusty  
 
    It was funny how she felt like she was broken, but I was the one that needed all of the saving. Being with her,  
 
    feeling her touch, it brought me back to life again. When we arrived back to Kentucky things didn’t go as I had assumed they would. It all started that first night when I stopped by to check on her. I’d dropped her off earlier to get her vehicle, and purposely took my time going back to the ranch so that we didn’t arrive at the same time. After checking in with Noah, and making sure that Titan, and my trailer, were all the way I left them, I snuck over to visit Isabella. I’d gone for a few hours without seeing her, and already was feeling as if it had been too long.  
 
    It was hard to not think about the night before, and how she’d finally been in my arms. I think I’d deprived myself for such a long amount of time that I’d forgotten how to control these types of emotions. I definitely wasn’t mad that they were happening. For so long I’d waited for her to notice me; to give me a chance to know her better.  
 
    I hadn’t expected that we’d end up in bed, but I’d given her plenty of time to reconsider the decision before going through with it.  
 
    I knocked on her front door, which was more hidden than the kitchen entrance. She answered and smiled, but I could tell from her body language that something was off. She didn’t make me wait long to figure it out.  
 
    She motioned her hand toward the living room furniture. “We need to talk.”  
 
    I sat down on the couch next to her, silently wondering if I should try to kiss her, or even hold her hand. When I reached for hers, she pulled it away. “Rusty, I can’t do this with you. There’s too much goin’ on in my life to be able to start somethin’ with you. What happened in that hotel room was – .”  
 
    “Perfect,” I interrupted. “Don’t say that.” She looked away, causing me to question the connection  
 
    that I could have sworn we had. I reached for her arm, only to be rejected again. “What’s wrong? Is it something I said?”  
 
    “No!” Her alarming expression let me know that we definitely were not on the same page. “I can’t do this, okay?”  
 
    “But you and I...”  
 
    “There is no you and I, Rusty. There can’t be. I’m pregnant with another man’s child, and I can’t even begin to grasp what’s to come. I need to be able to make the right choices, and last night was obviously not the kind of choice an expectin’ mother should have made.”  
 
    “So what?” I was going to fight to prove my point. “You’re just going to deny this attraction, and pretend that last night didn’t happen at all?”  
 
    Isabella got up and walked into the kitchen. When I followed she leaned her hands against the kitchen counter facing the cabinets. I wanted her to look me in the eyes as she let me down, but she refused. “I know what happened between us. That’s why this is so hard for me. We were both so emotional. Things happened because we were in a fragile state. I’m not goin’ to make it out to be somethin’ it never was. Last night two people came together to comfort each other. It wasn’t about attractions, or feelin’s.”  
 
     “You’re wrong. At least, that’s not what it was for me.” I couldn’t deny how hurt it made me feel when she said these kind of things to me. She was forgetting that I was in that room with her. I know what I was feeling was mutual. “You can sit there and act like this was a one-night stand, but we both know that ain’t true.”  
 
    “Please don’t do this.” She turned around and rubbed her eyes. “ Don’t make this harder than it already is.”  
 
    I walked over and put my arms around her waist, waiting to see those eyes looking up at me. This wasn’t just a fight to change her mind, it was also my happiness hanging by a thread. While waiting, I brushed the long blonde hair away from her cheek. Slowly, she raised her head and looked at me with tears falling down. I let my lips come down, almost to where they brushed over hers. “I want to -.”  
 
    Before I could finish the door was flying open and I was being shoved across the kitchen. Noah looked from me to Isabella. “What the fuck? He pointed toward me. “I told you to steer clear of my cousin, didn’t I?”  
 
    I threw my hands up, trying hard to defend myself. “I-.” “He was just leavin’,” Isabella announced. I didn’t know how to react. My job wasn’t more important  
 
    than finishing our conversation, but she’d ended it for me. “You heard her. Get out, before I say somethin’ I might regret.” Noah was my boss, and I had to be respectful since this  
 
    ranch belonged to his family. I turned to Isabella, noticing right away how hurt she  
 
    seemed. Her forehead was creased, and one hand was over her mouth. I nodded to her and walked out of the house. Even when I made it onto the long lane I could hear him yelling at her. As sorrowful as it was, I knew I had to keep walking. She’d pushed me away, and he’d made sure I’d gone.  
 
    For the first time in forever I wanted a drink, so that I could numb myself from feeling anything at all. I’d opened my heart to her, and showed her a part of me that I’d kept hidden. In the end it had only gotten me exactly back where I started.  
 
    Alone.  
 
    There was no use tryin’ to avoid Noah, when I knew his next move was to locate me and let me have it. I took a quick shower, and sat down at my kitchen table waiting for him to arrive. When he entered it was without a friendly knock. He could do it that way because he owned the place. The chair across from me made a loud screech as it was being pulled out to allow him room to sit down. He cleared his throat before beginning. “I want you to be straight with me, Rusty. What’s goin’ on with you and my cousin?”  
 
    I considered telling him everything, even about the life I’d given up. “It was nothing. I was simply inviting her to share a meal with me and I crossed a line. I’m sorry, boss. It won’t happen again.”  
 
    Some guys my age would have had a problem dealing with a younger boss. At the end of the day it wasn’t Noah that I had to answer to, well not completely. His father still ran the show. “Listen, I’m not tryin’ to be some hard ass. I get that you think she’s pretty, and you’d like to get to know her more. I’ve seen and heard it all before.”  
 
    I put my hand up in the air. “Noah, I wont go near her, okay? It was a mistake.” The lies were piling up. Every second with Isabella wasn’t a mistake. I only wish I had the strength to tell him how I really felt about his cousin. “I meant nothing by it. I just figured we could enjoy a meal with conversation instead of eating alone. That’s all it was.”  
 
    He raised his brow for a moment like he didn’t believe me. When I didn’t flinch, he finally calmed. “Whatever. If you need company than get a dog.”  
 
    “You really care about your cousin. I can appreciate the way you’re always looking out for her. If I had a cousin I think I’d be the same way.” I was trying to get back on his good side.  
 
    There was no telling how long Noah had been watching us, but from what I gathered it hadn’t been long. If anything he saw us standing face to face, and from the angle of the kitchen door he wouldn’t have been able to tell if we were close enough to kiss or not. Plus I think if he’d had seen that he would have come after me and things would have gone from bad to worse.  
 
    Instead he was being cordial, calm almost.  
 
    “I’ve been raised like that, Rusty. Family is the most important thing in life. I don’t know much about you, or your upbrinin’, but it’s just how ours is.” He stood up and tapped the table with his hands. “You do a lot for me and my dad, and we appreciate it. I’d like to keep you around for a while.”  
 
    He was warning me. I supposed I should have taken heed, but instead I felt offended. Perhaps if he heard my story he’d back off. At any rate I knew I had to keep calm and let him leave in a good mood. I liked living on the ranch, and there was no way I was willing to give up being able to see Isabella everyday. If I had to go back to being a creepy stalker to get her attention that’s what I was going to do.  
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    Chapter 17  
 
    Isabella  
 
    It was extremely difficult looking into my cousin’s eyes and telling him that there was nothing going on between  
 
    Rusty and I. It was even harder lying to myself about it. In my head I knew that being alone was the right decision, yet my heart ached to feel that attention he’d given me.  
 
    As the weeks passed, I felt even more regret when it came to pushing Rusty away. He consumed my thoughts, and left me in a state of depression knowing that it wouldn’t happen again. Exactly one month after I slept with him, I’d woke up on a beautiful Saturday morning and decided that I wanted to work outside in my little garden. It wasn’t anything fancy, just a bunch of marigolds and some hastes, that were definitely in need of some pruning. Every day my little belly seemed to be getting bigger, but that could have just been my imagination. At any rate, I put on a baggy t-shirt and headed outside into the breezy morning sunshine. I’d been down on my knees for a good thirty minutes when I realized that my back was feeling stiff, so I stood up to stretch, and noticed Shalan and Noah riding horses towards the tree line. In that instant I don’t know what got into me. Before I even thought to wash off my dirt- filled hands, I was walking toward the stables with one thing on my mind. After countless hours of lying awake at night, and even more daydreaming at my job, I knew I had to see him again. I felt like if I just gave myself a couple of minutes to be around him, I’d be able to focus on my life again.  
 
    It would have been better if I’d found him shoveling large piles of manure, or bailing some hay. Instead I walked into to find him pouring a bottle of water down his bare chest. All I could do was stand there and watch, as if it were in slow motion. Even only having been with him for one night it was hard to not picture my hands on his skin, and the way he’d touched me over and over again. I licked my lips, and tried my best to slow down to rapid breathing. It was no use. As I stood there spying on the man who should steer clear of me and my problems, I knew one thing for sure.  
 
    I had to make my presence known.  
 
    After crossing my arms and leaning against the old wooden door, I cleared my throat. Rusty looked up, tossing the bottle in the trash can to the side. “Iz, what are you doing here?”  
 
    I didn’t move from where I was standing. “I needed to see you.”  
 
    “Is something wrong?” He immediately started to walk in my direction. My arms dropped to my sides, but my feet never left where they stood.  
 
    My teeth drug over my bottle lip while contemplating how I should answer. “Maybe.”  
 
    His strong hands grasped both of my arms, holding them while his eyes focused on mine. “What is it?”  
 
    “Just kiss me.”  
 
    His lips were on mine so quickly that I barely had time to take a breath. His mouth, that I’d been so perplexed over before, placed gentle kisses all over my lips and cheeks. Our mouths clashed together again, this time allowing our tongues to dance in a harmonious pattern. I could feel my heart beating rapidly as my clammy hands reached up to touch that bare, sweaty chest for the first time. His skin, so hot and sticky, was just as rock hard as I’d recalled it to be. From the moment my fingertips coursed over his smooth skin, a fire ignited between my legs. The burning desire that I felt for this man was only being heightened, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to be able to stop myself until I had everything I wanted from him.  
 
    After a few moments of reconciliation, Rusty picked me up and carried me into a stall filled with hay. He stood me up and grabbed an old horse blanket to lay out over the pile. I didn’t wait for him to motion for me to lay on it. I already knew what was about to happen, and I didn’t care if we were outside, or in the open so that anyone could walk in us. The only thing running through my mind was being able to be satisfied by this beautiful man.  
 
    Before Rusty laid down beside me, I lifted off my top. He leaned forward to lay me down with such ease that it felt like I’d floated back. Our lips met again, this time honing in on the focus at hand. I let my foot lift up until it stroked over his growing erection. My need to remove his fitting jeans had become very apparent.  
 
    Rusty lifted his body. His boots came off first, while never taking his eyes off of me. While he worked on himself, I removed my bra and fell back down on the thick blanket for comfort.  
 
    I watched his belt buckle unclasp as he proceeded in dropping the denim he had on, to the floor. From that moment I knew there was no turning back. The intent in his eyes let me know we were on the same page, and as he crouched down to be close to me, I knew that he was going to make me regret ever pushing him away.  
 
    Rusty smiled as his lips came down over mine. His slow, passionate kisses filled my body with such anticipation. I longed for his touch, and soon got a lot more than I could have bargained for. He pulled a piece hay out from the large stack beneath us, while leaning up on his elbow. At first he drug it over my lips, causing them to part. The dried plant skated across my chin as it slowly brushed the tip of my ear lobe. The tickling sensations overwhelmed my skin, sending chills all the way down to my toes. My nipples hardened even before the tip of that hay was being circled around them. One at a time he traced those sensitive buds, causing me to moan out little cries of sheer bliss.  
 
    I could feel myself becoming soaked with expectation. Rusty wasn’t just teasing me. He was deliberately memorizing every inch of my skin, while giving me pleasure as he did so. This wasn’t like our first encounter, as neither of us were over emotional. Our drive to be together was fueled by need.  
 
    When that long stem ran across my abdomen my body began to shiver. Rusty, still focused on watching my reactions, leaned down and kissed it tenderly. I touched his hair and smiled, knowing it was meant to comfort me in my obvious condition.  
 
    We didn’t speak to each other, and I was glad of that, considering I had no idea what to say. This was premeditated, and I couldn’t let myself rationalize about what was happening, because I knew I’d overthink it and want to stop.  
 
    The piece of hay stroked over my pussy, causing sporadic jolts of delight. I gasped again, taking in a deep breath and exhaling while trying to keep my body from trembling. Rusty moved down, rubbing his hands over my dirtied knees. He kissed one of them before moving unhurriedly up my thighs.  
 
    I had to sit up on my elbows to be able to watch as he teased my pussy with that same piece of hay, rubbing it over the smooth folds, and then finally lightly brushing it over the crease. This time I couldn’t contain the amount of sexual tension that it was placing on me. I knew I was wet, probably soaked with eagerness, so he continued teasing me on purpose.  
 
    Rusty licked his own lips and turned the strand of hay around so that the thicker end was now at the top. He pressed it ever so gently over my clit, moving side to side to get me aroused. I couldn’t stop watching him, so focused on what he was doing to me. His stiff erection was apparent, and I’d never wanted to satisfy a man the way that I was feeling at this very moment.  
 
    He blew onto my sex, while tracing my clit with that stem. My hips jerked and I could feel that tingling burn starting to overwhelm me. I closed my eyes and felt his heated tongue lapping over my deprived bud, as if he were using some kind of centrifugal force to guide him. I screamed out while waves of ecstasy besieged me, causing me to become dizzy and lightheaded. Never before had I experienced such a heightened orgasm.  
 
    Rusty laughed with his mouth still lingering over my swollen bud. He used his chin whiskers to tickle me there, prolonging the frenzy that he’d bestowed. I clenched a chunk of his hair with my fist and pulled, expressing the physical attributes to losing control. The euphoric moment finally slowed, giving me a few moments to gather my breath, and open my eyes wide.  
 
    He still dawdled there, right over my pussy, with no regard for how sensitive that area had become. In lieu of what had occurred, I pulled that handful of hair up, until his body was even with mine. His stiff erection pressed against my thigh as our lips met. The immediate connection was undeniable. Rusty moved his tongue with precision, as I matched his movements. I felt his hand tracing over the smooth skin of my pussy, gliding one finger inside the folds to feel just how ready he’d made me. He pulled away from my lips and stared at me for a second before grabbing another strand of hay from behind my head. With one quick movement he’d ducked back down, focused on playing again. Before I could think of anything to say I felt something different. I looked toward his hand and noticed that this stem didn’t just have one strand at the top. It had four. He spun it between his finger, causing a windmill effect. While doing it, he let those buds at the top smack over my clit. Every second they hit that same spot. My body flailed as I lost control again, so quickly that I was almost embarrassed to admit. Finally, when it got to be too much to bear, I pulled his arm away, begging him to stop. “Please. I can’t take it anymore.”  
 
    His smile let me know that he’s succeeded in what he’d sought out to do. It was no surprise that he’d be content with leaving me wanting so much more than I was willing to admit. He wanted me to know what I’d been missing, and I was well aware of everything that he had to offer, even before this encounter.  
 
    Rusty took his entire palm and cupped my pussy, He held onto it while moving his arm slightly up and down. My sensitive area began to throb, and it felt like it was on fire. It ached to be touched again, and I couldn’t stop myself from taking hold of that same arm and moving it harder. His finger slipped in between my wet folds, penetrating me as I controlled it. The faster I moved that arm, the more pleasure it gave me. I was fully aware that this was me pleasing myself, but Rusty didn’t seem to mind. He watched my face as I bit down hard on my bottom lip and cried out again.  
 
    My eyes became focused on his as he pulled that finger out of me, sucking it in between his lips. I gasped, feeling so turned on by his actions. “Do you like the way I taste?” The words seemed to purr.  
 
    “Mhmm. I need more though.” He took one hand and grabbed the skin where my hip meets my ass. In an instant he was positioning himself overtop of me. I could feel his cock pressing my entrance, without being guided there. “Is this what you came for?” Sweat was running down the side of his head, dripping on my neck. I flinched each time it hit me, even while trying to remain focused on what was about to happen.  
 
    I refused to answer him out loud. Instead a simple nod let him know the truth. I may have not anticipated this happening when I woke up this morning, but I certainly knew exactly what I wanted.  
 
    He entered me with ease, sliding inside gracefully, while bringing his lips down against mine. The sheer fulfillment I got from him being inside of me was unexplainable. The foreplay was amazing in itself, but this was utter delight. In no time at all I was overtaken with reoccurring waves again. I dug my nails into his back and clung to his skin while feeling yet another release.  
 
    Rusty kissed me once softly, before pulling out of me and flipping me around. His pent up predicament left him without another ounce of patience. He needed to explode and I was going to help it happen.  
 
    The next thing I knew his chest was coming over my back, while his hands reached around, pinching at both of my nipples. He entered me, fully, working up a pace immediately. His hands slid down my body until my hips served as handles. He pulled my body into his so hard that loud slapping sounds filled the area around us. My breasts bounced around as Rusty continued pumping me. I knew when he was being overwhelmed by his eruption when his body tightened, and he held me completely still. Though I wanted him to continue, his body was spent.  
 
    He gained his breath back and rolled off of me, letting the breeze hit our soaked skin. I was at a loss for words, simply devoured by sexual satisfaction. There was nothing that could bring me down from this high.  
 
    Nothing but hearing my cousin’s voice getting closer.  
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    Chapter 18  
 
    Rusty  
 
    My legs were still weak as I jumped up and started pulling my jeans on over my sweat-soaked legs. Noah’s voice  
 
    was getting close, as was the sound of the horses canters. I hooked my belt just as I saw him coming through the stable entrance. Isabella gathered her clothing and covered up with the blanket, while positioning herself in the corner of the area we were in. Since the walls were only chest high, if Noah looked hard enough he’d see her hiding there.  
 
    I walked far away from where she was crouched down and picked up a shovel, as if I’d been hard at work. Shalan appeared behind Noah, both of them caught up in their own conversation. I nodded when Noah acknowledged I was inside.  
 
    “I figured you’d be in here in the shade. It’s hotter than hell in that sun.”  
 
    “The breeze is nice today at least.”  
 
    Noah jumped off his horse and offered his arms to Shalan to catch her when she climbed off. She wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him in for a kiss as he sat her down on the ground. He smiled as he pulled away and kissed the top of her nose. “I love you, darlin’.”  
 
    She giggled and turned to me. “Hey, Rusty. Sorry I missed you this morning. I wanted to thank you for all your hard work with Titan, and let you know that my new horse will be here in about a week. Are you sure you’re ready to take on another project? I can get another person to help.”  
 
    I put up my hands. “No need. I enjoy it. It actually gives me something to stay busy. Besides, what man doesn’t love a challenge?”  
 
    It was hard to not think of Isabella when I said it. She was the biggest challenge in my life. I could only hope that this time had changed her mind about me. It was ridiculous for us to not be together, when we obviously both felt the same about each other.  
 
    “We’re goin’ to head back to the house and grab our bathin’ suits. Shalan wants to get in the pool.”  
 
    “Sounds nice.” “You should join us,” she added. I smiled, trying to not talk so much that they’d end up  
 
    sticking around. “I’ve got a lot to do before I’m done for the day. Enjoy your swim. Maybe I’ll come next time.”  
 
    Noah took off the first saddle and started carrying it over toward where Isabella was hiding. I panicked, rushing over and taking it out of his hands. “I’ve got this, boss. Go ahead and enjoy your day.”  
 
    He walked over to grab the second one. “Nah, I can help. It’s only a saddle.”  
 
    When I hung the first one up I spotted her out of the corner of my eye. She was bawled up in the corner ducked down. If Noah came in this direction he was going to see her.  
 
    I spun around quickly, holding out my hands for the second saddle. “Go on now. I’ve got this taken care of. I’ll brush down the horses, and make sure they’re watered before I do anything else. The farrier is coming later on anyway, so they’ll be ready for his arrival.”  
 
    Noah finally let me take the saddle. For a second I swear he looked behind me like I was hiding something. Just as it appeared he was going to say something, Shalan came and grabbed him by the hand. “Come on. You promised me a whole day with no work.”  
 
    I waved as they finally left the building, and then sighed as they disappeared on a golf-cart. “The coast is clear.”  
 
    She stood up and starting putting on a bra when I heard another voice coming from the doors. A female entered, and it took me a second to realize that it was Addison, Noah’s younger sister. “Whoa. Put some clothes on Bella. If Noah catches your ass in here he’ll flip out.”  
 
    She threw her shirt over her head as she frantically started on her other cousin. “Oh my God, Addy, you can’t tell anyone. Please, you’ve got to promise us that you will keep quiet about seein’ us together.”  
 
    She lit up a joint and exhaled before answering. “Whatever. You keep quiet about this, and I never saw nothin’.”  
 
    I walked over and grabbed the paraphernalia out of her fingers. “You won’t be needing this, young lady.”  
 
    “Hey, Give that back. I paid good money for that. Besides, you wouldn’t want my daddy findin’ out what his help has been up to, would you?”  
 
    Isabella rushed over, grabbing the joint out of my hand and delivering it to her younger cousin. “We won’t say nothin’ either. You have my word.”  
 
    In a second’s time I was being pulled out of the stable. “You’re just going to let her smoke pot like that?”  
 
    “If it prevents my family from knowin’ that this happened, then yes. That’s exactly what’s goin’ to happen.” When she started to walk away I pulled on her t-shirt, causing her to stand still. I took a few steps in her direction, breaking that distance she’d made between us.  
 
    “Don’t leave like this. We need to talk about what we’re going to do.”  
 
    She turned, with a shocking grimace. “What we’re goin’ to do? There is no we, Rusty.”  
 
    “You just...I can’t...come on now. You know that wasn’t nothing.” It shocked me that she’d showed up out of nowhere, allowed me to make love to her, and was already denying that it ever happened.  
 
    Isabella covered her face, like she did when she was thinking or frustrated. “For the past week I’ve been melancholy. I just needed to unwind, Rusty. You know that’s all this was for us. You’re lonely, and I’m all messed up. We did each other a favor. That’s all.”  
 
    I refused to let her walk away. “No. That’s not all it was. Why do you keep denying yourself the pleasure of being happy?”  
 
    “Because I can’t be with you. Please, don’t ask these questions. I enjoy your company. I ain’t even goin’ to try to lie to you about it, but you know my situation. You know we can’t be together, and the sooner you accept that, the sooner we can both agree that this can’t happen again.”  
 
    “You came onto me this time. I did what you said and kept my distance. You’re the one that stomped in here on some mission to fuck. This is on you. What’s your excuse this time? Is it your hormones? Did you just need to get off? I’m not your damn punching bag. If you say that this is nothing, than I suggest you keep it that way. Don’t come running to me, and expect me satisfy you, so you can just walk away. I’m done putting myself out there to be walked all over.”  
 
    She shot her hands in the air. “Fine! I’ll stay away. So sorry I bothered you, Rusty. I didn’t mean to ruin your day.” When I saw that her eyes were glossed over I knew I’d crossed a line. I hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings, but done just that.  
 
    Still, she’d used me for the last time. I wasn’t willing to let her hurt me, when there was absolutely no way for anything to come of it.  
 
    She was already clear across the dirt lane when I called out to her. “Don’t walk away mad.”  
 
    I saw her middle finger shoot up above her head as she continued walking at a fast pace to get away from me. For being angry, I couldn’t deny how cute she was when she was throwing an attitude. If I had my way, I would have scooped her up and taken her back into that stable until I could convince her that my feelings were genuine.  
 
    For the next week Isabella avoided me at all costs. She was determined to make it clear that we were nothing to each other. I’d stopped by her house several times after dark to try to reason with her, but she refused to answer the door and let me inside. I knew she was in there, probably cursing me under her breath, yet I didn’t know how else to reach out to her. I didn’t have her phone number, and I certainly didn’t know a way to leave her a message where nobody else would find it first.  
 
    Day after day I sulked silently to myself, trying to come up with ways to win her over. It was ridiculous that I was a grown man, in his thirties, determined to win over a twenty- something female that was hell-bent on keeping her distance.  
 
    When the new horse was delivered it took a lot of the extra time I had used to dwell on Isabella. I focused all of my energy on my new project to try and get her off of my mind. It worked during the day, but at night I longed to see her, to hold her, and to tell her that if she’d give me the chance, I’d be everything she ever needed.  
 
    With the soon arrival of the rest of the Mitchell clan, Noah had me doing extra work around his parent’s place to prepare for the large amount of people that would be coming into town for the wedding shower. Shalan had even provided me with a list of special requests that she’d come up with on her own. I worked alongside the other ranch hands on our tasks, while trying to come up with a plan to get to know her parents. I thought that if I could convince them I wasn’t a bad guy, they’d persuade their daughter to have an interest in me. Of course, they wouldn’t have to know that I’d already been in her pants, or that late at night she kept me from closing my eyes. All they needed to see was that I was a hard worker, with kind mannerism. In some ways it felt like I was a teenager again, going to meet my date’s parents for the first time.  
 
    Since everyone was invited to the dinner, I went out and purchased a new pair of jeans, a button up shirt, and even a new pair of boots. My old ones were starting to wear, and even though they were extremely comfortable, they didn’t exactly look presentable. Besides, I was pretty sure that the manure smell was baked into the leather.  
 
    With new ideas, and a fresh set of things to put on, I was ready to see her again, and do my best to try to win her over for the hundredth time. She’d soon know that I wasn’t going to give up. Being with her had changed my life, and she might not have been able to admit it, but I knew she felt something for me too. Providing it was the hard part.  
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    Chapter 19  
 
    Rusty  
 
    The day before the big party, I was running around trying to make sure that everything was in order. Noah  
 
    was doing the same, running after me task after task to double check. When the workday was over I longed for a long, hot shower to wash away the crud and sweat.  
 
    As soon as I pulled up at my trailer I saw Noah. He hopped of the Gator and approached me with this concerned look on his face. I swear I thought he knew that I’d been with Isabella in the stables. I was certain that his little sister had spilled our secret. I silently prepared for him to come at me.  
 
    “Did you get things taken care of?” I nodded. “Yeah.” He gave me that same sneer as before. “Everything all right  
 
    with you, Rusty? You’ve been quiet the past couple of weeks. You used to carry on with some of the guys, and even they’ve noticed a difference. I need to know if you’re in some kind of trouble. I hired you without question, but I can’t have somethin’ shady goin’ on. If there’s somethin’ you need to tell me, I’m all ears.”  
 
    I put my hands up. “Whoa. There’s nothing shady going on. I assure you.”  
 
    “All right then. I’ve already taken care of the chicken houses for tomorrow. That kid Johnny is goin’ to handle them for us.”  
 
     “Thanks. I’m just going to get up early and double check things at your parent’s house. The tables will be set up in the pole building before everyone arrives.”  
 
    He started to walk away, but turned around. “Thanks for all of this. This woman of mine is about to drive me bonkers. I’d much rather go to the court house. Don’t ever get married, man. It’s a pain in the ass.”  
 
    Once he’d gone, I took a long shower trying to clear my head. Of course, the mere mention of being married had only given me reason to think about Simone. I’d been so focused on moving forward with Isabella that I felt guilty over not spending my nights mourning her and Sydney. I knew she wouldn’t have wanted me to do it, but for so long it was how I’d gotten by.  
 
    It didn’t take long for me to get myself all worked up. A hunger was building inside of me, and I only knew one way to feed it.  
 
    I didn’t bother taking a golf cart, or looking around as I began my journey across the ranch, and down the long dirt lane. Her kitchen door was unlocked, and I refused to stand outside to get caught, or be rejected entrance, so I headed inside without waiting. I called for her twice, before I began looking around, only to find her in the shower. I knew I’d frighten her, but didn’t hesitate pulling the curtain to make my appearance known.  
 
    She jumped. “Oh my God. You scared the shit out of me. What the hell are you doin’ in my house? You need to leave, Rusty. Is there a vehicle outside? We’re goin’ to get caught.”  
 
    “I walked. Relax. Nobody saw me.” All I could do was stand there staring at that gorgeous body that I wanted to devour. My eyes showed her the exact reason for my visit, and it didn’t take her long at all to decide what she was going to do about it.  
 
    Her gaze stayed focused on mine, as she took my hand. I was so shocked at what was happening that I didn’t notice her pulling me in the water until it was too late.  
 
    I kissed her sweet lips before saying anything else, or arguing with her about being fully clothed. As the water soaked all of the fabric, I stood there, wrapping my arms around her tiny waist.  
 
    “So nobody knows you’re here?” She needed extra confirmation.  
 
    My head moved from side to side, while I studied her reaction. From the shit-eating grin, I already knew she wasn’t going to ask me to leave. “Nope. The kitchen door is locked and we’re all alone.”  
 
    Her fingernails trailed over my wet shirt. “You shouldn’t be here, Rusty.” I let her lift the fabric over my head, then watched as she unbuttoned my jeans, and started the task of pulling them down. They clung to my legs, but Isabella got them off with ease, probably because she had motive. I could feel her own hunger radiating off of that glistening body.  
 
    I reacted, pressing her against the cold shower wall, and ducking down to savor her sweet pussy again. The flavor was disguised by the rapid amount of water running over her skin, not that I cared much. My idea was to give her pleasure, before taking some for myself. It was my motto; never being selfish for sexual gain. Although one could describe this moment as exactly that. I’d come for one reason, and she was giving it to me without a fight.  
 
    I pulled my face away, only to finally answer her question. “I can’t get enough of you. I need more.”  
 
    With no warning I lifted her up, waiting for her legs to wrap around my back. She welcomed my kisses, and accepted all of me as I entered her. The sheer pleasure of being inside of her overwhelmed me again. I buried my head in between her breasts, pushing her with my body, so that I could run one hand over her hardened nipples. This beautiful woman had finally let me in. I couldn’t get enough, and it was hard to control. I wanted to be lost in her, completely, with no concern for anyone else. We were two consenting adults, sharing a connection that was only natural. I’d waited for this woman to notice me, and now that it had happened, I wasn’t willing to give it up.  
 
    After a few moments of straining to hold her up and do all of the things I wanted to do to her, I soon realized that it would be better if we continued on her bed. Carefully, I carried her wet body out of the bathroom and placed her down on the comforter on her mattress. She pulled me along with her, allowing me to savor her sweet lips.  
 
    I took my time, never caring about where I wasn’t supposed to be. Nothing else was more important than remaining in bed with this woman, who’d gracefully helped me to begin to heal.  
 
    Each encounter we were learning more about each other, like the way she enjoyed being tickled just under her chin, or the way she responded when I kissed the lobe of her ear. I loved the way she laughed, and how she made little moan sounds when I gave her pleasure.  
 
    After spending a good hour in her bed, I let her know that I wouldn’t be able to stop visiting her. I put my wet clothes back on, and kissed her goodbye, knowing that I’d have to head back to the trailer to change into dry clothes, before I could even settle in for the night.  
 
    It was difficult walking out that door, knowing she was still in bed naked. The annoying wet clothes left a smile on my face as I traveled back to my place, because I knew the reason they were still soaked was worth any lost amount of time.  
 
    That night it was hard to stay focused on anything. She was so close, yet unreachable in a sense. If I could only convince Noah that I wasn’t a threat to his family, maybe he could get past his having to protect his cousin from me.  
 
    There had to be a way to get into his good graces, and I was determined to make it happen.  
 
    She was passed her first trimester, and we both knew that soon she’d have to tell everyone about the baby. As much as I wanted to be there for her, I knew she wasn’t ready to hear that I wanted to be around and help her raise the baby. I’d thought a lot about it, and had made my mind up. Nothing brought me more happiness than being a father. I knew that nobody could ever replace Sydney, but at least I’d be able to feel that kind of love again.  
 
    With the upcoming nuptials of her cousin and his girlfriend, Isabella was on edge knowing that the family was coming in for a coed wedding shower. Her little belly was beginning to show, but she did a good job hiding it with baggy jackets, and sweatshirts. Since the weather was getting cooler in the evenings nobody would have questioned it. In fact, she probably could have gotten away with just saying she’d gained a few pounds, and they wouldn’t have known any different.  
 
    Still, after worrying about it for so long she was ready to come clean. She was too far along for anyone to even suggest that she not keep the child. Even before we became something more, I think I would have lost my shit if I heard someone talking about that in front of me.  
 
    On the afternoon before her parents were due to arrive, she came walking into the stable. I hadn’t spoken to her since I’d left her the night before. I could tell right away that something was bothering her. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    She just about fell into my welcoming arms. “I’m scared.”  
 
    I held her, while kissing the top of her head. “Don’t be. They love you, and they’ll love your child.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right.”  
 
    She looked up into my eyes, pulling away from me as she did it.  
 
     “It’s going to kill me to not hold you tonight. I know you’re going to be stressed.”  
 
    She turned and looked at me with such sad eyes. “If my brother’s weren’t comin’ it would be different. I would probably ask you to come over.”  
 
    “All you have to do is say the word. I’ll sneak in once they’re asleep if you want me to.”  
 
    Isabella pulled away further. Her indecisive grimace let me know she was more confused than ever. “This changes nothin’ you know. We’re just friends, Rusty.”  
 
    “I don’t give a shit what you label this. It’s something, and I’m not going to let you think you’re in this all by yourself. That’s what’s making it so hard. You’re doing this all alone. It ain’t right.”  
 
    “Just because I don’t want to be in a relationship with you doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate that. I couldn’t have done any of this without you. I hope you know that.” She rubbed her belly and smiled. “The only reason I’m able to tell them is because I know I won’t be alone, even if they push me away.”  
 
    “We talked about this already. They won’t do that.” “I hope you’re right. I just know my dad. He’s going to flip.” I smiled, imagining what it would have been like to see  
 
    Sydney grow up and tell me she was pregnant. A warm feeling of anguish hit me, and it was difficult to ignore. “You better get going. You wouldn’t want Noah to think something’s going on between us, when obviously it’s not.” It was cruel to put it out there like that, but I was fighting my own battles with my heart and couldn’t take anymore rejection.  
 
    I knew what had to be done, and was determined to make it happen. She’d never ask me to step in, and a part of me loved her for being independent like that, but another part of me longed for her to need me.  
 
    It had been so long since I’d felt this sort of connection. For weeks I’d spent every minute of every single day thinking about being close to her. The time we spent together was awakening, showing me that it was possible for me to move on. I had a reason to wake up every day and smile, and her name was Isabella Mitchell.  
 
    Knowing that I was about to be around her whole family, I prepared myself for what was to come. She was going to make that announcement, and I could choose to stand there and let it all play out, or do something drastic to secure my place in her life.  
 
    My choice was always the right thing to do. I really didn’t have to think much about it at all. The time for being irrational and overthinking my decisions was long gone. If I wanted this second chance at happiness I was going to have to make sacrifices to have it.  
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    Chapter 20  
 
    Isabella  
 
    Once again my mind was in a million places. The day had come that I was finally going to announce to the whole  
 
    family that I was with child. I’d gotten through the first trimester, the morning sickness, the constant lethargy, and every other crappy symptom I suffered from so far. One thing that kept me from going insane was Rusty. He’d been there already for one pregnancy and knew just what I needed. He took care of me a much as I’d let him, and showed me what it was like to feel needed.  
 
    Yes, I said it.  
 
    I was admitting that there was something more between us than just sex. The more I fought with myself about it, the more I knew it to be the truth.  
 
    Of course, I refused to tell him, because I knew that my family couldn’t know about our relationship. It was one thing to tell them that I was carrying Tate’s child, but another story to tell them that I was in a sexual relationship with an older mysterious man. Besides, Noah had warned him to steer clear of me, so it only would put his job in jeopardy.  
 
    The other thing that bothered me was the fact that I was falling for a man who could never really love me. He’d lost his wife, and daughter, and been sure to let me know how much I reminded him of them. He’d been drawn to me because of that. In my heart I knew I’d never be able to accept never knowing if it was me he loved, or the connection that I had to his family.  
 
    After being with Tate, I needed someone that could give me their all, not just what they had left. Maybe it was selfish, but I had a child to think about, so settling wasn’t an option.  
 
    As much as I was falling for him, I knew what we had was only going to be temporary. I’d start to get huge, and if that didn’t scare him way, when the baby came it would change me. At some point he’d realize that I was nothing more than a reminder.  
 
    While biting off all of my fingernails, I heard a car pulling down the road. The motor shut off, and I prepared to be bombarded with hugs from someone in my family.  
 
    I heard my dad’s voice first, beckoning me from the kitchen. “IZZY!”  
 
    I got up off the couch and made sure the hoodie I was wearing covered my stomach. The first thing he noticed was my weight. I wrapped my arms around him and watched him pull away and look at my face. “The last time I saw you, you were skin and bones. You look so healthy.”  
 
    I raised my brows and pretended to be totally offended. “Geesh, are you sayin’ I’m fat, daddy?”  
 
    “Never. You just look great, that’s all. I’m glad to see you put on a few pounds.”  
 
    My mom gave me this look, and I feared she could see right through my fake smile. She leaned forward and hugged me without addressing my weight. That was a big red flag, considering that she was always more vocal. “Your brothers drove themselves. Callie and Cammie came with them.”  
 
    “What about Josh?”  
 
    “He’s got football this weekend in Virginia. To be honest I’m surprised your brothers wanted to come. It’s not like they care about a wedding.” My dad was being stupid if he didn’t know the real reason.  
 
    I raised my brow and let out an air-filled laugh. “They like to drink, and they know it’s free here.”  
 
     “Probably,” he agreed. “I’ll kick their asses if they wreck another golf cart.”  
 
    “Yeah, get in line behind uncle Colt. He was pissed last time.”  
 
    My mom grabbed my arm to catch my attention. “Dad and I just wanted to stop by and see you first. I need to go help your aunt Van with dinner. We’ll see you in a bit, honey.”  
 
    I watched them leave, and out of the corner of my eye something was approaching the house. My brothers whipped around on the golf cart, pretending they were about to run into the porch. They both hopped off laughing, while climbing the steps with their small bags. “What’s up, sis?” Jax hugged me first and then waited for Jake to do the same thing.  
 
    “You look different,” Jake announced.  
 
    I pulled away and made sure my sweatshirt was protecting the bump in my belly. “My hair is longer.”  
 
    He shrugged and went inside, letting the obvious change in my appearance go without a second look. Jax pulled me to the side once we were in the kitchen. The serious scowl on his face let me know that I wasn’t going to appreciate what he was about to say. “You heard from your boy lately?”  
 
    “My boy?” “Tate. Have you heard from him?” I scrunched up my face and sat down at the table. “No. Why  
 
    would you even ask me that?” He laughed again, just as Jake came in. “I heard about it too,  
 
    bro. His ass got shut down.” “What are y’all talkin’ about?” As much as I didn’t want to  
 
    hear the mention of his name, obviously I was curious. “Mom ran into his parents at the salon. His mom said that he’d been in the hospital for an apparent suicide attempt. He  
 
    drank drain cleaner. What kind of idiot does that shit?”  
 
    I swear that my heart stopped beating for a second. All of the hate that I’d felt for my cheating ex was gone. “Why would he do that?” It was sickening to even imagine.  
 
    Jake came over and grabbed my arm as he spoke. “Get this. You know that chick he was seeing behind your back?” He paused and waited for me to nod. “Apparently she found out he’d been cheating on her and broke up with him. I guess the dude couldn’t deal with it. I mean, one minute he’s planning a wedding with the chick, and the next it’s all gone. His mom said they’d been dating since elementary school or some shit. Then to add to that, he got in huge trouble at that new job. He showed up intoxicated, and tried to beat up his manager. They fired him that same day.”  
 
    I looked down at my hands and tried my hardest to not let my brothers see my anguish. I’d been the reason that Jenn had broken up with Tate. I’d caused her so much pain that she’d pushed him away. The worst part of that was knowing exactly what I was doing. This was no accident. Then to imagine how upset he was, it was almost too much to fathom. Then on top of it all, he’d lost his job as a direct result of this all playing out. “So he’s okay now?”  
 
    “Aside from being insane, yeah I guess. Did you know he was with this chick the whole time you were together? That is so fucked up.”  
 
    I cocked my head from side to side. “Not really. It wasn’t until the end of us seeing each other.”  
 
    “Well like he said, it’s fucked up. We would have beat his ass sooner if we knew about that,” Jax added.  
 
    I knew I had to call Tate. Against my better judgment, I had to reach out to him. Guilt was already eating away at me. I’d taken everything away from him out of anger. Now he’d lost it all, and wanted to end his life. As angry as I was at what he’d done to me, I couldn’t live with myself knowing that I was carrying his child and did nothing to make it better. “That’s  
 
    terrible. I haven’t heard anything. I’ve been workin’ a ton, and busy with life here. It sucks for him, but he made his choices.” It hurt me to lie through my teeth. “Listen guys, I really need to get ready. Do you mind givin’ me some privacy?”  
 
    As soon as they agreed, I rushed into my room, closing the door behind me. To prevent them from hearing me, I turned on my music and sat inside of my closet. With shaky hands I dialed his number that I’d never been able to forget.  
 
    He picked up after two rings. “Bella?” “Hi, Tate. It’s been a long time.” “Yeah, it has.” The line was silent. I knew we both had hard feelings. Since I didn’t want to bring up my brothers, I came up with  
 
    another way to let him know that I was aware of his situation. “Listen, my mom’s here and she told me that you weren’t doin’ so good. Is it true? Did you try to end your life?” I could feel the burn in my throat starting and knew my emotions were a reaction to imagining him dead. No matter how much I tried to hate him, something so serious reminded me of all the reasons that I loved him in the first place.  
 
    “Yeah. If you’re calling to scream at me, don’t bother. You’re the one who got me into this mess. I was going to be a good husband. She broke up with me, ended our engagement and it’s all your fault. Nothing you say to me right now is going to change that. You ruined my life. Do you hear me?”  
 
    “Yes,” I cried. “I’m so sorry, but you’re the one who cheated. I feel bad for what’s happened to you, but it’s not all my fault. You drove me to that extreme.”  
 
    “Don’t bother apologizing to me. There’s nothing you can say to give me back my life. Just lose my number. I can’t deal with hearing from you, Bella. No matter how much I cared about you, I can’t bring myself to ever forgive what’s been done. It was bad enough losing you, but her too? Was it really that necessary to destroy me?”  
 
     “Wait,” I pleaded. “There’s somethin’ you need to know.” I was still bitter about Jenn, but he had a right to be angry with me.  
 
    “Goodbye.”  
 
    He hung up before I could bring myself to tell him the truth. I’m not saying that he didn’t deserve to get caught cheating. He’d hurt me, and obviously Jenn. To be cheated on was the ultimate kind of betrayal, and she deserved to know as much as I did. For years he’d strung us both along.  
 
    I stayed in my closet until I was finally able to accept what needed to be done.  
 
    After throwing on some clothes that looked presentable, I set out to reveal to my whole family that I was pregnant with Tate’s child.  
 
    Since the party was located at Noah’s parent’s house, located on the ranch, I took a golf cart and pulled into their yard. My younger cousins were conversing out on the porch. I scanned the surrounding area, scoping for Noah or Shalan. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Rusty walking toward me. He carried flowers in his hand and smiled when I greeted him. “Hey, have I missed you today.”  
 
    Right away I felt guilty. Had I not found out that Tate had attempted suicide I would have been head over heels for this kind of announcement. Instead it made me feel uncomfortable. I wanted nothing more than to move forward, but the odds were already against us. I was pregnant with another man’s child, and Rusty had been told to steer clear of me. In light of the new information I’d been given, my decision was made. There was no way that I could expect anything to work out in my favor. The damage was done.  
 
    “I better get inside.”  
 
    He grabbed me and held me from walking away. “Are we okay?”  
 
    With a quick nod I pulled out of his hold. “You can’t touch me around my family, Rusty. I’ve got enough to worry about.”  
 
    He threw up his hands. “Sorry. I’ll just go give Mrs. Mitchell these flowers and pretend I don’t know you.”  
 
    I tried to think of what to say to make him not feel hurt, but it was no use. As much as I wanted to be with Rusty, I knew it wasn’t going to happen. Our summer fling was about to end, and with that knowledge I felt so defeated.  
 
    I knew my hormones were making me feel crazy things, but enough was enough. Something had to give. I couldn’t want Rusty one minute, and refuse him the next. It wasn’t fair to him, or me even.  
 
    When I entered the house I found my parents and the rest of my family all conversing together. This dinner wasn’t the official wedding shower, so it wouldn’t rustle feathers if I announced my pregnancy. Of all the people there, Shalan was probably going to end up being the most supportive.  
 
    For a while it was easy to blend in with my family and avoid Rusty. The problem with that was the fact that I actually caught myself looking for him. I caught his stare quite a few times before we all headed out to the pole barn where all of the tables and chairs would fit.  
 
    Music was playing as I sat down at the table next to my parents with my brothers, just like I was used to doing. Jax was already doing his normal scheming with Jake. I saw them whispering and pointing toward Christian. With a swift kick to one of their legs I caught both of their attention. “Don’t even think about it. So help me God I will beat you to the ground, and then let Noah have a turn.”  
 
    My parents looked at me like I had three heads. When my dad reached across the table and grabbed my hand I immediately felt our bond breaking. He didn’t even know the news and already was concerned about me. “It would be nice if you didn’t do that while wearing a white shirt, honey. You know that blood stains are horrible to get out.” Even his humor couldn’t get a reaction out of me. I was frozen with guilt.  
 
    A few minutes later we all stood to say grace. Everyone bowed their heads and I secretly scanned the room to find Rusty. His eyes were on mine. I watched as he winked and formed a smile in the corner of his lips. A part of me wanted to smile back, but it would only give him false hope, when I knew there was none left.  
 
    Then the room got quiet. My heart raced, my hands felt clammy, and I swore that if I didn’t make my announcement at any second I was going to chicken out and not do it at all. So as the family took their seats I remained standing and blurted out the hard truth I’d been so frightened to share. “I’m pregnant.”  
 
    My dad laughed for a second, of course thinking it was just one of our family pranks. Since we were known for some drastic shenanigans, he never would have dreamed that I was making this kind of announcement because it was true. It wasn’t until I sank down in my seat and watched his reaction that he knew it wasn’t a joke. “Daddy, say somethin’.” The tears were already running down my face, and as I lifted my hand to wipe them away I could see how much my body was shaking.  
 
    The room remained quiet, and I could see Noah coming over near our table. While looking down at the napkins, I repeated my announcement. “I’m in my second trimester. I’m due in March.”  
 
    My dad kept staring, and I swore that he was about to explode. The pain in his eyes let me know that my biggest fear was happening. My mom caught my attention next. “Honey, why did you wait so long to tell us?”  
 
    Jake busted in. “Who is the daddy?”  
 
    “Is it that douche, Bells?” Noah’s question send chills down my spine.  
 
    Just as I was about to accept my fate and be honest, I heard someone yelling from across the room. All eyes turned in that direction.  
 
    “It’s mine.”  
 
    Rusty stood there, his hands in his pockets, with a big grin on his face, as if I’d just delivered my family the happiest news of their lives.  
 
    I sat there in shock, not knowing what to do.  
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    Chapter 21  
 
    Rusty  
 
    I’d like to say that everyone welcomed me into the family and accepted that I was the father of Isabella’s unborn child, but that’s not exactly how it all panned out.  
 
    After I’d stood up and blurted out that comment, everyone turned their attention to me. Not that their expressions mattered at all. I was only focused on one person and from the utter disbelief on her face I knew that she wasn’t very happy.  
 
    A few things happened at one time. The room got loud with everyone talking at once, and Noah started to come after me. The twins, which I knew were Isabella’s brothers, both grabbed him and held him back. Mr. Colt Mitchell walked up to me and sat down at the table. While all of the commotion was taken place around us, he motioned for me to join him. I could see her father eying me up, and knew it was only going to be a matter of time before he was hunting me down. For all he knew I’d knocked up his daughter, and it was very obvious that we hadn’t come to this party as a couple.  
 
    Colt looked me dead in the eyes. “I reckon you need to start explainin’ to me what’s goin’ on here. I never pegged you to be a trouble maker, but I’m sure you can imagine that this predicament my niece is in ain’t very settlin’. You see, I promised her daddy that we’d keep her safe, and now I’ve got to explain to him how my ranch hand has been screwing around with his child. You can see where this is going to be a problem, can’t you Rusty?”  
 
    I nodded. “I do. Before I say anything more I think it would be best to let you know that I care deeply for her.”  
 
    We heard yelling and turned our attention back to where Isabella stood with her parents. She had her face covered and I could tell she crying. When she rushed outside, I got up and left Mr. Mitchell sitting at the table so I could chase after her.  
 
    Even as I called her name she continued walking. Until we reached the first set of stables she never turned around to address me. Once inside it was a different story. I’d no sooner made it over the threshold when I felt a hand slapping across my face. The burn was already apparent when she began screaming at me. “How could you? This is none of your concern. My pregnancy ain’t your business, Rusty.”  
 
    I tried to grab her arms as I replied. “Will you just calm down and hear me out? I did this so we can be together. Don’t you see that this solves everything?”  
 
    “What are you talking about? I never said I wanted to be with you, Rusty. You knew that I was strugglin’ with my baby’s father already, and now you do this. Not only will my family think I’m a whore, but they’ll hate me for sure. So thanks for nothin’!”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say. In all honesty I thought she’d be happy. Every time we’d been alone a side of her came out that screamed to be with me. It made absolutely no sense.  
 
    “I’m real sorry that you feel that way. Do you want me to go back in there and tell them all it was a lie?”  
 
    She shook her head with fresh tears streaming down her cheeks. “No. They’ll fire you for sure, and make you leave the ranch. I might be pissed at you, but I’d never want to cause another man his livelihood. I just wish you would have talked to me. I had everything worked out in my head, and now I’ve got a mess to figure out.”  
 
    I reached for her and held one of her hands in mine. She didn’t try to pull away. “Iz, I did this because I want to be with you. I could be a good dad to that baby. If what I do isn’t enough for you I could start practicing again and get my license reinstated.”  
 
    “No.” She finally removed her hand from mine and took a step backwards. “I refuse to live my life as someone’s replacement, Rusty. It’s not happenin’. Now can you please just leave me alone? I need to get my head on straight before I go back in there and deal with my family.  
 
    I looked down at the ground, only hearing her call herself a replacement. It definitely got to me on a deeper level than she probably set out to do. Before I could consider saying anything else to piss her off, I turned and walked away, passing her mother, and Shalan when I did.  
 
    I should have been prepared for Noah to come seek me out. From the amount of anger that was gleaming off of his face I knew it was going to get ugly. As my heart rate picked up I prepared myself for a physical confrontation.  
 
    Noah approached me quickly, coming up on me with his arm jacked back. “I trusted you.”  
 
    I put my hands up, determined that I wasn’t going to fight back. Not only had Isabella’s words messed me up, but somehow I wanted him to hurt me. I was already feeling pretty low, and without the hope of being with his cousin, I didn’t really have anything to be optimistic about. She was most likely already spilling to her mother that I wasn’t the father.  
 
    Just imagining never being with her again felt like daggers stabbing into my heart. I should have never let myself feel something again, when I knew I wouldn’t be able to control how it all played out. “Go ahead. Just get it over with. I know I deserve it.”  
 
    Out of nowhere came Mr. Tyler Mitchell. I’d been working at the ranch for long enough to be familiar with who everyone was. He looked upset, but not so much angry. Noah looked over at his uncle, and then in the distance we both spotted his father coming toward us. He put his arm down and took a couple steps back. “Uncle Ty. I was just -.”  
 
    The man put his hands up to motion for him to be quiet. “Go back to the party, Noah. I’ll handle this myself.”  
 
    Knowing that Noah’s father was my main boss, I feared what he was walking over to say to me. For sure he was going to have me packing by the end of the night.  
 
    Tyler spoke first. “Rusty.” He shook his head and scratched it, as if he was trying to refrain from saying the wrong thing. Colt came up and stood behind him with his arms crossed over his chest. “You knocked up my daughter.”  
 
    “It’s not what you think, sir.”  
 
    “Don’t call me sir. You’re probably close to my age than my daughter’s. Ty is fine for the time being.”  
 
    “Okay, Ty. Like I said before. This isn’t how it seems,” It was hard to explain something that was a lie, in order to pass it off as the truth.  
 
    “Well the way I see it, you knocked up my daughter and the cat is out of the bag. She’s obviously decided to keep the child, being that she’s so far along.” He looked down for a second, and even I could tell he was distraught. “This is bullshit. Do you hear me? That’s my little girl that you put your hands on. Forgive me for wanting to break you in half right now. I’m just not able to control the aggression that I’d like to take out on you.”  
 
    Colt stepped in, putting his hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “I think it’s best if we all just calm down before we do somethin’ we might regret. Don’t you agree?” The question was for Ty, not me. He waited for him to nod before continuing. “Rusty, I’ve always considered you a good man. Isabella is a beautiful young lady, and I can see where you’d want to get to know her. You’re both adults, and things can happen that is beyond our control. Now, I understand Noah  
 
    had asked you to not pursue somethin’ with my niece. Is that true?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yes. He did several times.” “And you disobeyed that request?” My response was more a shrug. “I suppose I did.” “It takes two to tango, and if anyone knows somethin’ about  
 
    forbidden relationships it’s this guy here. Once upon a time he was told the same thing as you. So I’m sure he understands how difficult that can be sometimes.”  
 
    Isabella’s dad immediately gave his cousin one of those looks that says ‘I’m kicking your ass for this later, while I tried not to smile. It wasn’t that I wanted them to immediately accept me into the family. My decision hadn’t been based on that at all. I’d done this to protect Isabella, not hurt her. “I can assure you that I’ll do everything I can to support your daughter. I understand what Noah had asked me, but the truth is that I care for her. No disrespect to you, but this wasn’t about the sex.”  
 
    “Save it. I can’t think about her that way do you understand? I can’t picture my little girl with child. I realize it is happening, but it’s too new to accept. I came over here to prevent my nephew from making this personal. For now, until I can talk to my daughter, I’m -.”  
 
    In the distance we all heard Noah. “I want him off this property!”  
 
    Near the stable I could see Isabella walking toward us with her mother and Shalan in tow. “Daddy, wait. Please don’t let Noah kick Rusty out. This ain’t his fault. He’s just tryin’ to protect me and the baby. He can’t lose his job.”  
 
    Her dad looked from me to Isabella. “Sweetie, I don’t know what you want me to say.”  
 
    She looked right at her father, as if none of us were around. “I want you to say that you love me, and you’ll support me. I know I hurt you.” Her sobs became apparent and Ty wrapped his arms around her without hesitation.  
 
    “I do love you, Iz. That’s never going to be a question you need to worry about. You’re my daughter. No matter what you do, I’ll continue loving you. This is all a shock. I don’t even know what to say.”  
 
    “Say that you and Mom will love your grandchild. Please. I need to know I’m not alone.”  
 
    I watched an upset father begin to get emotional in front of a crowd of people. He sniffled and leaned his face down onto his daughter’s shoulder. My heart broke for the bond that they shared, and I finally realize why she was so afraid. I didn’t know their history, but clearly they were close. Her mother joined in, putting her arms around both of them. I could hear Isabella crying even though I couldn’t see her any longer. They talked amongst themselves while all three becoming caught up in despair.  
 
    Colt put his hand on my shoulder and motioned for me to follow him. Since I assumed that my time on the ranch was about to end, I continued looking back at Isabella. It was so juvenile, but I didn’t even have her phone number. If I was being escorted off the property this could be one of the last times I’d get to see her. Surely her family would have her move home, which would make sense. She had nothing keeping her in Kentucky, especially me.  
 
    “You need to give them time,” he explained. “This isn’t about you seein’ her, Rusty. To be honest, I think you’re probably a good man. It took a lot of courage for you to stand up in front of everyone and admit what you did. Right now we all need time to take it in. Our family doesn’t do well with secrets, and you’re just about the most secretive man I’ve met.”  
 
    He was right. I needed to tell them who I was if I wanted a chance at ever being respected. “Do you want me to leave the ranch?”  
 
      
 
    “No. However, I do need you to go home. Give her time to talk to them. It’s best for everyone.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll leave now.” It wasn’t what I wanted to do, but I had no other options. I hadn’t thought about the repercussions of such a big confession. Never had it concerned me that I’d be causing a commotion. Isabella was a wreck, and her parents weren’t taking the news as being happy. It was to be expected, but still didn’t make it easier to understand. They didn’t know what it was like to lose their child. I think when that happens you’re willing to let little things go. Given the chance to do it all over I never would have told my daughter no to anything she asked.  
 
    While walking back to the trailer I thought about what I was going to say to Isabella. She was so angry with me, and I knew if I didn’t get back into her good graces she was going to push me further away.  
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    Chapter 22  
 
    Isabella  
 
    As if things couldn’t get worse. Rusty had made my problems double. Standing there in my dad’s arms, hearing  
 
    him crying, was the epitome of how much of a mess I’d made of my life. That one night with Tate was going to haunt me until the day I died, and I wanted to hate him for it.  
 
    Knowing that I still felt guilt about him losing his job, and basically everything else, I was determined to find a way to help him. It wasn’t clear how my baby fit into the whole picture, but I was certainly going to do everything in my power to rectify his current situation. For the time being, I knew I couldn’t hurt my family any more, so Rusty taking responsibility was going to have to stick. That meant that I had to come to terms with it and treat him at least nice while the family was around.  
 
    The bottom line was that I was still pissed at him for doing it without talking to me first.  
 
    Because of how everything had played out, our family get together didn’t continue as expected. My parents and I headed back to my house, while the rest of the family attempted to pretend that nothing had happened.  
 
    I was sure my brothers were getting into trouble, and Shalan was going crazy trying to stay in control. More than anything I wished I could be there celebrating with everyone.  
 
    Anything was better than sitting in my living room across from my disappointed parents. I played with the fabric on the out recliner that I was sitting in, trying to think of ways to break the uncomfortable silence in the room. We’d been back for at least a half hour and besides making drinks, none of us had anything to say.  
 
    My father was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. His face was covered by his hands. My mother, who seemed to be in better shape than my dad, rubbed his back, while sobbing to herself.  
 
    This wasn’t like you see in the movies, where the family is over-ecstatic. My parents were acting as if my entire future was over, and I suppose in some ways it wasn’t what they wanted for me. I just knew that someday I wanted to have a family. Yes, I’d gone about doing it all wrong, but I wasn’t going to look back and regret it. Every single moment of knowing that I had a child growing inside of me made that choice easy. This was my baby, and he or she was going to be my future, with or without anyone’s approval.  
 
    “Please say somethin’.” I couldn’t sit in silence any longer.  
 
    My dad wiped off his face and finally sat straight. “What do you want us to say? Were you even planning on telling us that you were shackin’ up with the help?”  
 
    “Daddy? Do you have to look at it that way?”  
 
    “Your father is just hurt, sweetie. We wanted so much more for you. You just graduated college and started a great job. You’ve got so much ahead of you. We don’t understand how this could have happened. You never mentioned that man to us once. Accordin’ to your cousin, he was warned to steer clear of you. Is that why you kept it a secret?”  
 
    I wish I knew how to explain my relationship with Rusty, but more than that I wished that I could come clean about the real biological father of my baby. Trying to describe my relationship situation with my parents required me to lie to their faces. I felt so sick over doing it, even as the words escaped my lips. “Our relationship is complicated.” I looked down and played with my fingernails, knowing I couldn’t even begin to look in their direction. “He was around when I was going through a tough time, and to be honest I wasn’t lookin’ for a relationship. It just sort of happened.”  
 
    I knew without even looking that my father was cringing at the idea of me being intimate with a man. Both of my parents knew this wasn’t just any guy my age, who was trying to make a future for himself. Rusty appeared to be a drifter, with no real future for anything. Had I been able to tell them that he was once a successful person maybe it would have gone in a whole separate direction. “Does he love you?” Of course my dad would want to know that. He’d kill a man for disrespecting me.  
 
    When I opened my mouth to answer I thought of my last conversation with Rusty. I’d told him that I couldn’t be with someone that compared me to his dead family. A wave of emotions hit me as I realized how awful I must have made him feel. It still didn’t change the fact that I’d never be able to know if his feelings were for me, or just because of some sick reminder that I provided him with. “Yes. I think so,” I lied.  
 
    “You think so?”  
 
    “We’ve never said it out loud. Come on, it’s not like you and Mom. I didn’t know right away that we were fated to be together forever.”  
 
    My dad let out an air-filled laugh and shook his head, while my mom gave me her normal confused stare. “Bella, don’t be sarcastic. Your father is just concerned.”  
 
    “I get it, okay? I’m havin’ a child. I’m goin’ to be a mother. I don’t see why it’s so hard to be able to hear. You got knocked up and planned on doin’ it all alone too. You didn’t know Daddy was goin’ to step up and take responsibility when you made the decision to keep me.”  
 
    “This is different. I thought I lov-.”  
 
    My dad wasn’t going to let her discuss my sperm donor. The mere mention of his name gave me the creeps anyway. “Don’t you dare compare this, young lady. Your mother made the choice because she thought she was going to have support. Yes, things happened and the rest is history, but her life isn’t yours. How do you know this Rusty guys isn’t going to disappear on you?”  
 
    “He won’t.” I had no idea if he’d stick around, especially when the truth about Tate came out. Still, I had to appease them for the time being. “He’s not like that.”  
 
    “What do you even know about this guy? Your uncle always says he’s a bit insane. Aunt Van thinks he’s creepy and probably has a shady past.” Leave it to my aunt to freak out. She’d been through a terrible time with my biological father. After that she’d never trusted mysterious men. “I know he’s a good man, and that he’d do anything for me. Isn’t that all that matters?”  
 
    “Of course he’s going to be nice. He’s screwing someone that just got out of college.” My dad stood up. I could see his fists clenched, like he wanted to punch something.  
 
    “Can we just drop the Rusty part for a minute? This is why I waited to tell you. I know I’m not perfect, but I make good money, and if I had to I could take care of me and my baby alone. Now, I don’t need your support, but I sure could use it. You’re treatin’ me like it’s the end of the world, and it’s not. I’m having a baby, not becomin’ a stripper.”  
 
    “If you became a stripper I wouldn’t be this calm. Damn, don’t even joke about that.” He walked into the kitchen and came back with a beer. I watched him open it and take a sip, all the while I thought about Rusty, and the reason he didn’t drink.  
 
    “Bella, your dad and I will always support you. We’re just in shock, that’s all. This baby is our family. Of course we’re goin’ to love it, and support you. Whatever you need, we’ll take care of it, won’t we, babe?”  
 
    My dad shook his head. “Yeah. Sorry, I’m just trying to come to grips with being a grandfather. I’m old as shit. Next I’ll be having a heart attack and keeling over.”  
 
     “Daddy, don’t say that.” My overuse of the ‘daddy’ only made it more apparent that I was desperate. Everyone in the room knew it, but nobody was bringing it up.  
 
    “You’re making us grandparents before we even turn fifty. It’s a bit hard to grasp.”  
 
    I stood up from the chair and walked over to my dad. My arms wrapped around his stiff body, and finally I felt him reciprocating. “I love you, Daddy. Please don’t ever say that. I’m going to need you to stick around, and so is your grandchild. I can’t bring another Mitchell into this world without the two of you by my side.”  
 
    He pulled away and looked me right in the eyes. “We’ll be there, Izzy. You know we will.”  
 
    Things got better after that moment. My parents stuck around for a short time after that and finally headed back to my aunt and uncles to go to bed. I knew neither of them would get much sleep, but at least they didn’t hate me like I’d feared.  
 
    Since I knew my brothers would need to get in the house, I left it unlocked. Never in a million years would I think Rusty would have snuck over to see me, but as I sat up in my own bed seeing him standing over me, I knew it was true.  
 
    “What are you doin’ here?” “I think you know the answer to that.” “If my family finds out they might hogtie and torture you.”  
 
    There was no telling what Noah had imagined doing to him. “I’m not concerned about your family. I ain’t here for  
 
    them.” “Why are you here? I thought I told you to stay away from  
 
    me.” “That’s not going to happen, Iz. I can’t leave you alone, not  
 
    anymore.” “This changed nothin’! You’re not even the father of this  
 
    child. How could you stand up and make such a mockery of yourself. They’re goin’ to find out the truth. It’s only a matter of time.” I wasn’t trying to threaten him, or bring him pain. I just wanted him to feel bad for adding to my stress.  
 
    “I don’t care if they find out the truth. By that time it won’t matter anyway.”  
 
    I was intrigued. “Why is that?” “Because you’ll be in love with me.” His statement shocked me, especially coming out of his  
 
    mouth. He was always so quiet, never cocky. “What did you just say?”  
 
    “I said you’ll be in love with me.” It was freaking me out that he was just standing over me, so I sat up and backed my ass further on my bed. He crouched down and leaned forward so our faces were even. “Once you admit it, there’s no telling what we could be.”  
 
    I used my feet to push him away. “You’re foolin’ yourself if you think that will happen.”  
 
    “I know you feel somethin’.”  
 
    “I know you’re crazy. Please go home Rusty. I’ve had enough drama for one night.” All I wanted to do was go to sleep, or at least try.  
 
    “I’ll leave, but only if you let me say one more thing.” “Whatever. Say it and go.” I crossed my arms and waited. He pointed at me as he spoke. “You said something to me  
 
    tonight that I can’t shake off. I realize that I came onto you because of how you reminded me of my girls, but never since that very moment I felt those sweet lips on mine, have I ever compared you to them, or tried to replace them with you. This thing between us is real and it’s new.”  
 
    “Please leave.” I could feel that burning in my throat again, and didn’t want him seeing me emotional. If he stayed for another second I was going to beg him to be with me, and that couldn’t happen.  
 
    “I’m telling you the truth.”  
 
     “I don’t care,” I lied again. “Just go. I’m too pissed at you to ever consider hearing the words comin’ out of your mouth.”  
 
    He tossed his hands high above him. “Fine. This is obviously hopeless.”  
 
    I listened for him to exit out the back door before I let myself cry. My life was a mess, and I knew I had to get it figured out before my baby was born.  
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    Chapter 23  
 
    Rusty  
 
    She’d shut me down again. You’d think I’d be used to it and stop trying, but no, I was always glutton for a punishment.  
 
    Halfway back to my trailer I saw headlights coming in my direction. Since I was trying to avoid the family at all costs I darted into the woods and crouched down. The last thing I needed was to be in some kind of brawl. I was a grown man with morals. Just because they all believed me to be a terrible person didn’t mean it was real.  
 
    When I got back to my trailer I locked the door and just stood there with my hand on the knob. I leaned my head against it and closed my eyes. This was one of those times where I craved a drink. Even though I knew it wouldn’t solve anything, it would at least numb the pain and frustration that I was feeling.  
 
    It took me a while to leave that spot and kick off my boots. All of my efforts to impress her family had failed. Not even my ridiculously expensive outfit was going to help my cause. Once I was down to my boxer shorts I headed for the bedroom. The night was ending, and I needed to calm down before I woke up and had to answer all of their burning questions and accusations.  
 
    I don’t really know how long I’d been asleep, but when I peered at the clock I noticed it was nearly three in the morning. Something had woken me up, so I sat there, waiting to see if it was just a dream or maybe a critter underneath the trailer.  
 
    Then I heard it again. A light knocking caused me to jump out of bed and cautiously make my way to the front door. Being that her family was out for blood, I grabbed my large flashlight and prepared to open the door. In just my underwear, I cracked the door, shaking and ready to attack.  
 
    Isabella stood there, her hands crossed over her chest. “Can you take a walk with me?”  
 
    “It’s the middle of the night. Come inside.”  
 
    The light of the moon was the only thing allowing me to see her. She looked down and then shook her head from side to side. “I can’t come inside, because we both know what will happen if I do.”  
 
    I have to admit that hearing her say that gave me some comfort. It meant that no matter how mad she was at my actions, she still knew she’d want me. “I need to put on some pants. Can you at least step in here while I do that?”  
 
    Even though she was hesitant, I watched as she climbed the three steps and stood in the doorway. I headed back the bedroom, the whole time wondering if I was dreaming this whole thing. She’d obviously walked all the way to my place in the middle of the night. When I came back out she was sitting on the couch. I stood in front of her and reached out my hand. “It’s warmer inside. Are you sure you want to walk?”  
 
    “I’m not sure about anything. That’s why I’m here in the middle of the damn night. This is all so messed up. I don’t know what in the hell I’m doin’.” I kneeled down in front of her and placed my hand on her knees. “Don’t.”  
 
    “Don’t what?”  
 
    “You can’t touch me like that. You can’t touch me at all.” She stood up and pushed me to the side as she walked clear across the room. “This is the problem. I can’t be around you and not want somethin’ more. When you’re around it messes with my head.”  
 
    “I’m not following you, Iz.”  
 
      
 
    She took several steps toward me. While peering into my eyes she began to explain. “This thing between us has to be over, Rusty. I can’t keep fightin’ this.”  
 
    I reached forward, grabbing the elastic to her pajama pants. She moved closer with ease, and her breath was hot against my face as I attempted to change her mind. “I can’t let you give up.”  
 
    I watched her eyes close as I inched my lips to hers. My hand kept a firm hold on her pants, in fear that she’d try to pull away. Our first kiss was slow, and cautious. It wasn’t until I felt her hands touching my upper arms that I finally let go and wrapped my hands on her waist.  
 
    Just as I was about to guide her back to my bedroom she pulled back. “No. I didn’t come here for this.”  
 
    I wiped my mouth before speaking. “Then what? Did you walk all this way to tell me to go to Hell? These mood swings of yours are making my head spin, Iz. It’s like one second your right there with me and the next your somewhere else. I never know what to expect.”  
 
    “Exactly!” She sat back down on the couch. “Don’t you get it? You make me crazy. It’s got to stop. All of this has to stop. That’s why I want you to stay away from me. I need to make good decisions. Please, if you care about me at all, you’ll let me do this.”  
 
    I put my hands on my head unable to rationalize with her form of decision making. “This is ridiculous. I’m not some child you can send to the corner. I’m a grown man who wants to be with a grown woman. Why is that so hard for you to get? You say you’re confused, but all I’m seeing is you fighting yourself. You and I both know there’s something between us. Why can’t you admit it? Why is it so hard for you to look me in the eyes and tell me how you feel?”  
 
     “You know why. I already told you. I’m not going to fill some void you have for your family. I don’t care how good you’d treat me.”  
 
    “Isabella, don’t say that, especially when you know it ain’t the truth.”  
 
    “The truth is a joke.” She began to sniffle like she was fighting tears. I pulled her to a standing position and forced her to look at me.  
 
    “My feelings have nothing to do with who you may or may not look like. I want you because you make me feel alive again. I think about you all of the time because I can’t get your lips out of my head. I long to be with you because I’m falling in love with you.” My next words were almost a whisper. “Why can’t you believe that?”  
 
    She looked away and started crying. “Because I can’t.” “You can’t, or you refuse to? Is this even about me?” She wouldn’t answer. “It’s not about me at all.” I let go of her arms and backed  
 
    away. “It’s about the father of your child, isn’t it? After everything you’ve told me you still want to be with him?”  
 
    “It’s not like that.”  
 
    “How is it not like that? You either want to be with me, or you want to be with him. Don’t tell me that you don’t want your child to have a father, because one look at the bond you have with your own dad would prove that theory untrue.”  
 
    I knew I was pushing the limits with her. If I knew anything I knew she was ready to break. It was never my intention to stress her out, but I certainly wasn’t okay with her walking away from me when I knew I was the better choice.  
 
    “Rusty, please don’t make me answer. Just let me go back to my house.” Why was she avoiding it?  
 
    “So that’s it? Does he know about the baby? Did you already call him, and that’s why you’re pissed at me? Did I ruin your plan to bring him back into the family?”  
 
     “Stop it,” she pleaded.  
 
    “No. I need to know. Is that it? Is that why you can’t let yourself fall in love with me?” Admittedly, saying that out loud brought up some feelings that I wasn’t prepared to experience. I wanted this woman, more than I even knew. The idea of her pushing me away for someone else hurt. It was like an oozing cut that was going to get infected and eventually cause me to lose a part of myself. I focused on my breathing as I spoke. “Please answer me.”  
 
    “Yes, okay? It’s because of Tate. Are you happy now? Is this what you wanted, Rusty? Did you want me to come over tonight to hurt you? Does it make you feel better knowin’ that I don’t want to be with you?” Her words stabbed me in the heart, and for a few seconds I had to look away and clench my jaw to avoid showing her how her words were getting to me.  
 
    “No,” I grabbed both of her arms and pulled her close to me. “I’m not happy, but I also know you’re lying about something. There’s no way that you don’t feel what’s between us. Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want me. TELL ME DAMN IT!” I raised my voice and watched her jump. Her glossed over eyes looked petrified.  
 
    “I -.” She tried to speak, but couldn’t bring herself to do it.  
 
    I knew what I had to do, and I wasn’t going to hold back this time. My lips smacked against hers, as my hand reached around and grabbed the back of her head. At first she tried to pull away from our kiss, but after only a few seconds she was being lifted in my arms and carried to my bed.  
 
    There was nothing slow and passionate about this encounter. Clothes were ripped off as I prepared to claim her, to take what I knew was going to be mine. She wasn’t going to deny me what I already knew she wanted.  
 
    Her naked body welcomed me. I filled her with every bit of pent up emotion I had in me. She clung to my skin, digging those nails deep into the edges of my back. The harder she  
 
    scratched, the more I got off on it. Our lips collided, vigorously meshing our tongues only to pull away and tease each other with them. Our pace never slowed, knocking the headboard of my bed loudly against the wall in the room. She reached back and held onto the top of it, allowing me to slam in and out of her. Her pussy, so wet, yet tight enough to make my dick feel smothered, fulfilled my lust for her. The second I felt those inner walls squeezing, I came hard, hovering over her while I gained some sense of stability. Finally, after opening my eyes to admit what we’d just done, I peered into hers, waiting for her to respond in some way. When she said nothing I leaned down and drug my lips overs hers. Her eyes closed again, and I watched as she sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and moaned. “I don’t care what you say, Iz. I know exactly where you want to be.”  
 
    Since I didn’t feel like arguing, I fell to her side and held her close. We laid there naked, and together, falling asleep in each other’s arms.  
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    Chapter 24  
 
    Isabella  
 
    I woke up to a ray of sun coming in the bedroom window. It took me a second to realize that I wasn’t in my own  
 
    bed. Rusty’s arm was stuck to my chest, and I took my time lifting it and moving it so that I could get up. I had every intention of being gone before he opened his eyes. It was better this way. No matter what he’d tried to get me to admit last night, it wasn’t going to change anything. I knew what I had to do, and as much as I wished we could be something more, I knew it wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    I’d given him one more night to say goodbye. Maybe I should have told him that’s what it was, but some things were better left unsaid. That’s why my plan was to get back to my house before he even noticed that I wasn’t in his bed.  
 
    I made it to the edge of the bed when someone started beating on his bedroom window. It frightened me, causing me to jump and lose my balance. I fell back on the bed, putting my hand up to my heart. With the curtains closed I had no idea who was knocking, but I couldn’t stand the thought of getting caught naked. Rusty reached over and I turned to look at him. He seemed tired, probably because we’d stayed up arguing, and then had sex. I was so stressed that sleeping wasn’t happening anyway. “Who the hell is beating on the window?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Help me find my pants.” I scanned the room, but didn’t spot them.  
 
    Rusty paid no attention to me being naked. He climbed out of bed and walked over to the window. The curtain opened and he shut it quickly. It was hard to not notice that he was standing in front of me without any clothes on. His morning erection was at full attention. He reached down and grabbed it, while heading for the bathroom.  
 
    I started to ask who was at the window when he made the announcement. “Your dad’s outside. You should probably go let him in.”  
 
    This was devastating. I’d made such progress with them only to be caught naked in Rusty’s bed. “Are you jokin’?”  
 
    He had already started peeing when he answered. “Nope. He’s out there pacing around. Take a look for yourself. I leaned over and opened the curtain enough to look out. His face was up against the glass. “I know you’re in there. Let me in damn it.”  
 
    I closed the curtain quickly and started rushing around the room in panic. The mirror on the bedroom door scared me when I saw my reflection out of the corner of my eye. Seeing my naked silhouette was also depressing. For a second I stood there looking at the bump that seemed to be growing every day. Rusty came in and headed for his dresser. “What are you doing? He’s really outside, Iz.”  
 
    “I just want to prolong gettin’ reamed out for a couple minutes. I’m fat as shit. Look at my stomach.”  
 
    He leaned over and nestled his head up to my neck, kissing me softly as he spoke. “You’re pregnant and beautiful. There’s a life inside of you. You’re not fat.”  
 
    “Ew, how can you say that? How can you want to be with me when I look like this? I’m just goin’ to get fatter.”  
 
    My dad beat on the window again. “I know you’re in there, Isabella Mitchell.”  
 
    Rusty dressed faster than me and headed out into the kitchen. I found him very brave to be able to invite my dad in when it was obvious that I’d spent the night. For a few seconds  
 
    I felt like a teen again, who was about to be punished for months.  
 
    After I gave up on my pajama pants, and settled for a pair of his boxers, I threw on my bra and a t-shirt and walked into the living room. Rusty was making coffee, standing in the kitchen, while my dad sat in a chair near the front door.  
 
    I walked in and sat on the couch across from him, still contemplating what to say. “Hi, Dad.”  
 
    “Your mom and I got up early to take you out to breakfast. When you weren’t in your room, I figured I’d find you here. So,” He scratch his head and looked toward Rusty, avoiding making eye contact with me. “did you want to go with us, Rusty?”  
 
    I looked over at the man I’d spent the night with. His hair was sticking up, and his t-shirt was on backwards. He’d gotten dressed so fast that he hadn’t even noticed. My eyes were telling him to say ‘no’, so of course he said ‘yes’.  
 
    “Great. I’m just going to wait over at your house until you both get dressed. Van’s making a big breakfast for everyone, but I already told her we were doing our own thing. See you in a few, guys.” My dad got up and left without looking at me one time. I couldn’t believe how disappointed I felt with myself.  
 
    “Oh my God. My dad hates me.”  
 
    “He does not. He’s trying to be supportive. It’s obvious that we’re together, so he wants to get to know me. If that’s what I have to do then...”  
 
    “We’re not together, Rusty.”  
 
    “I’m not doing this with you again. You say one thing when I know it’s the opposite. You wouldn’t have stayed with me if you didn’t want to.”  
 
    I was tired of fighting with him. “I’m tellin’ my parents Tate is the father.” It was the only way to get him to stop pushing me.  
 
    The room got quiet and Rusty sat down at the kitchen table, refusing to look my way. I suppose all men were stubborn like that.  
 
    “He’s the baby’s father. It’s the right thing to do.”  
 
    “Is it what you want though? Because the way you’re acting is as if you’re choosing to be with him. Is that it? That’s what you want?”  
 
    I looked down at the old, warn, blue carpet. “It doesn’t matter what I want. The baby comes before everything.”  
 
    “Just answer the question, Iz.”  
 
    I stood up and walked toward the chair where he sat. It was unnerving how much pull he had on my heart. I closed my eyes when I answered, because I knew I couldn’t lie while looking in his direction. “I don’t love you, Rusty. I’m sorry. You deserve to know the truth.” While saying it, I lost control and started blubbering.  
 
    He turned around and looked at me with painstaking eyes. “Why are you crying then?”  
 
    “I need to leave. I’ll tell my parents that you couldn’t come.”  
 
    Rusty grabbed my arm, preventing me from exiting the house. “I’m coming with you.”  
 
    “You’re kiddin’? I just told you that I don’t love you, and you’re...”  
 
    He didn’t let me get the words out. His lips found mine and I was a puddle of angst in his hands. I didn’t know whether to push him away, slap him, or throw my arms around him and beg him to take me back to bed.  
 
    I pulled away and put my hands up to keep him from coming forward. That pain in his eyes from before was back, and I knew it was because I’d hurt him. “You’re shirt’s on wrong. At least fix it before we go to my house.”  
 
    There was no use in arguing. If Rusty wanted to go along with this charade for my parents it would at least give me time to figure out how I was going to tell Tate about the baby. Even  
 
    a little time with Rusty was better than knowing he was on the same ranch as me and I couldn’t be with him. How this all played out was still in the air. All I knew was that for the moment I was going to have to be content with Rusty at my side.  
 
    My parents insisted on driving their SUV to the restaurant. I sat in the back with my hands folded, waiting for them to start asking us questions from the front seat. I expected my father to be all over Rusty’s business, but he said nothing to him, well not until we made it the establishment.  
 
    It was pretty obvious that he was collecting questions to ask while we traveled. At least he let us order breakfast before he started with third degree.  
 
    “How old are you, Rusty?”  
 
    “Thirty three,” he answered and sipped his coffee, adding another sugar without taking his eyes off of my dad.  
 
    “Where are you from?”  
 
    He tasted his coffee again and seemed to be content with the amount of flavor it had. “Indiana. I lived in Maryland as a child.”  
 
    “Are your parents living?” My mother asked. “Yep.” “What do they do?” My dad was wiggling his leg under the  
 
    table. I could see the water in my glass shaking and recognized it right away.  
 
    “My father is a veterinarian, or was. He’s retired now.” Rusty was being so calm, and I knew it was to prove to me that he could be the man I needed him to be.  
 
    “Have you ever been married.”  
 
    He clenched his jaw, and looked away. I knew he didn’t want to talk about his wife.  
 
    “Dad, seriously?”  
 
     “What? I just want to know if he’s got another life out there somewhere. He could be a bigamist trying to look for his seventh sister-wife.”  
 
    I put my hands over my face, completely embarrassed. “He’s not a bigamist.”  
 
    “Fine. When was your last relationship?”  
 
    The jaw was steady moving, but this time he placed his hands flat on the table and answered. “Two years ago.”  
 
    “Who ended it?” “Dad, please.” I was begging. “God did.” Everyone at the table stopped moving. My  
 
    parents looked at each other, and while they were considering what to say next, I put my hand under the table and placed it on his thigh. I already knew his story, and he needed to know that he could get through this. “Can you excuse me for a minute. I’m just going to go wash my hands.”  
 
    Rusty got up and walked toward the bathroom. I leaned across the table so I didn’t have to say it too loud. “I told you to stop.”  
 
    “How were we supposed to know? What happened?”  
 
    “Mom, I can’t talk to you about it. He keeps that part of his life locked up. I’m real surprised he told you what he did. Uncle Colt and Noah have no idea. He’s not a drifter, he’s just a broken man with a lost soul. You can choose to believe me or not.”  
 
    My mom put her hands up to her face. I could tell she was worried. My dad shook his head and looked at me. “How are we supposed to trust this guy when he has secrets?”  
 
    I nodded, and smiled when I saw Rusty coming back to the table. He scooted in beside me and I tucked my arm inside of his immediately. “Are you okay?”  
 
    He looked up at my parents when he answered me. “Yeah, I’m great.”  
 
    Our food came shortly after that, giving my parents a reason to take a break. I ate quietly with my right hand, while keeping my left on his leg again. I think rusty surprised everyone when he insisted on paying for the meal. The ride home was quiet, and I was grateful. When we arrived back at the ranch he shook my dad’s hand and thanked my mom before telling me that he had to go. I knew it was because he wanted to be alone, and a part of me hurt for him knowing why. I hated that he couldn’t talk about them without losing it, and what made it worse was that now my parents were sure he had secrets.  
 
    At least they waited until he left to start talking about him. “I don’t know, honey. He seems like he’s got problems.”  
 
    “Dad, please. I’m an adult. I think I can make my own decisions. Besides, we’ve got a party tonight, and I know you didn’t come all the way here to meddle in my love life.”  
 
    He pulled me into a hug. “Sorry. It’s my job to worry. You can always come home with us if you need to. Just remember that.”  
 
    I think that once Rusty was gone they loosened up. My mom made plans to come back to Kentucky when I went in for my first sonogram to see the sex of the baby, and we talked about what we could do to the spare room to get it ready for the little one. By the end of the day I think they were finally able to look at me and act normal. It was a step in the right direction.  
 
    Now all I had to do was convince the rest of the family, and then break the news that the one person they all hated in the world was really the father of my child.  
 
    Piece of cake!  
 
    [image: ]  
 
    Chapter 25  
 
    Rusty  
 
    I had to get away from them. In all of the times that I’d played it out in my head on the way there I’d never  
 
    once thought about breaking down in front of them. They had every right to question me about my past, and yet I couldn’t even open up for her. I wanted to be that guy that she could depend on, but I’d pretty much screwed it all up with my own insecurities.  
 
    Isabella didn’t stop by for the rest of the afternoon, and with what happened the night before, I never even got a call from Noah telling me to come help out. I could accept that they all wanted to keep their distance from me, well all except Isabella. She had me so confused, and I had no idea what I was going to do about it.  
 
    It seemed like every day she had a reason that we shouldn’t be together. She kept trying to convince me that there was nothing between us, but then she’d turn around and spend the night, or hold onto me when we were around her parents.  
 
    That night, when I knew their whole family was celebrating, I stayed locked away in my trailer, unable to be around any of them, most of all Isabella. I’d gone to breakfast with her, but the day had given me a ton of time to think about recent events. The truth was that if she wanted me she would tell me. I couldn’t keep forcing myself on her if I expected her to figure out what she wanted on her own.  
 
    My mother used to tell me that if I loved something I needed to let it go to see if it would come back to me. This was what she meant, and I knew it was going to be difficult. Considering that I’d spent so much time thinking about her, especially since we’d been intimate, it was impossible to sit around knowing she was so close. All I wanted to do was head to the party and sweep her off her feet.  
 
    I could hear music playing in the distance, and honestly felt left out. A part of me longed to have a family again; to be a part of something that was unbreakable. The only problem with that was knowing what could happen when I opened my heart again. Isabella had already shot me down, so many times that I stopped counting. She’d told me to stay out of her life several times, leaving me to head back here and be miserable.  
 
    I didn’t know how I was supposed to move forward, and let her go at the same time. While contemplating my options, someone knocked on my door. Excitement was soon turned to disappointment when I saw her dad standing there. “Do you mind if I come in?”  
 
    I opened the door and motioned for him to take a seat. His pockets were full of beers and he offered me one right away.  
 
    I put my hands up. “No thanks.”  
 
    “More for me.” I could tell he’d had a few from the way he said it. Just to be safe, I sat on the opposite side of the room.  
 
    “Is everything okay?”  
 
    “I came to talk to you about my daughter. She’s asked me to leave your past alone, but you can understand how that concerns me.” He took a few sips of his beer before continuing. “I think that in light of this situation between the two of you it would help everyone if we could spend more time together. Since we’re leaving in the morning, I am here to invite you to come to North Carolina and see where my daughter grew up. We can spend some one on one time together, and start over without my relatives breathing down your back. I trust my daughter, Rusty, but she kept you a secret, and until I can figure out why I’m going to keep my guard up.”  
 
    I sat there across from him with my elbows propped on my knees. The man had every right to feel the way he did. I could have made things better by telling him the truth, but that wasn’t an option for me, not until I could figure out how to handle myself without losing my shit in front of him.  
 
    “I’d be glad to accompany your daughter to North Carolina. I hope that it will put your mind at ease.”  
 
    He stood up and I did the same. When he walked up closer to me I didn’t know what to expect. He put his arm on my shoulder and looked down at the floor. “I’m still pissed you knocked up my daughter, but my wife says I’ve got to try. She wears the pants in our house, so I don’t have a choice. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll learn how to accept that. Iz is exactly like her mother.”  
 
    The distraught man turned and left without saying anything else.  
 
    For a while I sat back down and thought about what I wanted to do. On one hand I felt like I needed to let Isabella know that her father had come to me. On the other, I knew she needed space. My concern was that if I gave her that space it could all backfire on me, leaving me more alone than I’d ever been before.  
 
    It wasn’t long until another knock came to my door. I half expected to open it and see her father back again, since he already looked as if he’d thrown back a few too many. I couldn’t blame him.  
 
    This time when I opened the door I was met with one of Isabella’s brothers. He stepped inside before I ask him to. “Which one are you?”  
 
    He looked around the room, and then finally toward me. “Jax.”  
 
    “So what’s up? Your dad was just hear a bit ago. Were you looking for him?”  
 
    “Nah. My dad’s got nothing to do with my visit.”  
 
    I leaned against my arm chair, feeling a little uncomfortable about this kid being in my house. There was something strange about the way he was looking at me. “So what’s up? Did your sister send you here?”  
 
    He smiled, as if I was way off. “Nope. I came here because something’s been bugging me since last night. You see, me and Jake are real close to our sister. We know things that our parents don’t.”  
 
    “Just tell me why you’re here. I’m not in the mood to decipher some hidden agenda of yours.” He was annoying the shit out of me. I had enough to worry about than him standing there talking in code.  
 
    “That baby she’s carrying, well I don’t think it’s yours. I haven’t asked my sister, but I know for a fact that she spent the night with her ex a while back. I’ve been doing the math in my head for the last twenty-fours hours. She’s never once mentioned you, dude. The whole family is asking her questions, and she refuses to talk about it.”  
 
    All I could think about was the fact that he’d thrown his sister’s secret out to me. What if I didn’t know about her being with the ex? It was possible that she’d cheated on me, for all he knew. “You’ve got no right to come in here and make these kinds of accusations.”  
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m not here to get to the bottom of some conspiracy. Some things are better left unsaid. I’m here because that baby is going to need a dad. So I’m going to ask you once. Are you just covering for my sister, or do you care about her?”  
 
    “I’m not covering for anyone.”  
 
    “You didn’t answer the question.” He was plucking my nerves. What did this guy want from me?  
 
    “Just tell me why you’re here.”  
 
    “My sister has this problem with letting go of her ex. Yesterday she found out he’d tried to end his life, and I’ve got this feeling that she tried to contact him. I checked her phone last night and saw that she called North Carolina. I’m sure if I called the number, he’d answer. Now the way I see it you’ve got options. You can help me make sure she stays in Kentucky, or you can make sure that she’s never going to want to be with that common asshole again.”  
 
    “You seem to harbor some ill feelings toward this guy. She doesn’t talk much about him. Can you tell me what’s so bad?”  
 
    “He cheated on my sister for years. On one occasion she was assaulted because of him. God only knows what else he’s done to her, aside from lowering her self esteem and causing her to want to leave her home in hopes of getting away from him.”  
 
    The more he explained, the more I understood. In fact, it was all starting to make sense. “I appreciate that you want what’s best for your sister. I wouldn’t have stood up and taken responsibility if I didn’t expect to step in. Your sister means a lot to me, and I intend to do whatever it takes to prove that to her, and to the rest of the family.”  
 
    He stuck his hand out and did some kind of special handshake. I tried to go along with it, failing terribly. “I guess you’re not a douche after all then.”  
 
    “Thanks, I think.”  
 
    He started to leave and stepped back inside. “Oh yeah. I forgot to tell you that if you hurt her, I’ll do the same to you. It’s not a threat. It’s a promise.”  
 
    “If I had a sister I’d do the same.” I waved when he walked away and closed the door when he disappeared into the darkness.  
 
    It was odd to me that he’d stopped by while the party was going on, and I couldn’t help but wonder what his sister was doing. Another thing that wouldn’t leave my mind was the fact that she’d contacted her ex. It made sense why she’d tried to push me away.  
 
    Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. I had to convince her to be with me, because if I didn’t I’d surely lose her forever. She’d move right back to her old life, without a second thought. I had to figure out a way to convince her to stay. She needed a reason to want to be with me. I had to prove to her that I’d be a good father to her child, no matter what I had to do.  
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    Chapter 26  
 
    Isabella  
 
    I can’t explain why it felt as if a huge weight had been lifted off of me. Even though my family only knew half of the truth, it was still enough to keep me from worrying so much.  
 
    While everyone around me talked about the upcoming nuptials, I sat at a table with my mother, quietly wishing that Rusty was around. Then I thought about Tate, and what he must have been thinking when he attempted to end his life. If he’d known I was pregnant would that have saved him? Was it worth me telling him at all? Could someone like him even be saved?  
 
    Suddenly realizing that my mind was in a clusterfuck of emotional turmoil, I decided to ask the advice of the one woman that had been through it all before. “Mom, if you had the chance to do it all over again, would you have told the sperm donor that I was his child?”  
 
    She was most definitely caught off guard. “Why on earth are you askin’ me that? Do you regret tellin’ Rusty that he’s the father of your child? Is there somethin’ you want to tell me about him?”  
 
    I immediately shook my head to reassure her she was way off base. “Of course not. He’s a good man. I’m sure he’ll be a great dad. This pregnancy just has me thinkin’ about things. I just want to know if you regret tellin’ him. I mean, you would have ended up with Dad anyway. It’s a simple question.”  
 
    “Honey, I don’t know how to answer that. Your dad and I got together because of the shit that man put me through.  
 
    Things could have ended up differently, and I’d never wish that. Our life is wonderful, and in some ways I’m glad that man didn’t want anything to do with us. So no, I don’t regret it. Although, I do sometimes regret the choice to sleep with him in the first place, but then I think about you and remember that even at the worst times somethin’ beautiful can happen.”  
 
    “I guess I understand. It’s just hard knowing that he didn’t want us. I don’t want that for my baby.”  
 
    “Of course you don’t. Honey, all of those crazy thoughts you’re havin’ is normal. Your hormones are going crazy inside of your body. They’re goin’ to affect your decision makin’.”  
 
    My mom and I both looked up when we saw Noah sitting down across from us. He folded his hands like he was waiting for his turn. My mom touched my arm. “We’ll finish this later.”  
 
    I leaned my chin on my fist and prepared to be reamed out, knowing he’d probably built up enough anger to fuel a locomotive. “Go ahead. Let me have it.”  
 
    I could tell he was uneasy. “Bells, I just want you to be happy.”  
 
    Though I’d always considered him predictable, this was definitely a new side of my cousin. “Come again?”  
 
    “You heard me. I mean, yeah, I’m pissed you snuck behind my back, but you didn’t give me much choice. It’s not like I can make the guy leave now. He’s got responsibilities. I’m just worried that he’s keepin’ somethin’ from all of us. I’m around him every day and never once has he talked about his past. Don’t you think that’s important?”  
 
    “I know him better than you, Noah. I can assure you that it’s not what you think. He’s a good man.” My defending Rusty was only making it difficult to stand by my idea of telling Tate. No matter what I did, I was pulled toward the idea of staying in Kentucky and letting Rusty raise my child as his own. I’d never met a more sincere man, who given up so much. He was so honorable, and I wanted to think that him stepping up was his way of saying that he wanted to commit. The only thing holding me back was the idea of never knowing if he was going to compare me to someone else. I knew it seemed petty, but I needed to be loved for who I was, because I knew if I wasn’t then my happiness wasn’t real. In a sense it would be fake. I couldn’t make a commitment with that on my conscience.  
 
    “If he’s such good man than why ain’t he here?”  
 
    I didn’t have a good answer for that. Clearly he’d gotten upset earlier at breakfast. He’d stayed away from me all day. It didn’t help that I’d pretty much told him we were nothing to each other right before that. “I’m sure he’s tryin’ to keep the peace for your benefit.”  
 
    “My beef with Rusty wouldn’t have ruined this party. I’m gettin’ hitched to the most beautiful woman, my family is here, and my cousin is havin’ a kid. We’ve got plenty of reasons to put our differences aside, don’t you think?”  
 
    While Noah waited for my response, I thought about how hurt he must have been finding out that I’d lived in the same house with him and not been able to confide my secret. We were supposed to be best friends, yet I’d hid something so important. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”  
 
    “I get it. It hurts, but I get it. Hell, I threatened your boyfriend so many times that I’m surprised you two didn’t run off together. It’s obvious he cares about you, or else he would have given up a long time ago. I’m just glad this baby isn’t Tate’s. I fuckin’ hate that bastard. I wouldn’t be sittin’ here with you right now if he’d knocked you up. When you first made the announcement yesterday it’s all I could think about. I was doin’ the math in my head, trying to figure out when you were in North Carolina. Then Rusty stood up and put my mind at ease. Anyone is better than your ex.”  
 
    I felt sick to my stomach. Hearing Noah saying that put new perspective on my rationalizing to tell Tate the truth. I couldn’t lose Noah, and that’s exactly what would happen if the truth came out. I stood up, causing alarm to my cousin’s eyes. “I need to go.”  
 
    “Where?” “I need to see Rusty. He should be here with all of us.” He started to chuckle. “So you’re finally goin’ to admit that  
 
    you’re a couple?” I shrugged. “Yeah, I think I am.” Since the family was so big, it was easy to sneak away  
 
    without being noticed. I didn’t know what I would say to him, and there was no excuse for my actions. I’d been a jerk to him so many times that I was having trouble counting. I was done fighting, and after I picked up my pace, I found myself almost running in the direction of his house. By the time I’d made it there I saw my brother walking out. What alarmed me was the way he looked at me as he approached.  
 
    “What are you doin’ here?” “I needed to talk to your boyfriend.” “About what?” I think I would have been okay if he’d  
 
    threatened to hurt him if he hurt me, but something told me that wasn’t the reason.  
 
   
  
 

 “I think you know what, sis.” “Please, Jax. Don’t do this.” “Do what?” He took my chin and pulled it to look him in  
 
    the eyes. “Tell everyone our secret?” I couldn’t fight the burning in my throat or the stream of  
 
    tears pouring out of my eyes. “I don’t have a secret,” I lied. “Yeah, maybe if you keep telling yourself that you’ll start to believe it. You forget who picked you up that night, Bella. I did the math, and even though I know that guy in there cares for  
 
    you, we both know he ain’t the father.” I pulled away from his touch, refusing to look at him for  
 
    another second. It wasn’t the fact that Jax had figured out my secret. It was that he’d talked to Rusty about it. It was also the fact that he’d forever hold that secret over my head. I’d feel guilty every time I held my baby and knew that I was lying to him or her. More than ever I wished I could talk to my dad about it. I wanted to know how he felt when he’d decided that he’d be my only father. I needed his advice, yet knew I couldn’t ask for it. “Please, Jax. Don’t tell anyone.”  
 
    “I’m not going to. Just be sure you can live with yourself. It’s one thing to not tell Tate, but one day that kid’s going to find out the truth. What do you think that will do to Rusty? You can’t let him fall in love with your kid if you’re still thinking about running back to Tate. Have you even considered what this will do to Dad?”  
 
    Hearing Tate’s name made my skin crawl. It was like he was demon I was trying to avoid. “Yes, I’ve thought about Dad. This is so messed up. What am I supposed to do? I didn’t ask Rusty to take responsibility.”  
 
    “You’re not telling anyone the truth. He can only protect you for so long. I just don’t want to see my niece or nephew resenting their parents because of a huge lie. Don’t you remember what you and Dad went through?”  
 
    “Of course I remember. How could you even ask me that?”  
 
    “I just think you should have thought about all of this before letting that man make sacrifices for you.”  
 
    I pointed at my brother. “Don’t you dare play the perfect card with me, Jax. You’ve got no room to judge my actions.”  
 
    He threw his arms in the air. “Whoa. Nobody said I was perfect. I’m just trying to look out for my sister. I don’t want you getting hurt, Bella. Can’t you see what this kind of secret could do?”  
 
    “Yes,” I wiped more tears away. “I know what I’m riskin’.”  
 
    He leaned over and kissed the top of my head. “You’re my sister, my blood, and I love you. I know you regret that night, and I just don’t want it to haunt you for the rest of your life.”  
 
    I watched my brother walk away, while I tried my hardest to calm down. As much as I thought I’d made my mind up, I  
 
    knew I was more confused than ever. Most importantly, I needed to know if Rusty would still want to help me if my family learned the truth.  
 
    I headed up the steps to his house prepared to find out.  
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    Chapter 27  
 
    Rusty  
 
    This was the third time someone had knocked on my door, and I was starting to get annoyed. My issues with  
 
    Isabella weren’t anyone’s business. Besides, she’d pretty much made it obvious that I was just some fuck buddy to her. It was more clear than ever after my talk with her brother.  
 
    I opened the door with a pissed off frown. My eyes adjusted, and I blinked twice to make sure that it was really her standing in front of me. Her makeup was running down her cheeks, and she was steadily sobbing. I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her inside, then pulled her to my chest to comfort her. “What’s happened?”  
 
    “Don’t make me talk about it. Please, Rusty. Just hold me.” There was no place else I wanted to be. Unlike her last visit, I didn’t carry Isabella back to my room  
 
    to make love. This time I picked her up and held her on the couch. She cried for along time, and then finally explained what had her so worked up.  
 
    I wasn’t trying to be insensitive. It was obvious she was struggling with what she wanted to do. The fact that she’d come to me again only validated that she trusted me. I appreciated that, but at the same time also knew she didn’t really have anyone else.  
 
    “Either way I go, someone gets hurt. Jax is right, Rusty. I’ve got to figure this out.”  
 
    “You need to stop thinking about everyone else. They’ll get over whatever has to happen. This decision is yours. If you want me I’m here, but if you want to be with your ex, than I think I deserve to know, because right now I kind of feel like there’s things you aren’t telling me.”  
 
    “I just explained everything.”  
 
    I shook my head and looked away from her. “Did you try to contact your ex-boyfriend? When your brothers told you about his accident did you attempt to call him?”  
 
    She looked down and sighed, appearing as if I’d caught her in a lie. I think before she answered I knew the truth. “Yes, I called him.”  
 
    “Does he know?” I could feel the burn of tears accumulating in my eyes, but refused to let them fall in front of her. If she was going to choose him, than this had to end. I wouldn’t be her consolation prize until her ex could come back in her life. If she thought she could come running to me to fix that problem she was very wrong.  
 
    “No. He doesn’t know. He hung up on me. The guy hates me for ruinin’ his life. I’m the last person he wants to talk to.”  
 
    “So you were planning on telling him?” She refused to look me in the eyes. When she didn’t answer, I yelled, “ANSWER ME. Were  
 
    you going to tell him about the baby?” “Yes.” She started sobbing again, but this time I couldn’t be  
 
    her comfort. I was so distraught; so betrayed. Even though I didn’t have any kind of hold over her, I wanted to believe that she was mine; that she wouldn’t betray me after I’d stepped up and offered to help raise her child. Didn’t she understand that I wanted to be with her? Did she not know how much being a father meant to me? This wasn’t about my deceased wife, or even the child that I lost. This was about the life that I wanted us to have together. It was about being in love with her.  
 
    A few seconds is all it took for her to reached out for me. I pulled away and walked into the kitchen. Though I could see her, I knew I needed to be in another room. She sobbed more, while I stood there watching her, suffering from my own heartbreak. This wasn’t how I saw things going.  
 
    Isabella didn’t want me to be that baby’s father. She’d tried to tell me several times, but I kept pushing to be a part of her life. Her family would be leaving in a day, and at some point they’d find out that I was covering for her. I knew it wasn’t my problem, but it didn’t make it easier to take.  
 
    The fragile woman that I was crazy about was sitting on my couch crying, and I couldn’t bring myself to be near her. I grabbed my shoes and started putting them on. “What are you doin’?”  
 
    “I’m walking you back to the party so you can be with your family.”  
 
    “I came here to be with you, Rusty.”  
 
    “For what? Did you want to play head games with me again? Did you want me to take you in my room and fuck you so you could forget about him? I’m not your damn punching bag, Isabella. This hurts too much.”  
 
    “So you want me to leave?” Her question was obvious, so I guess she needed to hear me say the words.  
 
    “Yes. I need you to leave.”  
 
    She went running out the door. I finished tying my shoes and ran after her. It wasn’t hard to catch up, and to be honest I don’t think she could run full speed if she wanted to. While stopped at a tree I caught up to her and stood there waiting for her to breathe normally. “I’m sorry I hurt you, Rusty. I swear I didn’t mean it. None of this is about some hope of gettin’ back with Tate. You have to believe me.”  
 
    “Save it. The damage is done. Besides, this whole time you’ve been telling me that we couldn’t be together. It’s my fault for hanging on for so long. I get it. I’m older, with more baggage than anyone has to carry. You’re young and beautiful, with your whole life ahead of you. I don’t blame you for wanting more for yourself, but I can’t say I’m okay with losing hope that one day we could be something more.” I reached over and she let me touch her face. Her body began shaking when her arms wrapped around my back. I held her close to me as she bawled. It was practically impossible for me to be able to have her so close and picture watching her walking away. “This is killing me, Iz. Don’t you know how much I want to be with you and this baby? Haven’t I proven that?”  
 
    She lifted her head and nodded. “I want to be with you, too. That’s what I came to tell you. It’s not about Tate, or my family. I know you’re the right choice. I just didn’t want to string you along while I was tryin’ to figure it all out.”  
 
    I moved her hair off of her shoulders and kissed her forehead. “I don’t care if we fight, as long as it’s my bed you’re sleeping in at night. Being without you is pure hell. I don’t care what I’ve got to do to prove it. Just say you’ll give me a chance. Say you’re not running back to that guy. Please.”  
 
    We were standing in the middle of the woods. The noises of the bugs kept it from being silent around us. In the distance the music still played, letting me know that nobody at the party would be able to hear us arguing. “How do I know you want me, and not just a reminder of the family you lost?”  
 
    “You’re going to have to trust me, Iz. For now, all I can assure is that I’m not going anywhere. If you want me, I’m all in. I may have first been attracted to you because of my family, but the moment I met you that all changed. You don’t remind me of what I lost, you show me what I have to look forward to. Can’t you see that? Can’t you understand that when I look at you I see my future?”  
 
    She put her hand up to her face and took a step back, as if she was in disbelief. I didn’t know if I should keep talking or give her a minute to take it all in. I knew how stressful this all was on her. She was dealing with so much all at once. The anxiety was overwhelming even for me. “I wish you and everyone else could understand how difficult this is for me.” I watched her face curl up as another bout of sobs came.  
 
    “I may not be able to feel exactly what you’re feeling, but I certainly know what it’s like to be completely lost. Let me be there for you. Who knows where this road’s going to go, but we take the ride together. I may not have much to offer you right now, but I’ll do whatever it takes.”  
 
    “I can’t ask you to make that kind of commitment. It’s not fair. We’ve got a lot to learn about each other.”  
 
    She had a point. “Fine. Let’s give it a go. If you decide that I’m not what you want than you can kick me to the curb.” I ran my hands up her arms and pulled her close to me again. “But if you fall hopelessly in love with me I promise I’ll be there waiting.”  
 
    “I just don’t want to hurt you, Rusty. You’re a good man. You don’t deserve to have some kind of built in family. I know you’re tryin’ to help me out and be kind, but it’s not fair if I let you make this kind of commitment without promises.”  
 
    I leaned in and kiss her slowly, playing her tongue against mine. Her lips trembled against mine, and I could feel her wet tears rubbing on my cheeks. Our emotional embrace signified what we both wanted. I knew it was going to be difficult, and we’d probably have more hard times ahead, but she needed me and I was going to be there.  
 
    When we both pulled away she stood there staring at me, with only the light of the moon giving us something to go on. “You’re not goin’ to give up, are you?”  
 
    I moved my head from side to side. “Nope.”  
 
    “We have a sonogram next week. My mom’s goin’ to drive back to go with us. It’s the one where we find out what I’m havin’.”  
 
    “What we’re having, you mean?”  
 
    She looked at me with shocked eyes and nodded. “Yes. If that’s what you want.”  
 
     “It is.” “Okay. We’ll do it together.” “What about the ex, Iz? If we’re doing this together, I’ve got  
 
    to ask about him.” “I told you already. He hung up on me.” “Are you going to call him back?” I had to ask, because it  
 
    would break me if I wasn’t in the loop. I either had to be all in, or I was going to have to walk away. I was never a jealous man, but that is something I couldn’t compete with.  
 
    “No. I promise you. I’m not goin’ to call him back. I’m ready, Rusty. I’m ready to admit that there’s somethin’ real between us. If that’s really what you want.”  
 
    I kissed her lightly again. “You know it is. How many ways do I have to make that clear?”  
 
    “Then it’s settled. No more secrets. As far as the family is concerned that baby is and always has been mine.”  
 
    “What about my brothers?” She had a point, but I knew they weren’t a problem. After all, they obviously wanted her to be taken care of.  
 
    “They won’t be a problem. I can assure you that they want what’s best for you.”  
 
    “Then I just have one more question for you.” Her lips trailed over mine. As I ran my tongue over my own, I could taste the salty remnants of her tears. “Can I stay with you tonight?”  
 
    I held out one hand and waited for her to grab it. When she did I started walking us back to my place. Her family was too busy celebrating to notice what was going on with us. “I might not ever let you go.”  
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    Chapter 28  
 
    Isabella  
 
    After all of the stressing, things were finally settling for me. I had a child to think about, and their life was more important than anything else. As reluctant as my parents were about Rusty, they promised to give him a chance.  
 
    That’s why waking up late for a Sunday breakfast was so alarming. I sat straight up in Rusty’s bed and looked around the room. I could tell from how bright the sun was that it was past the time we were supposed to be at my great-aunt’s house for Sunday pancakes. It was a tradition that has been going on since before I was born. When the family visited there was always Sunday breakfast.  
 
    I kicked off the covers, noticing the naked body lying next to me. He was so handsome, and seemed peaceful. Instead of alarming him, I rolled over and ran my fingers through the tiny patch of hair on his chest. He found my hand and opened his eyes. “You okay?”  
 
    “Yeah, but we’re late for breakfast.”  
 
    “Oh shit.” He rolled off the bed and started rustling around for his clothes. “How late are we?”  
 
    I located my phone and checked the time. “Forty minutes.”  
 
    “Damn. Get some clothes on. I don’t want them to have more reasons to hate me.”  
 
    “You know, if you told everyone the truth they wouldn’t hate you at all. Besides, I don’t even think it’s that. They’re just skeptical about people they let in. Don’t take it too personal. My family can be a bit over-protective.”  
 
    He walked over and handed me my clothes. “Maybe you need protecting.”  
 
    “What I need is to change my clothes.”  
 
    We hurried out of the trailer and made our way to my place. It was easier to get around on the golf cart, and in this case I was glad we had it. As fast as I could, I showered, washing everything except for my hair, changed, and put on fresh makeup, while Rusty paced around my house. When I came out I could tell he was freaking. We rushed over to the main house, noticing that my brothers were standing outside with Christian. I approached them with caution, knowing that they probably had something up their sleeves. “Is everyone here?”  
 
    “Everyone but you. Dad was in there telling everyone Rusty cut you up into pieces. I think they called the police a few minutes ago,” Jax announced, while Jake laughed.  
 
    I flipped him the middle finger. “Screw you guys. Rusty’s already on edge.” Christian was on her phone off to the side. She hung up and walked toward us. “I just got home myself. Don’t listen to them. They think they’re funny.”  
 
    “Just got home?” It was shocking to hear that she’d just gotten home. I knew for a fact that she was at the party.  
 
    “I went out afterwards. There was another party I needed to be at. Anyway, I’ve already heard shit from my dad this mornin’. He thinks he’s a preacher or somethin’.”  
 
    When I turned to look at Rusty I could tell he was worried. He wanted to make his presence known, and as the minutes went by it was bothering him more. “I’ll let everyone know you’re here.”  
 
    I grabbed his hand and started pulling him toward the front door. It opened before I could reach the handle. My dad stood there with a link of sausage in between his lips. He spoke without removing it. “I was just coming to get you two. Breakfast is ready.” He froze in place, sucking the sausage in and out obnoxiously. I looked to Rusty and saw him shaking his head, and just began to giggle.  
 
    With my hand, I grabbed the meat out of my dad’s mouth and started to walk past him. “Grow up, dad. Don’t you know it’s immature to play with your food?”  
 
    He stole the link back and took a bite. “Nobody takes my meat without asking.”  
 
    My mom came to my rescue. “Tyler Mitchell, it’s way too early for that kind of talk. Get in here and make your plate.” She lead my dad into the kitchen with us following. In the large kitchen was most of my family. Outside in the pool yard I could see my uncle Colt with his youngest daughter, Addison. They were sitting at one of the tables with plates in front of them. For the most part we’d all retreat out there to eat so we could spread out. It let me know that I’d either missed eating with everyone, or that we’d arrived just in time. Thankfully it was the latter. My great-aunt hugged me right before handing me a plate. “Hi, sweet girl. I haven’t gotten a chance to congratulate you yet. If you need anything you know we’re here for you. Me and your grandmother are going to spoil that little one.”  
 
    I found my grandmother over by the coffee pot and suddenly realized that I’d left Rusty alone with everyone.  
 
    For the most part he knew everyone in the room. My grandmother and grandpa John, my mother’s parents, were around every weekend. John would always help my uncle Colt with projects, and we’d throw lots of barbeques in the summer, which the ranch help were always invited to.  
 
    Our eyes met and he winked, letting me know he was all right. I motioned with my head for him to follow my lead. My great-aunt greeted him, hugged him, and handed him a plate.  
 
    After grabbing bacon, and a couple links, we headed out to the pool yard, followed by my parents. Uncle Colt was too busy giving his daughter a hard time to notice that we’d even sat down at another table. Rusty gave me a look, and I understood that it was because she was getting reamed out over something she’d done with my brothers. I caught a few words of the conversation. Bad influences was the one that stood out the most.  
 
    I couldn’t be mad. My brothers were trouble makers. They thought that everything in life was a joke, and you weren’t living unless you were getting into trouble somehow. Who could blame them when our father acted like a kid most of the time?  
 
    I smiled when I looked over at Rusty. It was nice to know he was there with me.  
 
    Then Noah came and sat at our table, followed by Shalan. He gave us both a once over, and focused on his plate of food. Shalan broke the awkwardness. “Good morning, you two.”  
 
    “Morning,” Rusty said as he chewed. He swallowed before continuing. “Did you just get here?”  
 
    “No. We were upstairs. Apparently Addison snuck out with your brothers last night. God only knows where they all went, because none of them are talkin’, but I’m sure it was to one of her friend’s parties. She told my parents that she was staying at Gram’s house. Apparently they partied somewhere, because she threw up all over the bedroom she slept in. We were up there tryin’ to get it cleaned up.”  
 
    I looked over at Addison getting yelled at and knew exactly where they’d partied it up. “I bet they were at my house.”  
 
    “Your house?” Noah asked.  
 
    “She stayed with me last night,” Rusty announced proudly. I don’t think he said it to rub it in Noah’s face. It was more to make it a point that we were definitely together. I think he felt that if he kept reminding my cousin he’d finally get over the hostility he was feeling for Rusty lying to him.  
 
    “I didn’t notice nothin’ out of place at the house when I went to change my clothes, but I bet they were there. My brothers might be assholes, but they don’t drink and drive, and they certainly wouldn’t have put her in danger.”  
 
    “She’s under age,” Noah said loudly.  
 
    “Babe, calm down. Your father has it handled,” Shalan did her best to settle Noah. Once he got a hair up his ass he was exactly like his father. It was pretty comical when I thought about all of the times he’d said he didn’t want to turn out like him. When he started eating, instead of bitching, she turned her attention to me. “I hear you have a sonogram coming up. That’s so exciting! Do you want to know what you’re having?”  
 
    “Yeah, I think I might,” I said. “You don’t want it to be a surprise?” Rusty asked. “You two haven’t discussed this yet? Ain’t this a big  
 
    decision?” Noah was onto us. “We just can’t decide, that’s all. I hate secrets, and I don’t  
 
    like not knowin’ if it’s a boy or girl. I want to have the name ready, and be able to decorate the room.”  
 
    “In other words, she wants pink or blue,” Rusty teased. “I think we all know the color she’d like it to be.”  
 
    Noah shook his head and started chuckling as he spoke. “Yeah. She’s a girl through and through.”  
 
    I threw a piece of meat at him. “Shut up! I hunt. I four- wheel. Just because I like lookin’ pretty don’t mean I can’t hang with you men.”  
 
    They both agreed to give me a look and change the subject.  
 
    Ignoring them, I turned my attention back to Shalan. “I was thinkin’ that maybe since everyone knows, you’d want to help me to decorate the room, once we find out the sex of course.”  
 
    “You know I will. It’s so exciting. I can’t believe you were able to hold it in for so long, especially from me. You know I would have had your back.” Shalan ignored the dirty look she got from my cousin.  
 
    “The truth is, I didn’t want you to have a secret from Noah. I didn’t want anyone having to be burdened with my secret.  
 
    Rusty was the first person to know, and together we decided to wait until I was far enough along. I wanted the whole family to be around, so that I didn’t have to explain it a million times.”  
 
    “So what happens now that the secret’s out? I’m thinking y’all will live in your house, and not the trailer?” Noah’s question caught me off guard. It was my fault for not thinking that far ahead. Technically, Rusty and I had just become a couple. We’d hooked up several times, but I’d always fought my feelings because of my situation.  
 
    “I’m going to move into her house,” Rusty reached for my leg under the table. I stuck my hand down and placed it on top of his. When I looked his way he formed a small smile at the corner of his lips.  
 
    “I’m not rushin’ you, but Seth’s been bunking in the office for a few weeks. It would be nice to offer the trailer to him, if that’s all right. I know your job requires me to house you.”  
 
    Rusty motioned with his hands. “It’s not a problem. I know where I belong.”  
 
    He stared deeply into my eyes when he said it and I couldn’t help but feel chills all over my body. This thing between us was really happening, and I was going to have to accept that it was a good thing. I’d worried for a long time, and finally it was all starting to settle. I had a boyfriend that wanted to take care of us, and a family that was accepting it.  
 
    I was able to finally breathe.  
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    Chapter 29  
 
    Rusty  
 
    Things settled down once everyone left and went home. I think at first I was reluctant to move some of my  
 
    things over to Isabella’s house, considering she’d been so indecisive for such a long time. It was nice to be able to get off work and head straight to her place to see her, and even better to be welcomed by her beautiful smile.  
 
    Since she worked off the ranch, I decided that if I was home first I’d make the meals. She’d come home and put her feet up, allowing me to pamper her. I think I was going above and beyond just to prove to her that it was what I wanted. Now that I was taking on the father title, I needed to get used to taken care of a family again.  
 
    Sometimes it reminded me of my daughter and wife, but not the way that Isabella would assume. I couldn’t help miss them, and I knew they’d be on my mind every day for the rest of my life. Still, I’d been offered a second chance at a good life again, and this time I needed to make things right.  
 
    With her mother coming back into town for the sonogram in just a few short days, I decided that I needed to have all of my things moved over and put away. Isabella insisted on helping me get things organized. The baby was going to be here soon, and there was still a bunch to get done.  
 
    Even after making the commitment to be the child’s father, I was still nervous about it all. My love for Isabella had blinded a lot of my decision making, because I’d been so desperate to be with her. Now I was faced with what every new couple had to endure. I had to learn to live with someone again, after a long period of being alone. I think even when I tried to walk on eggshells, at times I was still annoying to her. To make matters worse, I felt as if the harder I tried the more I’d fail.  
 
    Isabella’s sonogram was scheduled for that following Monday. Her mother came back to Kentucky on Sunday afternoon, along with her father, which neither of us expected. Thankfully, by that time all of my stuff was neatly stored in her house. Because we’d been so busy with everything else, we hadn’t had time to reflect on our new relationship, which in turn left us with little to talk about when we were around her parents.  
 
    I think to lighten to mood, and get us both out of the house, that Sunday he took me out to get a bite to eat. Sitting there with the father of the woman that I was in love with reminded me of being young and going through the motions of asking for Simone’s hand in marriage. I was so nervous that day, and swore her father was going to tell me to take a hike. It got me wondering where he was now, and if they’d ever been able to forgive me for skipping out on all of them.  
 
    Isabella’s dad kept to small talk until we’d been sitting in the tavern for a while. He’d ordered a beer, and watched as I requested a tea instead. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to know why I didn’t drink. “What’s your story, Rusty? I suppose I should have asked this sooner, but we’re here now and it’s been bothering me. I need to know that something from your past isn’t going to ruin my daughter’s happiness. You see, she’s too trusting when it comes to men. Her last boyfriend was a piece of shit. You understand how I’d want her to be with someone that’s going to treat her right; someone who is who he says he is.”  
 
    I nodded, knowing that I had to tell him about my past. I was ready to take that leap with his daughter. “You’re right. You need to know the truth, and I’m willing to tell you, if you give me your word that you won’t tell Colt. My job is my business and I don’t want people giving me any kind of special treatment.”  
 
    “You do realize you shovel shit for a living?” I nudged my head upwards. “I’m not a stable boy.” He took another sip of beer and laughed to himself. “Sorry,  
 
    I was getting you confused with one of my wife’s porno novels. She’s always reading shit about Indians and cowboys.”  
 
    I smiled, feeling like he was trying to lighten the mood. “My story probably isn’t as interesting as you may think. I do have a past that I’m running from.”  
 
    “Do I need to call the family lawyer? Are you in some kind of trouble?”  
 
    “No,” I immediately reassured him. “I’m not a criminal.”  
 
    He placed his hands on the table and smiled, but it wasn’t because he was happy. It was more like he was holding in his anger, waiting for me to get to the point.  
 
    “I had a wife and daughter. Simone and Sydney. They were my life, my reason for living, until one day my daughter got sick. We took her to the hospital, but she didn’t make it past dinner.” I took a few deep breaths, noticing his facial expression had changed. I knew he was feeling my pain, and I appreciated that he was giving me time to control my emotions. “Bacterial meningitis is what they told us had killed her. They don’t know how she got it, and once she was gone it wouldn’t have helped us anyway.”  
 
    “I heard many marriages end when couple lose a child. Is that what happened?”  
 
    I sat there trying to come to grips with why Simone would take her life. We could have gotten through it together. We wouldn’t have been one of those failed marriages. “I wouldn’t know how things could have turned out. My wife took her own life shortly after my daughter’s death. In fact, they’re buried together it was so close. I reckon she couldn’t live another minute without our little girl.”  
 
    “I’m real sorry to hear about your family, Rusty. Man, that’s just terrible. I can’t imagine having to go through something like that.” His brow furrowed, and I did my best not to make eye contact. I was supposed to be someone who was strong; someone that could protect his daughter. Instead I was crumbling in front of her father, showing him how weak I really was.  
 
    “Our families did their best to console me, but I couldn’t handle it. I left my house, my job, and everyone I ever knew to be alone, because I couldn’t go another day with someone asking me if I was going to be okay.”  
 
    I looked down at the condensation forming on my glass of tea. I watched it drip down, leaving a trail as it moved. It reminded me of the tears that I’d shed for my girls, and how I’d never be able to fully get over them.  
 
    “I’m guessing my daughter knows all of this?” I nodded. “She does.” “Can I ask what you did for a living? You’re obviously good  
 
    with horses. Did you live on a farm?” “My dad was a veterinarian, as was I. We had a practice in  
 
    our little town.” He chuckled. “You’re telling me that you’re a god damn vet  
 
    and you’d rather shovel shit?” “Well, I don’t shovel shi-.” “You know what I mean,” he corrected. I shrugged. “I get to be around animals, and a family that  
 
    reminds me how good life could be again. It’s not so bad. It also came with a house, so that was a plus.”  
 
    He seemed to study me for a couple moments. I had no idea what he could be thinking. He could be thinking I was damaged goods, and that I had no right to be with his daughter.  
 
    He could be thinking of a way to send me packing. I just didn’t know.  
 
    “Do you love my daughter, Rusty?” His question was legitimate. Of course he’d want to know how I felt about his daughter. After all, she was the reason we were here.  
 
    “Yes. I do. I love her very much.” Admitting that out loud made my heart beat faster. It was a word we’d never talked about. Still, I knew how I felt. There was no question about it.  
 
    He reached his hand across the table. When I shook it he started talking again. “You have my blessing, but just know that if you hurt her in anyway, I’m going to hurt you. That means if you fuck her in the ass, I’m going to fuck you in the ass. Understand?”  
 
    I raised my brow and looked at him as if he were crazy. “Come again?”  
 
    He laughed to himself and wiped his face, as if he was tired. “That sounded pretty gay didn’t it? Shit. You know what I meant, right?”  
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “I sure do hope you don’t want to fuck me in my ass, sir.”  
 
    “It’s not sir. Ty’s fine. Definitely don’t ever call me dad. I don’t give a shit if you do marry my daughter someday. I’m not having someone your age calling me dad. I draw the line there.”  
 
    He waved the waitress for another beer. I sipped at my tea and watched her bring him his drink. “When I first lost my girls I drank too much. I said things to my father, and got myself into situations that I wasn’t proud of. Once I got my shit together I promised I’d never drink again.”  
 
    “My daughter might drive you to drink. She’s a spitfire, who sometimes makes it her life mission to annoy the hell out of people. She thinks she’s always right, and you can’t tell her anything and expect that she’ll follow directions. Trust me, I’m married to her twin. I just agree and call it a day. It’s not worth the effort.”  
 
     “I hear ya on that. You’re daughter can be difficult. She’s pretty fickle. It’s hard to handle, but I’m getting the hang of it.” He pointed his beer in my direction. “I think we’re going to  
 
    get along just fine, Rusty. Your secret is safe with me. If you want to tell the family, it’s up to you. I’m sure when the time is right you’ll be able to talk about it more.”  
 
    Lunch with Isabella’s father had given me hope that everything was finally going to be okay. I had his blessing, and knew that he’d support my relationship with his daughter. I hated that we were lying about the paternity of the baby, but completely understood why she didn’t want anyone knowing the truth. The only thing I was still worried about was her changing her mind. The indecisive woman that had my heart could change her mind at any time, and the longer we were together, the harder it would be to handle.  
 
    I had to pray that I was the right guy in her eyes, because hope was all I had left.  
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    Chapter 30  
 
    Isabella  
 
    I feel like I’d waited forever to see my baby for the first time. Due to my crappy insurance, my first sonogram wasn’t until I was twenty weeks along. I’d literally waited months for this day to come.  
 
    With the company of my parents and Rusty, we watched the screen for the first sign of life.  
 
    And there it was, curled up comfortably waiting to be attended to. The tool maneuvered over my belly, only stopping when the technician was plugging in data. Then came the moment we were all waiting for. I’d heard it’s heartbeat each month after my first appointment. As exciting as it was, nothing could compare to seeing my real baby on that screen, with ten fingers and ten toes.  
 
    “Did you want to know the sex?” I gave her a nod and watched as she focused in on one area. “It’s a girl. Congratulations.” In that moment my heart skipped a couple beats. Growing  
 
    inside of me was a beautiful little girl, who I knew was going to be absolutely perfect. My parents, who stood behind Rusty held each other and kept watching, but as my eyes scanned the room I saw something I never expected.  
 
    Rusty had tears in his eyes. In that instant all of my excitement was put to the side when I realized what he was going through. It’s when it finally occurred to me that he needed her as much as I needed him.  
 
    At times my feelings for Rusty were still confusing, albeit this wasn’t one of those times. In this moment I felt more connected to him than I’d ever been before. I could see both pain and excitement. I could feel his love radiating through me as our fingers intertwined. This beautiful man had found his hope again, and it meant everything to him.  
 
    Our relationship hadn’t started out good. We bickered more than we appreciated. There were times when I truly thought he was a criminal, a creepy stalker, preying on the right moment to cause harm to me. I felt bad for that now, knowing the real man under that tough façade. He couldn’t hide himself from me anymore. That man I thought I knew was just a distant memory. The man who was peering deeply into my eyes was beautiful. He may have been broken, but I could see life shining in those grey eyes.  
 
    For both my parent’s sake, and my own, I smiled at him, while squeezing his hand tighter. “We’re havin’ a little girl, Rusty.”  
 
    He nodded and used his free hand to wipe his eyes. “I know, Iz.”  
 
    As soon as he said my name I looked at my father. He’d been the only person in my life to call me that, and I feared how it would make him feel. Instead of sensing hurt, I saw happiness. He was smiling from ear to ear, winking at me, letting me know that I’d done good.  
 
    It was the happiest moment of my life. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so complete, so loved. All of those months feeling like the world was out to get me had suddenly gone away. They no longer mattered, because I’d finally realized what I’d gained.  
 
    Stability. Companionship. Faith.  
 
    They were all things that I just assumed were a lost cause for me. Now I’d been presented with this miracle, and I was finally able to grasp just what it meant for my future.  
 
    I’d fought so hard to deny my feelings for Rusty, on account of my own selfish reasons. In some ways I’d used him, and I didn’t know how I could have been so inconsiderate. It was obvious that he was crazy about me, and I had a choice to make. I could be with him, raise my child with him, and be happy, or I could dwell on the past.  
 
    It was unfortunate that Tate was in a bad way. When I’d sent that late night message to his ex I didn’t know it would make him want to end his life. All I wanted was for him to learn a much needed lesson. He couldn’t string on two women and make promises that he couldn’t keep. Though I felt guilty, his actions had gotten him where he was.  
 
    The truth was that I didn’t want him being a part of my child’s life. I didn’t want to have to see and deal with him. We lived in two different states, and clearly I wasn’t about to give up what I had in Kentucky; a good job, and man who wanted to be with only me. I just couldn’t justify that telling him would benefit anyone.  
 
    The technician printed out the pictures and caught my attention when she handed them to me. In return, I put them in Rusty’s hands. “This is our daughter.”  
 
    They were just four words, and probably not the four he was waiting to hear, but I watched that grown man smile with such compassion in that moment. Maybe he was always meant to come into my life to teach me what real devotion felt like. At the end of the day my mind was made up. Rusty was my future, and nothing was ever going to change that.  
 
    In the weeks that followed, Rusty and I grew as a couple. We spent our free time learning everything about each other; our flaws, our dreams, and mostly our desires. Each day I fell in love with him a little more, and when I thought there was nothing left to feel he’d surprise me and show me that it was never ending. I’d been blessed, truly, and looked forward to the journey of being a family.  
 
    At the six month mark of being pregnant we sat down and had a heart to heart about his family. It was too hard for me to watch him with my own family and not wonder about his parents, and all of the people that he’d shut out so long ago. With the baby’s due date getting closer, it was important for me to reach out to him, in case he wanted to include them in our future.  
 
    We sat on the couch, so close that our bodies were touching. His focus was on the television, while mine was on the amount of food that I’d consumed at dinner. I held onto my growing bump while addressing my concerns. “Can I ask you somethin’ without you gettin’ mad?”  
 
    He looked away from the show and smiled, having no idea what I was about to say. “Sure. What’s up?”  
 
    “Are you happy?” I needed to start out slow and work my way to the point.  
 
    He seemed confused that I’d asked something so ridiculous. We were clearly happy. “You know the answer to that. I’ve got everything I want sitting on this couch with me.”  
 
    “Not everything.” I paused to prepare myself. “If you’re happy, why haven’t you gotten back in contact with your parents? I mean, if we’re goin’ to raise this little one together, don’t you think they should be a part of it too? I just feel like if we’re going to make this kind of commitment than all parties should be involved. Whether you’re adopting her or not, she’s still going to be your daughter. I want you to treat her like she’s your flesh and blood.” I think it was hard for me to imagine different when I’d been raised by a man that refused to admit he wasn’t my sperm donor. I think in his mind he was the one and only dad, no matter what any kind of test could prove. I needed Rusty to be that committed, because at the end of the day, he was going to be her only daddy.  
 
    Rusty sighed, but never let his eyes move from mine. “It’s been bothering me for a while. I reckon it’s easier to ignore them than to face them. It’s not that I don’t want them knowing about you, and about the baby. It’s just that I don’t know how to approach it. I left my dad in such a bad way. Honestly, I don’t know if he’d even want to see me.”  
 
    “He’s your father. Of course he wants to see you.”  
 
    “You’re not going to let this go, are you? You’re going to keep on me until I break down and go to see him?”  
 
    I nodded. “I’ll go with you. We can do it together.”  
 
    Rusty reached over and touched my cheek with the back of his hand. “I know you will. If it means that much to you, I’ll reach out to my parents, but I can’t make you any promises where they’re concerned.”  
 
    “I just want you to try. It’s important to me.”  
 
    “If it’s important to you, than it’s also important to me. We’re a team, remember?”  
 
    Though it was getting difficult to do, I sat up on the couch, bringing my legs overtop of his lap. I faced him wrapping my arms around his neck. He immediately touched my back with both hands, holding me there on top of him. His smile let me know that he wasn’t irritated with my request. “How did I get so lucky to find a man like you?”  
 
    “I found you, remember?”  
 
    I reached forward, pressing my lips against his. When I pulled them away his eyes were still closed. “I love you, Rusty Tillman.”  
 
    I could tell from the way those same eyes shot open that he was shocked I’d finally said it. “I was wondering if you were ever going to say that to me. It’s okay if you didn’t. I would have stuck by my decision no matter what, but it’s sure good to hear. Honestly, Iz, it feels good to be loved again. You don’t know how long I’ve waited to feel this way again, especially when, for the longest time, I thought it couldn’t happen.”  
 
    I lifted my hand up and touched his cheek, running my palms over the coarse hairs that were growing in. “It is happenin’. You and me, we’re better together.”  
 
    Rusty rocked us forward, lifting me in his arms while he stood. He held me tight as he started carrying me back to our bedroom. Once inside, he sat me down on the mattress and then joined me. “I think this calls for a celebration, don’t you?”  
 
    I nodded and accepted his next kiss. “I think we have a lot to celebrate.”  
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    Chapter 31  
 
    Rusty  
 
    It wasn’t just the idea of calling my parents. It was a matter of admitting I was in the wrong. I’d run away from my problems, leaving everyone else to have to deal with my mess. Losing my wife and daughter hadn’t just destroyed me. I watched my own mother break down more times than I cared to admit, and each time it had broken me a little more. The idea of seeing them made all of those ill feelings come rushing back, and I wasn’t sure if I was willing to give up what I had at the moment to rehash something I never wanted to go back to.  
 
    But she’d asked me.  
 
    She knew what I needed to do, even if I wasn’t willing to admit it myself.  
 
    Isabella had made good points, leaving me with no choice than to reach out to them.  
 
    I waited until the next morning to call them, considering that it was already too late to get into any kind of detail. Even as I dialed their home telephone number, inside I was dying.  
 
    Then she answered.  
 
    I knew my mother’s voice. It was something that one doesn’t forget. Even her one-word greeting sent shivers through my spine. This was the woman that I’d abandoned in her time of need. We should have grieved together, but I’d left and given her more reasons to suffer. I’d been a coward, and it was time to make amends, or at least do my best to try.  
 
    “Hello?” I took a deep breath and responded. “Hi, Mom.”  
 
    In all of my thirty three years I’d never been so nervous to hear my mother’s reply. This wasn’t like getting into trouble as a kid. I’d made an adult decision, and I was responsible for the consequences. If my parents wanted nothing to do with me it was my own fault.  
 
    “Russell? Is that you?”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s me.” I think she just needed to hear me confirm it.  
 
    “Oh my heavens, son. We’ve been so worried about you. Please tell me you’re okay? Every time the phone rings I pray that it’s you. We didn’t know what to think. You just left without a single word. You didn’t even leave a note, or tell the clinic. For a while we thought the worst. Then your dad hired an investigator, who confirmed that you were alive and all right.”  
 
    “I am. I wasn’t for a long time, though. I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t wake up every day in that house and see all of those reminders. I couldn’t even drive to the store and not think of things they liked to buy. Everywhere I turned was a memory. I was miserable. I hope you know that’s why I had to leave. Mom, I was so messed up over the girls. I couldn’t be around anyone. It hurt way too much.” The burning was lingering in my throat from explaining something so horrifying for me.  
 
    I could hear that she’d already started sobbing. “I know. It hurt us too. You weren’t the only one to lose them. You leaving destroyed your father.”  
 
    “I know. I’m so sorry. Is Dad there? I’d like to talk to him. I want to explain it myself. He needs to hear my apology.”  
 
    “Rusty, your father’s not doing well. He’s been in and out of the hospital. He had a stroke a couple of months ago and it paralyzed his left side. He’s doing better, but I can tell a big difference.”  
 
    Guilty couldn’t even begin to explain how I felt hearing the news of my father’s health. I sat there silently trying to come to grips with the fact that I could have missed the opportunity to say goodbye to someone else in my life. It grabbed at my heart, and tore me up. “How bad is it?”  
 
    “He spends most of his time in a recliner. The nurse comes once a week to get him up moving around. I try to do it myself, but he’s so stubborn. He complains all the time, but that lets me know he’s still with us. That man will complain up until the Lord takes him.” She was quiet for a moment. “Where are you, Russell? Are you calling because you want to come home? After all this time, I think it would do us all some good to see each other.”  
 
    I watched Isabella come into the room and sit down across from me. She must have sensed the pain in my eyes, because she reached across the table and grabbed my hand. It wasn’t much, but it gave me strength. “I’m in Kentucky. I’ve been here for two years, working on a ranch.”  
 
    “And you’re okay?”  
 
    “Actually, I’m better than okay. Mom, I met somebody. She’s helped me through a lot. We’ve been together for a little while now, and we’re expecting a baby.”  
 
    The line seemed like it had disconnected. I sat there, staring across the table, praying that my mother hadn’t keeled over and passed out.  
 
    “Mom, are you still there?”  
 
    “Ye..yes. I’m still here. Give me a second to sit down, son.” I could hear her scuffling around before she got back on the line. “Please tell me you’re going to come home and let us meet this person that’s helped you. It would mean everything to me. I’ve worried about you so much. For the longest time I wondered if something terrible had happened to you. I can’t tell you how good it is to hear the voice of my son again.”  
 
    I didn’t even hesitate. “We can come this weekend.” “We’re not living in the same place, Russell.”  
 
     “Oh. Well, if you don’t have room we can get a room nearby,”  
 
    “I think before you make that decision you need to know something. When you left we understood your reasoning, but you have to keep in mind that it was hard for us too. Your father worked so hard to be able to leave you with a good life. The practice was supposed to be your future. He went back to work, up until his stroke. He hired another vet to rent the space and manage the clientele, but we get a percentage of the profits. The business is still in our name.”  
 
    “Dad came out of retirement for me? He didn’t have to do that. I knew what leaving meant for my occupation.”  
 
    “He did it because he knew you were broken. We hoped that one day you’d come home and want to live again.”  
 
    It was hard to imagine that my dad worked until his body started to give out on him. I’d put that added stress on him. I’d been the reason that he was so bad off. “Jesus, I’m so sorry. You must think I’m a coward. He probably can’t stand me.”  
 
    “I think that we all have our own ways of dealing with pain. You did what you needed to do, and so did your father. He was holding onto hope.”  
 
    “I still feel terrible.”  
 
    “Rusty, he didn’t just come out of retirement for you. We sold the old house and purchased yours when it went up for auction last year. We couldn’t lose the one thing in this town that reminded us of you and the girls. Plus, you’d done so much work to the place. We didn’t want you to not have a home to come back to.”  
 
    It was too much to bear. I sat the phone down on the table and turned it on speaker as I wept, right in front of my girlfriend. She got out of the chair and rushed to my side, holding me, and offering me comfort.  
 
    “Russell, are you there, son?” “Yeah,” I sniffled. “I’m still here.”  
 
     “It’s up to you if you want to stay in the house. We didn’t change much. The pictures are still out and everything. I know it’s a lot to take in.”  
 
    I didn’t know how I was going to walk into that house and see the walls filled with memories of them. “We’ll be there Friday around dinner time. Don’t do anything special for us.”  
 
    “We love you, son. I just want you to know that. Your dad and I aren’t going to live forever. You’re our only child, so we wanted to leave you with something you’d treasure, instead of our old place. I hope you understand.”  
 
    I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “I love you too. We’ll see you in a few days.”  
 
    “I’ll prepare us a nice dinner. I can’t wait to tell your father. See you then.”  
 
    When we hung up I covered my face with my hands and sat there at the table finally losing control over my emotions. This trip home wasn’t just to see my parents, it was to see if I was ready to move forward. I couldn’t tell Isabella about my concerns. She didn’t need to know that I obviously still had demons to deal with. It wasn’t like they could come between us.  
 
    I hoped.  
 
    Isabella let me calm down before asking me to explain what had happened. She was so patient with me, only reminding me more of how far we’d come as a couple. I know we were working for the common goal of being a family, but our hearts were also in the same place, which helped.  
 
    Though difficult, I was able to tell her about my dad’s health, and the ultimate sacrifice they’d made in hopes that I’d come home one day. Her pregnancy hormones kicked into full gear as I explained that part. We spent the rest of the morning comforting each other.  
 
    What brought us out of our depressing mood was feeling our little girl kicking. She’d been doing it for a couple months, but each day they were getting more prominent. I loved feeling her little body moving around, reminding me that she would be with us soon enough. I think my conversation with my mom didn’t give her enough time to take in the fact that I’d announced I was going to be a father again. She’d see soon enough, and the tears we shed today wouldn’t compare.  
 
    The bottom line was that I knew I couldn’t move forward until I left the past behind. In order to do that I had to face it. With Isabella by my side I was going to do it, because her love was my reason for wanting to live again in the first place.  
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    Chapter 32  
 
    Rusty  
 
    Isabella took off on Friday so we could get an early start on our drive to Indiana. The last time we’d taken this journey  
 
    it had been for a different reason. She says she never would have went through with an abortion, but I’d like to think that I made sure of it. It was also the first time that we’d made love.  
 
    Passing by the hotel that it happened in brought back all of the memories of that night. She turned to look at me, full of smiles. “I know what you’re thinkin’, Rusty.”  
 
    I nodded. “You’re damn right I’m thinking it.” I was trying to keep my mind off of what was about to happen when I pulled up at my old house that I shared with my wife and daughter. “The moment I went between those legs you knew you wanted more.”  
 
    She giggled and pulled her legs up on the seat. “Don’t flatter yourself.”  
 
    I ran one hand over her smooth skin. “I don’t have to. You know it’s the truth. Do I need to remind you what you sound like when my tongue hits that little clit of yours?”  
 
    It was turning me on talking about it. When I looked over she was blushing. A sudden jolt from my dick reminded me how great it was to wake up naked next to her each morning. “Behave, or I’ll pull this truck over and take you right in the back of it, pregnant belly and all.”  
 
    She crossed her arms. “Stop it. You wouldn’t do that.”  
 
    I pulled over the vehicle, just to be funny. Her arm started flailing as she began freaking out.  
 
     “Rusty, stop. Oh my god, I am not gettin’ naked out in public. Have you seen my body?”  
 
    I looked her up and down, while still chuckling to myself. “Yeah. I see it everyday. Your ass has really filled out by the way. When you bend over I feel like getting some of that every time.”  
 
    She lightly slapped my arm. “Cut it out. You’re not funny, mister. Get back to drivin’. My legs hurt, and I’ve got to pee.”  
 
    “You really know how to kill the mood, babe.”  
 
    She took her fingernails and ran them over my jeans, right between my legs. “Don’t worry. I know how to start it back up again.”  
 
    It was a shame that we’d started pulling on the road to my old house. I tensed up immediately, realizing that in a matter of minutes I wouldn’t be smiling. It took everything in me to squeeze her hand and pretend to smile.  
 
    She knew what was wrong when I put the truck in park and looked at the white house with the wrap around front porch. I remember painting the shutters blue, and almost falling off the ladder on the last one. In the living room windows hung the curtains that Simone had sewn herself. I took a few deep breaths and stared at the steering wheel.  
 
    Isabella put her hand on my back. “You okay?” “I’m not sure yet.” “I’m sorry for askin’ you to do this, Rusty. Do you want to  
 
    go home?” I turned to face her. “I do, but I need to do this, for you and  
 
    for our future. We can’t move forward until we deal with the past.”  
 
    She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “Just remember that you’re not alone. I’m here for you, and I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”  
 
    We stepped out of the truck and I carried our bags up to the front porch. Isabella stood by my side as I opened the door. It was so difficult walking in and recognizing the smell of being home. I focused on the hardwood flooring, instead of the furniture and pictures that I knew were hanging. “Mom. It’s me.”  
 
    She looked the same as she did the day I left. Wearing an apron, she stepped out of the kitchen opening and approached us. Her arms opened and I leaned down to hug her, and felt a rush of warmth hitting my eyes. The tears were easy to choke back and hide, especially considering what happened next. “My son. I missed you so much. You look so healthy.”  
 
    I heard my mother gasp, and pulled away frantically to figure out what was wrong. I followed her eyes to see what had her so worked up. Then I saw what she saw.  
 
    Isabella. Except that’s not who she saw at all. My mother stared at her like she was seeing a ghost. I hadn’t  
 
    even noticed the transformation until this very moment. In her pregnancy she’d gained weight in her face, making her almost a twin to my deceased wife, Simone.  
 
    If there were ever a time when I didn’t want them compared to each other it was now. I put my arm around my girlfriend and pulled her close to me, knowing that she was fully aware of what was going on. She looked to me with worried eyes. “Mom, this is Isabella Mitchell. Isabella, this is my mom, Janice Tillman.”  
 
    My mother didn’t move. “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    Iz, smiled, but couldn’t bring herself to say anything. As the seconds passed without a single sound, I knew I was going to have to separate them to be able to calm my mother. “The bathroom is right down the hall on the left. The light is on a dimmer so make sure you turn it to the right for brightness.”  
 
    I watched her walk away before speaking to my mother. “I know what you’re going to say.”  
 
    “Son, is this some kind of sick joke?”  
 
     “Mom,” I had to calm her down before Isabella came back into the room. “Please, it’s not at all what you think.”  
 
    “The similarities are uncanny.”  
 
    I brought her over to the couch and sat her down, noticing that on the end table was a picture of me with my girls. Sydney looked to be around two, and I immediately felt the room start to spin. I sat down in the seat beside her and took a few short breaths. “Listen to me. You can’t say stuff like that in front of her.”  
 
    She shook her head and looked up at me. “I thought you were better, son. I thought you’d finally been able to move on, but it’s clear that you haven’t. Why else would you pick a woman that looks just like the wife you lost?”  
 
    It was too late for me to hush my mom. I turned my head to see my girlfriend standing behind the couch with a hurt look on her face.  
 
    I stood up and rushed toward her, ignoring the fact that we’d just walked in the door. She didn’t argue as I pulled her along up the stairs. She stopped me halfway and stared at a picture that hung on the wall. It was Simone when she was pregnant. She was holding her stomach and looking down at it.  
 
    Isabella put her hand over her mouth. “Oh my god. This can’t be happenin’.”  
 
    “Come on. Just don’t look.” I tried to get her to budge, but she just stood there looking at the rest of them. Feeling defeated, I sat down on the top step and gave up. This had all been a terrible idea, and the fact that I hadn’t considered this outcome was exactly why I had no business coming here at all. “Please, Iz. Let’s just get a hotel room instead.”  
 
    She shook her head and pointed down the stairs, while she spoke in a low voice. “Your own mother can’t even look at me, Rusty. How am I supposed to feel?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I really didn’t know what to say. “I never should have let you talk me into coming here,” I whispered.  
 
     “How was I supposed to know that my mother would have a whole house as a shrine to them? You think this is easy for me? This is the reason I left this life. I couldn’t stand to be here and see all of this.”  
 
    “Look at me and tell me that I’m not a constant reminder of her.” She pointed to my wife’s picture.  
 
    “You’re not. I swear. You may resemble each other, but to me you’re different. You know that. We’ve talked about this, babe.” I was trying my hardest to settle her down.  
 
    “Babe? Don’t you dare babe me. That’s probably what you called her, isn’t it?”  
 
    I put my head down. Nothing I did was right, and I was making it worse as it all played out.  
 
    “Iz, I love you. We’re having a baby. This has nothing to do with my wife. She’s dead and she’s never coming back. The life I have with you, our life, it’s perfect. Don’t let this change your mind. You only look so much like her right now because you’re pregnant.”  
 
    “So you’re admittin’ it? Every mornin’ you wake up next to me and it’s like bein’ with her again, right?” She started walking back down the stairs. I ran after her, desperate to get her out of the house and away from my confused mother. When she turned the corner and stood in front of mother, I stopped dead in my tracks. “Mrs. Tillman, I’m real sorry that I’ve given you such a shock. I can assure you that the thought never crossed my mind. If it’s alright with you I’m just goin’ to go to the hotel and call it a night. I’ll let you catch up with your son for a while alone.”  
 
    She was leaving me?  
 
    “Iz, please hold up,” I said as she headed for the front door. She never turned around until she’d reached the truck. Her hands were shaking, and there were tears running down her cheeks. She could hardly get out the words in between her sobs.  
 
     “This was what I’ve been afraid of this whole time. I asked you so many times why you were with me, Rusty. You assured me that it wasn’t because we looked alike. You even told me that it wasn’t much at all. Those pictures inside of that house don’t lie. I felt like I was looking at myself in another life.” She opened the truck door more and started to climb in it. I grabbed her shirt preventing her from moving and she jerked out of my reach. “Don’t touch me right now. I’m so humiliated. You brought me all the way here to be treated like a replacement. How could you do this to me?”  
 
    “I swear to god that this isn’t what you think. I want to be with you because I love you. This isn’t about Simone, or the fact that you have the same color hair and eyes. I don’t love you for your looks, Iz. I love you for what’s inside.”  
 
    “My baby? Is that it? You want a kid so bad that you picked the first one available?”  
 
    “No! God no! Why would you even say that?” I was shaking, losing control of myself as my foot continued to drive into my mouth with each comment. “Please don’t go.”  
 
    “This truck belongs to the ranch, so I have every right to take it home. You obviously need to work things out with your family, and I need to get out of here. I can’t go inside of that house anymore. There’s even a picture in the bathroom, Rusty. How fuckin’ creepy is that?”  
 
    In my defense they were pictures of us in the bathtub. At the time I’d fought with Simone about hanging them, stating that they were inappropriate. “Please don’t leave me. I need you.”  
 
    “You need to leave me alone. I’ve got to get away from you. I need to think.”  
 
    “About what?” I worried.  
 
    “About everything. This is messin’ with my head. All of this is just crazy. That woman looked at me like I was a ghost. Are you goin’ to deny that?”  
 
     “Please, just promise me that you won’t leave. I love you so much. I came here for you, for us. I swear that’s all this is. All that’s left of my girls is what’s in that cemetery we went to the first time we came here. I know that. You aren’t some shrine to me. I promise.” I grabbed her hand, clinging to hope that she’d reassure me. “Can I have a kiss goodbye? Will you at least call me when you get to the hotel?”  
 
    She leaned forward, but did not initiate the kiss, nor did she comment on calling me.  
 
    After I ran in and grabbed her bag, I watched as she pulled away in the truck. For some reason I had this sick feeling that something terrible was about to happen.  
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    Chapter 33  
 
    Isabella  
 
    I couldn’t take another minute in that house. Everywhere I looked were reminders of his dead wife, not to  
 
    mention it was as if we were long lost sisters. The resemblance wasn’t just something his mother had noticed, I too was caught off guard by how uncanny it was. By the time I’d made it inside of that bathroom all I wanted to do was figure out a way to escape. I couldn’t handle seeing that woman looking at me as if she’d seen a ghost.  
 
    Now, I could tell the difference in overreacting, and being in shock. That woman was in complete and utter shock. I knew without a doubt that being in her presence wasn’t healthy for either of us.  
 
    Whether Rusty knew what was happening, or even if he didn’t, he hadn’t warned me just how much of his family remained in that house. I had no idea what I was walking into. Leaving was my only option.  
 
    I know I was supposed to go straight to the hotel, and call him once I was settled, but I was too angry; to angry with him, and with myself. I’d been so naive to think that we could build a future when neither of us was over our past. I’d made one compulsive decision after another, and was left heartbroken and absolutely distraught.  
 
    Rusty called my phone until I finally answered.  
 
    “I can’t talk to you right now, Rusty. I honestly don’t even know what to say.”  
 
     “Just come pick me up. I don’t want to be here without you.”  
 
    “That’s too bad. I left the state hours ago.” I really hadn’t I’d been driving around in circles until I came to the cemetery that he’d taken me to. Little did he know I was probably less than a mile away.  
 
    “You what?” I knew he was going to freak out. “Iz, I know you’re upset, but that’s no reason to go home. We need to work this out.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me? How could you not warn me about your mother?”  
 
    “Iz, I haven’t been home in over two years. How was I to know she’d go to such extremes? Just tell me where you are. I’m sure my bike is here in the garage, since pretty much my whole house is exactly the way I left it. You know, you’re not the only one here that’s creeped out. You think I want to come here and see all of Sydney’s things still sitting in her room exactly how she left them? Do you honestly think that is easy for me? Or how about the fact that my mother took me on a tour of my own house, down to the details of how Simone used to organize our junk drawer?”  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but suddenly understood it from his angle. This wasn’t just difficult for me. It was killing him. “This wasn’t what I had in mind when I asked you to make amends.”  
 
    “I know, babe. Trust me, I know. I think I’d forgotten just how crazy my mother could be. Listen, my dad is still sleeping, and it would mean a lot to me if you would just tell me where you are. I’ll come to you. Please, Iz. I need you.”  
 
    Sensing the desperation in his voice, I sighed and decided that we were better together, instead of apart. “I’m at the cemetery. Don’t ask how I ended up here, but that’s where I am.”  
 
     “Give me a few minutes. I’ll be there. Please don’t go anywhere.”  
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    I think I was crying even before I hung up. While I sat down on the stone bench in front of the girl’s graves, I thought about the love they had for each other, and wondered if I’d ever be able to have that kind of love from Rusty. All I knew was that I was totally in love with him, and insanely jealous. The worst part was that I knew I’d never be able to compete with them. Rusty would always love them, and I would never want him not to. It was a problem that I was going to have to learn to live with if I wanted to be happy in my life.  
 
    This trip hadn’t just opened my eyes to my feelings and issues with Rusty; it had made me once again think about Tate. I wanted to do the right thing, and not have to go through the hurdles that my parents did with me. It was as if I could either have Rusty, or tell Tate. Rusty wasn’t exactly giving me that ultimatum, but I knew him enough to know he wouldn’t do well with sharing. This to him was a second chance at having a family. It only made sense that he’d want us to always be together, and not have to deal with visitation.  
 
    I think if my biological father would have been a normal human being I’d have a different opinion. I feel like he’d never had a right to know me. Because of that experience, I was more okay with the idea of never telling Tate.  
 
    While fighting with myself about my own matters of the heart, Rusty rolled up on a bicycle. He had this old ball cap on backwards, and appeared to look half his age. I wanted to giggle, but it wasn’t the time and place. Before he was close enough to hear, I looked down at the two side by side graves. “If you’re out there somewhere watchin’, please help me make the right decision. I love this man, more than I ever thought I could.”  
 
      
 
    Rusty walked up and put his hands in his pockets. He looked down at the headstones, seemingly wanting me to speak first.  
 
    “I’m sorry for runnin’ out on you. I know I overreacted, I just couldn’t take another second in that house.”  
 
    “Yeah, I get it. She didn’t mean to freak you out. I think I probably should have warned her.”  
 
    I didn’t want to talk about his mother. “Did you get to see your dad at all?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Mom wants us to come back for dinner. Before you say no, she’s assured me that she’ll be on her best behavior. I’ve let her know we won’t be staying the night either way. You may not believe this, but I don’t want to be there with that stuff, and it’s not because it brings up old feelings. Iz, don’t you get it? What I feel for you is nothing like I felt for them. It’s new, and it’s different. They may have been my life for a long time, but you’re my future. I don’t want you to try to replace them, but it’s not a competition either.”  
 
    I ran my hands over my face as I spoke. “What if I can’t get past that though? It’s selfish and you may hate me for it, but what if I’m not okay with you lovin’ someone else. Even though I know she’s gone, it’s still difficult for me.”  
 
    He looked away and the finally back at me. “Look, I didn’t agree to come here to fight with you. I’m trying so hard to be the man you want me to be. Can you please stop making it so hard? Have I not proved to you time and again that I love you?”  
 
    “Yes, but it’s not enough for me.” “Well then we’ve reached a conundrum,” he noted. I stood up and pointed to the two markers. “For the last  
 
    couple years you’ve been hidin’ from your past. As much as I want to think that it’s easy to come here and let things go, I know it’s not. I think it would be best if you stayed for a while to figure out what’s next for you. Clearly you’ve got a ton to deal with.”  
 
    “My life is in Kentucky with you. Where is this coming from?”  
 
    “Russell Tillman belongs here in Indiana, runnin’ an animal clinic. He doesn’t have to shovel shit and deal with my family any longer. Don’t you get that? You don’t have to hide anymore.”  
 
    He sat down next to me and looked out into the distance. “I get what you’re saying, but you’re missing the most important thing. My life is in Kentucky with you.”  
 
    “You’re not obligated to stay with me because you promised to be the father to my child. That’s what I’m tellin’ you. Rusty, I can’t expect you to commit to a life raisin’ another man’s child. We should be goin’ out on dates and doin’ what new couples do, instead of movin’ in together and plannin’ a family.” I couldn’t believe those words were coming out of my mouth. It had to be the adrenaline, causing me to have the strength to say what was on my mind. I didn’t want Rusty feeling like he settled. I wanted to be together because he loved me, and then fell in love with my daughter.  
 
    Again, it all went back to me not knowing if he’d chose to be with me because I gave him back some kind of stability. I wondered if his feelings for me were only there because he was desperate to feel something again, after so long.  
 
    It was as if each time I felt content, something would happen to make me question it all. With a growing baby inside of me, I had to make a decision to protect her. I had to do what was best.  
 
    He reached over and put his hand on my knee, waiting for our eyes to meet before he spoke. “In some ways I agree with you, but in others you’re very off base. The bottom line is that I can’t keep trying to reassure you of something you’re never going to be able to accept. I could tell you that I love you every  
 
    second of every day, but I don’t see it ever being good enough. I get that our relationship is unconventional, but it’s real. Can’t you see that?” His eyes were so filled with pain, albeit they couldn’t change the way I felt.  
 
    “I think you need to stay here, Rusty. Get things handled. Help your parents. When you get all of that taken care of, we’ll see where we’re at,” I was almost losing it as I spoke. As soon as the sentence was done I began to sob. My body trembled and I felt him putting his arms around me.  
 
    We sat there for the longest time in silence, both of us not knowing what to say to change each other’s minds. I knew he didn’t want me to go, but it was the right decision. I wanted him to know without a doubt what he wanted before the baby was born.  
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    Chapter 34  
 
    Isabella  
 
    We couldn’t move forward until we dealt with the past. Rusty had been brave going back home and facing his  
 
    buried fears. I watched him suffer through so many emotions, and felt the pain of his insecurities. In order for him to love himself again he had to be able to accept that he couldn’t change what happened to his girls. They were gone, and he had to keep living. He couldn’t hide from his old life and pretend that it never happened. These were his demons, and until he figured them out there wouldn’t be a future for us.  
 
    After a very long and emotional discussion we came to an agreement that I’d catch a flight to spend my weekend with my parents, and Rusty would pick me up on the way home. It wasn’t exactly how I wanted to spend my weekend, but it sure as hell beat being freaked out for another two days.  
 
    On the bright side of things my parents were excited to see me. My mom planned a whole day trip so that we could shop for the baby’s room. I’d talked about a pink room for a long time, but ended up going with a soft yellow. While in town we were going to get me registered for baby supplies, and with my mom’s help I’d be able to get everything that I actually needed, instead of picking the things that seemed utterly adorable.  
 
    Obviously, my parents required an explanation of why I’d flown in from Indiana, without my boyfriend. I could tell from the look on my dad’s face that he wasn’t going to let me go more than five minutes without explaining. After he put my bag in the back, he climbed into the driver’s seat and turned to face me. “What happened, Iz? Do I need to kick some ass?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “No, Dad. It’s not like that.”  
 
    He reached over and tugged on my ponytail as he spoke. “Did my little girl get her feelings hurt?”  
 
    I swatted his hand away from my hair. “Stop. He’s in Indiana dealin’ with his family. It’s complicated, but I couldn’t stand bein’ there.”  
 
    “Uncomplicate it.”  
 
    “Fine, but I’m only tellin’ you because you’re my dad and I trust that you won’t make a big deal out of it. Apparently I’m a dead ringer for Rusty’s ex. I about gave his mother a heart attack. To make matters worse his parents bought his old house and made it a shrine. It’s creepy as shit. I had to get away from all of it, and I even feel bad that I left Rusty there. It was quite obvious that he didn’t even want to be there.”  
 
    “Hold on. Are you telling me that you look exactly like his dead wife?”  
 
    “We could be sisters.”  
 
    My dad seemed to be as shocked as I was when I first discovered it. “I’m probably not supposed to say how weird that is.”  
 
    I put up my hand. “Seriously, Dad. I love the man, but it still gets to me.”  
 
    “Honey, are you sure that he’s not trying to replace what he lost? It seems to me like that could be happening. I just don’t want you getting yourself involved with a man long-term that’s in it for those reasons.”  
 
    I knew by telling him it would open a can of worms that I wasn’t in the mood to discuss. Still, I knew I had to defend my relationship, even if sometimes I felt the same way. “At first, before I would give him the time of day, yes. He was most definitely obsessed with me because I reminded him of her. I felt like he was stalking me. Come to find out, it was because I resembled Simone so much. When we started bein’ friends all of that changed. He saw me for who I am, and not who she was. Trust me, Dad, I would have never given him the time of day otherwise.”  
 
    “If that’s the case then just appease me with this. How many times has he called you Simone?”  
 
    I didn’t have to think about it, because the answer was obvious. “Never.”  
 
    “There’s your answer. If Rusty had some hidden complex about you becoming his ex wife, he would have slipped by now.”  
 
    He was absolutely right. Maybe it took my dad giving me the advice to realize it. I think a part of me would always wonder if the little things I did reminded him of her, but for the most part that could happen in a relationship. We’re all human, and we share the same tendencies. It was only natural for me to say or do something that would remind him of his old life.  
 
    I just needed to learn that we we’re going to make our own memories. “He’s a good man, Dad. I promise.”  
 
    “You know,” he paused to pull out onto the main highway. “Your mom is so excited to take you shopping tomorrow. I think she might be a little too excited about being a grandmother. She had me up in the damn attic last week digging around for your old stuff.”  
 
    “Did you find anything good?”  
 
    “I found your rocking horse I made you. There was a crib up there, and a changing table. Most of your clothes went to your cousins, but your mom saved some of the special things.”  
 
    “Is the crib in good condition?”  
 
    “It is, but we were thinking we could get a new one for your house, and keep the old one here, for when you come to stay with us, which we hope is more often. I’ve got a feeling your mom isn’t going to want to be away from that baby for long periods of time.” I couldn’t help notice that my dad wasn’t talking about his excitement. It could only mean one thing.  
 
    “Dad, are you mad at me for gettin’ knocked up?”  
 
    He peeked at me before turning his attention back to the road. “I’m not going to lie and say that thinking about my daughter with a man doesn’t disturb me. You’re always going to be my little girl, Iz. Nothing can change that. As far as being mad at you, well that’s not the case. I think it’s more of a personal fight with myself. You see, I always pictured having grandkids, but never before I had white hair and balls that sagged down to my knees. Since none of that has happened yet, it’s freaking me out.”  
 
    “Dad, really? I don’t want to hear about your testicles.” Leave it to him to make a joke out of something serious.  
 
    “You’re my daughter. Anything that comes from you is also a part of me. You’re a reflection of me and your mother. I know you’ll be a good mom, and I’ll be very proud of you.” This was yet another reason why I’d never felt adopted by my dad. He believed with his whole heart that I was his child. It only personified the relationship that we had. It also reminded me that Rusty could be the man that I wanted him to be.  
 
    “Thanks. That means a lot to me.” It did too. Of all the people in my life it had been my father that I looked up to the most. Making him proud had always been a reward.  
 
    Pulling up at our farm was always an exciting feeling. It would always be my home, no matter how old I’d gotten.  
 
    After a nice dinner I retreated to my room to get some much needed rest. Before tucking myself in, I pulled out my phone to call Rusty. Since we’d been living together I’d convinced him to get one. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours and I was already missing him.  
 
    How is it going? – I  
 
    I miss you something fierce. Spent some time with my dad today. It was good to see him after so long. My mom says she’s sorry again. It’s going to be hard sleeping without you tonight. – R  
 
    I just got into bed. Dreading waking up without you next to me. I miss you too. Going to register for the baby in the morning. – I  
 
    I love you, Isabella, not because you look like someone else, or because you’re carrying a baby in that beautiful body of yours. I love you because every second with you makes me happy. I hope you know that. – R  
 
    I love you too. I’ll call you tomorrow. – I  
 
    It was easier to be able to sleep alone knowing that he was thinking about me. Questioning the way he felt was silly, especially when I knew in my heart that his feelings were genuine. When I closed my eyes I thought about my little girl, and how she’d want for nothing. It certainly made me feel content.  
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    Chapter 35  
 
    Isabella  
 
    My mom woke me bright and early to get started on a day of shopping. She fed me pancakes before we were off on  
 
    our girl’s day. Being with her, alone, was so special to me. It wasn’t that I minded having my brothers, because I didn’t. It was just that sometimes I wanted her all to myself.  
 
    My mom parked the car and we headed into the huge baby store. Because I basically needed everything, we decided to separate with the scanners to cover more ground. My mom was going to handle all of the necessities, since she knew about them more than I did. My job was to pick out décor, and bigger items like strollers and swings.  
 
    I made my way to the aisle with all of the car seats and started looking at the features of each one. When I approached the third one, a gentleman was squatting in front of it appearing to have been checking out the wheel mechanism. After noticing that this model converted for when the child outgrew it, I wanted to find out more about it. I bent over, trying to read the tag without being in this particular guy’s way.  
 
    That’s when I saw him.  
 
    My eyes did a double take and I took a few steps backward. “Tate?” I couldn’t believe that it was him. Did he know I was pregnant? Had my brother’s told someone, who had in turn told him? My life was flashing in front of my eyes as I stood there contemplating what I was going to say to him. Still, I couldn’t figure out why he’d even be in this kind of store, unless he was somehow making an attempt to win me over, by showering me and my baby with expensive gifts.  
 
    “Bella? Holy shit. What are you doing here?” “I could ask you the same thing.” I watched as his eyes scanned my belly. “Holy shit. You’re  
 
    pregnant?” He didn’t know. Confusion hit me all at once as I tried to  
 
    figure out why he’d be in this store if he’d not learned about my pregnancy. “Obviously.”  
 
    I waited for him to do the math, but he didn’t even seem interested. “Well, it’s good to see you. I know I was shitty to you on the phone when you called. Everything was a mess for a while.”  
 
    “So it’s better?” I wanted to know.  
 
    He nodded and smiled. “Yeah. Actually, it it’s great. For a while I thought that giving up was my only option, but something happened, and now it’s all how it is supposed to be. What you did to me was wrong, but it made me see what I’d been doing. I treated you and Jenn badly, and neither of you deserved to be lied to.”  
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way.” The baby started to kick, causing me to hold onto my belly. Just as I was about to say something I saw Jenn heading in our direction.  
 
    Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. I wasn’t the only one carrying a child. Tate’s child. She placed her hand on her bump and walked toward us, before realizing who I was. To say that she was in shock would have been an understatement, especially when she noticed my appearance. “Tate, honey, I was looking everywhere for you.”  
 
    The first thing after noticing her pregnancy was the huge diamond that she had on her hand. With one quick glance I noticed the band on his left finger.  
 
     “So you guys got married? That’s great.” I wasn’t lying. It was good that Tate had a life now. His life would no longer be something I felt guilty about.  
 
    “I thought you moved away, Bella.” I could see in her eyes that she was assuming Tate was lying again.  
 
    “I did. I live in Kentucky with my boyfriend.” Tate’s eyes were on me, as if I’d kicked him where the sun didn’t shine.  
 
    “How far along are you?” Her question made me freeze. We could all do the math in our heads, especially with her pregnancy due date probably being so close to mine. This was my opportunity. The decision had to be made.  
 
    “I’m just five months along. How about you?”  
 
    She looked at Tate before answering. “We’re seven months along, right baby?”  
 
    Tate gave her a worried smile. “Yeah. Seven months now.”  
 
    “Well, for all that it’s worth, I’m glad you to are so happy. Congrats on the baby and the marriage.”  
 
    I turned to get the hell away from both of them, felling as if the room had suddenly begun to spin. If I didn’t find some fresh air and a seat I knew I’d be waking up on the ground. I no sooner found the rocker section and sat down when I saw Jenn approaching me. Tate was nowhere near her and I had no idea what was about to happen.  
 
    “Bella, can I talk to you?” I nodded, even though I was freaking out. “Sure.” “Listen, I know you hate me, and that you probably think I  
 
    had it out for you. I honestly didn’t know about you for a long time. When you sent me that video it killed me, but I dumped him. I couldn’t trust him anymore.” She looked down at her belly. “Then I found out I was pregnant. I thought about having an abortion, but my heart wouldn’t let me. I’ve loved Tate since we were kids, so my decision wasn’t hard to make. We got married before telling my parents, so that they couldn’t try to talk me out of it.”  
 
     “Why are you tellin’ me all of this? I have nothin’ to do with Tate.”  
 
    “I need you to be honest with me, Bella. When I came around that corner and saw you in your condition one thought crossed my mind. I may be way out of line, but I need to know if that baby is Tate’s. I know you slept together, so just tell me. Please.” She started to break down in front of me, as if my being there was destroying her happiness. It was at that exact moment when I realized that I wasn’t ever willing to destroy their happiness, mostly because I wanted the same for myself. “This baby isn’t Tate’s, Jenn. It’s my boyfriend, Rusty’s.”  
 
    She smiled through her tears and nodded. “That’s really good to know.”  
 
    My mom came out of nowhere with her hands full of items. “You okay, Bella?”  
 
    I stood and walked toward my mother, waving to Jenn as we left the aisle. The moment we were away from her, I grabbed the stuff in my mom’s hands and sat it down, then pulled her out of the store as quickly as I was able to move.  
 
    “Bella, what is the matter with you? Is it the baby?”  
 
    I fell into my mom’s arms, clinging to her as I started to collapse. The rush of emotions overwhelmed me, sending me into a uncontrolled crying fit.  
 
    We stood there in the middle of the parking lot until I could calm down enough to explain. “The baby is fine, Mom.” We climbed into the car and I wiped my tears with a napkin. “There’s somethin’ I need to tell you. You’re probably never goin’ to forgive me.”  
 
    “The baby is Tate’s, isn’t she?”  
 
    I nodded and looked at my mother. “How do you know that?”  
 
    “Mother’s intuition.”  
 
    “No, really. How did you know?” I was going to kill Jake and Jax if they’d told her.  
 
     “There’s a couple of reasons. The first is that I knew you went to see him when you came to visit last time. Then at the party you asked me about Tucker. You’ve never asked me about him, Bella. It was a dead giveaway.”  
 
    “He can’t find out, Mom. He can’t ever find out.” “Bella, are you with Rusty, or is he just coverin’ for you?” “We’re together. We’re in love, and he wants to raise her as  
 
    his own. Please don’t tell Daddy. He’ll never forgive me. Nobody will.” I continued to be over-emotional, realizing that this could destroy the relationship I had with my family.  
 
    “This decision is yours to make.”  
 
    “That female in the store was Tate’s wife. She’s pregnant and they went and got married. Don’t you see? He’s already got a baby on the way. He’s got a second chance at a future with her, and I have a new life that doesn’t include him. This secret needs to be buried. My baby is goin’ to be Rusty’s. He’s goin’ to raise her as his own.”  
 
    “Honey, that is all so easy to say now, but what happens if the two of you don’t work out? What happens if your child needs medical attention and they require the father’s information?”  
 
    “I will cross that bridge if it ever happens. Mom, I want my daughter to have a good life. Rusty’s already lost one child. Even if something happened between us, he’d never give up another child. That’s why I know it’s the right decision. If Tate gets to have a second chance at happiness, why can’t Rusty?”  
 
    My mom reached over and placed her hand over mine. “Oh, Bella, he can. You both can.” We hugged each other for a few minutes, both crying at this point. My mother just wanted me to be happy, and even though I thought I was before, I knew this time it was going to happen. “Who else knows about this?”  
 
    “Jake and Jax. That’s all.”  
 
    “This secret stays between our immediate family. You don’t need to share it with anyone else.”  
 
     “What about Daddy?”  
 
    “I’ll explain it to him. There’s no need for you to get this upset again. It’s not healthy for the baby. He’ll be fine, Bella. Your father loves you no matter what.”  
 
    “I really am sorry, Mom. I thought I loved him.”  
 
    She wiped the tears away from my face as I spoke, like she’d done whenever I cried as a child. “Until you fell in love for real, right?”  
 
    “Yes. Is that how you felt with Dad?”  
 
    “Yeah, sweetie. It’s how I felt with your father. When I fell in love with him I knew the difference right away. It made me hate Tucker even more, because he’d been such a waste of my time. I’m just thankful that I had you. If that man did one good thing in his short life, it was giving me you. You’re perfect in every way, honey. Your daughter is goin’ to be lucky to have a mom like you.”  
 
    My mom drove us home early that day. She took my dad into their bedroom and gave him the news, while I sat in the kitchen freaking out. I heard the door open and turned to see him smiling at me. He walked right over to the table and sat down beside me. “No more secrets, kiddo. Life is too short to do it all alone.”  
 
    “I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me.” That burn was forming in my throat again. “I want you to always be proud of me.”  
 
    He cupped my face with his hands. “Isabella Mitchell, I am proud of you. We all make mistakes. You know that.”  
 
    “So you don’t hate me?”  
 
    “Of course not. I don’t hate Rusty either. In fact, I’m kinda liking him even more now. It takes a real man to step up and take responsibility for a child that isn’t his. I mean, guys like that should be considered superheroes, or maybe even Greek Gods.”  
 
    My mom and I started to laugh. “Dad, really?”  
 
    He put his hands up. “What? I’m just saying, we’re pretty freaking cool. They always say that women marry their fathers. I thought it was meant to be incestuous, until now. I mean, what was the chance that you’d go out and find a younger version of me?”  
 
    I shoved his playfully. “Dad. You’re ridiculous. I’ll be sure to tell Rusty how you feel.”  
 
    “I’ll tell him myself. He’s a good man, Iz. He’s got problems, but so does everyone. All that matters is if he makes you happy.”  
 
    “He does.”  
 
    “Then go be happy. Stop coming here unannounced. It’s bad for my health.”  
 
    With my dad’s sense of humor in full effect, I knew that I’d finally found peace. Tate was married, with a child on the way. I wasn’t keeping him from anything that he didn’t already have with his wife. If anything, I was protecting him from a truth he didn’t want to know about.  
 
    Then there was Rusty.  
 
    He claimed that I’d given him his life back, but in reality he’d taught me that love went beyond what I’d always assumed. He was going to be a good father, and a partner.  
 
    All I had to do now was figure out how to combine his old life with our new one. I didn’t care what I had to do. I’d make it happen, for our future.  
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    Chapter 36  
 
    Rusty  
 
    After one night, I was already on my way out of Indiana. It was going to take me a long time, but I was  
 
    determined to get to Isabella. She’d left me so that I could take care of things that I’d left unsettled, but the truth was that there was nothing more important in my life than being with her. I couldn’t afford to lose her over something from my past. My mother was going to have to learn to accept what she couldn’t change. The resemblance was only skin deep. What was inside of Isabella was nothing like any woman I’d ever met. She was heard-headed, always had to be right, caring, loyal, and above all the woman that I wanted to spend my future with.  
 
    It took me eleven and a half hours to get to North Carolina, and another hour after I’d called Noah and got the address of the farm. Beat, and ready to honestly sleep for another twelve hours, I pulled into the driveway and parked where I saw her parents SUV. She’d told me which house was hers on the farm, and I’d seen a ton of pictures, so I knew which house to walk up to. I knocked twice before one of the twins came to the door. He saw me and leaned on it. “Which one am I?”  
 
    “Is this a trick question? I’ve been driving for twelve hours, man. Can’t you give me a break?”  
 
    He opened the door and let me all the way inside. “Bella, there’s some dude here to see you.”  
 
    “Jax?” I guessed. He chuckled. “Close, but nope, I’m Jake.”  
 
     “Quit messing with him, Jax,” Tyler Mitchell yelled as he walked into the room. He stuck out his hand. “Rusty. Did you just come all the way from Indiana?”  
 
    “Yes.” I was a little upset with myself for not asking their permission to visit their daughter. She’s clearly been upset when he picked her up from the airport, and here I was beating down the door to get to her. I was lucky this guy didn’t jack me up and force me to be on my way.  
 
    “So you heard that her mother and I know the truth?”  
 
    I was stunned. Had she been so upset that she’d gotten to her parent’s farm and told them the truth? Did they know I wasn’t the father? “About what?”  
 
    I heard her voice before I knew she’d entered the room. “Everything.”  
 
    I put my hands in my pockets and clenched my jaw, trying to remain calm when I felt like the whole world was about to come crumbling down again. I’d driven so far to see her, to prove to her that my love was unconditional. After one fight she’d turned around and told them the truth. I didn’t understand how all of my efforts had turned to shit. “Why?”  
 
    She walked toward me, breaking the distance between us. When her arms wrapped around my waist I felt confused. Clearly her parents knew that I’d lied. They lose all respect for me, and probably help her come to some kind of agreement with her ex. Was this hug her way of saying she was sorry? Was this going to lead to her telling me we were through?  
 
    “I saw Tate today, Rusty.” The mere mention of his name made my heart wrench. This was the one person who could singlehandedly ruin my life. He could rip her away from me without a single consideration for what I was willing to do for her.  
 
    I cut her off. “Where? Why? I thought we talked about this.” It didn’t matter that her dad was standing there with us. I needed to know what had happened. I was determined to find out if I’d caused this. Was I the reason that she’d run to North Carolina and told everyone the truth?  
 
    “How about we go talk about this outside?” This wasn’t going to be good. She grabbed my hand and pulled me outside, where we  
 
    walked further to a large red barn. Inside it was finished off, for entertainment purposes. She sat down on a couch and I plopped down beside her. “I still can’t believe you came all of the way here. Did somethin’ bad happen in Indiana?”  
 
    “No.” I was antsy. “Everything is fine. Iz, I just came all this way to be with you. You’re scaring the shit out of me. What’s going on? Did you tell Tate about the baby to spite me?”  
 
    “Absolutely not. I didn’t tell Tate nothin’. We ran into each other in a store. It wasn’t difficult for him to assume I was pregnant. I look like one of the cattle in the pastures. In fact, if I dressed in black and white you wouldn’t even be able to tell us apart.”  
 
    “Don’t say that. You’re beautiful.” “I don’t feel beautiful.” My heart couldn’t take much more. I silently prayed that this was all a nightmare; that I wasn’t about to lose two people that I loved for the second time in my life. “I promise that you are. So then what happened?” I couldn’t let her change the subject, not when our future was riding on what had transpired.  
 
    She shrugged and looked down. I felt like she was trying to find the words to break my heart with as little pain as possible. She didn’t know I was already breaking apart inside.  
 
    “Then his wife walked up to us.” My eyes shot up to meet hers. “His wife? I’m confused.” “Let me help you out with that,” she offered. “Tate isn’t the  
 
    depressed soul he was a couple of months ago. It seems that he and Jenn have gotten back together. The main reason being that she’s pregnant with his child.”  
 
    In a matter of seconds everything had changed. “He’s having two children at the same time?”  
 
    She shook her head. “No, Rusty. He’s having one child.” She grabbed my hand and put it on her belly. “This little girl is yours.”  
 
    I can’t say that hearing that didn’t get me choked up. I wanted nothing more than to be a father to the child she was carrying. I’d made it my life’s mission to make it work. Just when I thought that all hope was lost, she was sitting across from me reassuring me that it was really going to happen. “So, he doesn’t know?”  
 
    Iz shook her head. “No. I lied about my due date so he couldn’t even inquire. Tate has a wife and a child on the way. Finding out the truth would just ruin his life again. Jenn would never be able to look past it. Besides, our daughter deserves to grow up in a stable environment, with two parents that love each other. Don’t you think?”  
 
    I ran my fingers through her wavy blonde hair. “Yeah. I do.”  
 
    “My parents know the truth now, Rusty. They’ve promised not to tell the rest of the family.”  
 
    “Are they pissed at me?”  
 
    “No. contrary to what you might have thought, my dad now considers you his hero. It’s no secret that he’s not my biological father, but he’d never admit that to anyone else. The moment I told him what you were willin’ to do for us, he was sold on you bein’ a part of my life.”  
 
    I pulled her against my chest and held her there as I spoke. “I was afraid I’d lost you. I can’t imagine spending a single day without you, Iz. That’s why I had to drive out here to find you. Indiana holds my past, and I get that you wanted me to have some kind of closure, but the truth is that I let go of it a long time ago, before you and I were even a thought. I explained to my parents that my future was in Kentucky, and I was staying there. While driving here I thought about what was best for our daughter. I’m going to see about getting back into the medical field. I’m sure there’s plenty of livestock that needs to be attended to. The Mitchell ranch alone pays the current vet a ton of money each year. I think if I got my license current, I’d be able to offer your family a more cost efficient plan than they’re paying. Maybe we could even open an animal hospital locally. With your business degree and my medical expertise, we could have our own family business. It’s going to take some time to see it all through, but don’t you think it will -.”  
 
    She cut me off before I could finish. Her lips pressed against mine, and I was lost in the moment. Not only had I not lost Isabella, but I’d somehow gained the respect of her father. It was a win-win situation for both of us.  
 
    We sat there on that couch for the longest time.  
 
    Her parents were waiting when we headed back to the house. The look on their faces let me know immediately that they approved of me stepping up. Her dad approached me first. He held out his hand. “I may have a man crush on your right now.”  
 
    “I’m going to pretend that’s not as weird as it sounds,” we both laughed as we shook. “I appreciate the gesture all the same. For a second I thought she was kicking me to the curb.”  
 
    “We wouldn’t have let her do that.” He patted me on the back. “We’d just kick her to the curb and adopt you.” He winked at his daughter when he said it.  
 
    From that moment I knew that everything was going to work out.  
 
    That night after everyone else was asleep, Isabella snuck us out to the old barn. Instead of taking us into the party area, she lead us back to a private quarters. A small cot was folded up on one side, and a couch was on the other. She pushed me backwards until I was forced to sit down on the sofa. She then climbed on top of me and leaned in to kiss me. Her belly pressed on my chest, but it didn’t offend me. I knew that inside of her was something beautiful; something that was going to change our lives forever. Our fingers intertwined on both hands. The peaceful quiet of being in the closed barn reminded me that we were totally alone. She rocked her body back and forth, letting me know what she wanted from me. I pulled away from her lips, letting mine linger there still so close. “I love you.”  
 
    “I know, Rusty. I’m going to thank God every day for bringin’ you into my life.”  
 
    “I should be the one thanking him. Just when I was ready to give up I found you.”  
 
    “Are you goin’ to make love to me, or sit here givin’ me more reasons to be crazy bout you?” She pulled her hands away from mine and ran them up my chest. “I’ll accept both, but prefer to have you naked.”  
 
    I picked her up and laid her down on the couch, so that I was hovering over her body. My hand coursed over her belly as I leaned down to kiss it gently. “My girl,” I whispered. Then I stood up and lifted my shirt over my head. “I think I’m going to do both, Iz.” I began removing my jeans. “I’m going to give you reasons to want me, while I’m making sweet love to you.”  
 
    From the smile on her face I could tell that had been the correct answer.  
 
    There was no telling what our future had in store for us, but I’d been given a second chance, and I was going to live every day like it was a treasure.  
 
    [image: ]  
 
    Epilogue – 1 Year Later  
 
    Isabella  
 
    “Jax, please don’t break that mirror. We drove all the way to Indiana to get it. I’d hate to see it damaged after  
 
    we got it all the way here.” My brother steadied his hold and helped me get it into our mimi and poppy’s front door. I still couldn’t believe that we were moving into the original farmhouse in North Carolina.  
 
    A lot had changed in the past year. Aside from planning the biggest wedding that my family was ever going to see, for my cousin Noah, and his fiancée Shalan, Rusty had started practicing medicine again. We were content in Kentucky until my parents offered us an opportunity that we couldn’t refuse. My grandparents were getting older, and barely used the upstairs of their house, except for storage. With a little work, my dad and uncle Conner had remodeled the entire second floor, giving us plenty of space to move in. For the most part my grandparents used four rooms that were located downstairs. My mom and dad had started making all the meals when my mimi had fallen asleep one night and almost burned down the house.  
 
    When my parents asked us to move back it wasn’t just so that I could babysit my grandparents. It was so they could all see our daughter Sarah more.  
 
    Sarah Mitchell Tillman was born on a cold winter’s night, during a full moon. The airports were closed, and it was impossible to drive from North Carolina to Kentucky. After they’d missed her first six days of life, my mom and dad were determined to be around for everything else that happened in her first eighteen years of life.  
 
    Aside from being amazingly supportive to me, my dad had given Rusty back something he’s been working hard to get. He had the front of a part of our property commercially zoned. In six months he and my uncle had gotten all of the permits, and started the construction of a state of the art Veterinary hospital.  
 
    The Tillman/Mitchell Medical Hospital was opening it’s doors in two weeks, and we hadn’t even finished moving from Kentucky yet.  
 
    We’d spent the past week in Indiana, introducing Sarah to Rusty’s parents. All it took was one glance and they were both in love. For the first time I felt like they were finally able to look past my appearance and see that I loved their son, and he felt the same about us.  
 
    We returned from the trip with his late daughter Sydney’s bedroom suite. I was reluctant at first, but could see how much it meant to Rusty to give it to Sarah. We also brought pictures to keep in her room of her sister that was up in heaven keeping her safe.  
 
    It was funny how things that would have once bothered me no longer did. Rusty hadn’t just proven to me that his love was real. He’d become close with my parents. He and my father hit it off early on, and even my brothers came around. Now, I had to fight with them to be alone with my boyfriend.  
 
    Speaking of my dad...  
 
    I turned to see him holding my daughter, then throwing her high into the air. My little nine month old was full of giggles, making me smile immediately. He wasn’t just happy to have me back home. The fact that he could spoil her every day had made both of my parents the happiest that I’d seen them in years. Not to mention the fact that they always wanted to babysit.  
 
    Just as I was watching the two of them bonding, I noticed Noah coming down the dirt road pulling the last of our things on a long trailer. Shalan waved before climbing out of the passenger seat and making her way over to where my dad and Sarah were. I met her halfway and hugged her, before heading in the direction of my cousin. “It took you long enough.”  
 
    “Shalan had to pee five times. I told her not to bring that jug of tea with us. I’m surprised she ain’t jigglin’ around.” I hugged my cousin mid-sentence.  
 
    “Thanks for doin’ this, Noah. I know you’re probably happy I’m gone, aren’t ya?”  
 
    He gave me a grumpy face. “Now, come on. You know I loved bein’ able to see my favorite cousin every day. It was only a matter of time before you came home to your daddy and momma. I just hope my sister doesn’t think she’s movin’ into that house now that it’s vacant.”  
 
    “Good luck with that. I think Christian needs some freedom, if you ask me.”  
 
    Noah lightly shoved me. He wasn’t good with hearing that his little sisters were growing up. Lord help him when they get serious with a guy.  
 
    “Mommy, somebody pooped her pants.” My father pretended to maker her fly as he handed her to me.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Dad? Can’t you change her?” “My years of changing shitty diapers are over.” Rusty walked up and held out his hands. “I’ll take her. Go  
 
    grab all the bags out of the back. Me and this little princess will meet you upstairs.” Sarah leaned toward him, going right to her daddy. I couldn’t get over how much she looked like me. We were thankful that it wasn’t the other way around, not that it would matter.  
 
    Tate’s life had taken him in a different direction. His parents sold their property and moved to Florida, where they were originally from. My mom said that after his baby was born that him and Jenn followed them. Our secret was going to stay buried. Tate had his family, and I had mine.  
 
    I turned my attention back to Rusty and Sarah. He kissed her on the forehead before lurching back to kiss me. “Don’t forget that little picture under the seat of the truck. I want to hang that tonight with the rest of them.”  
 
    I watched him walk in the house before smiling to my father. He made a sound and pretended to be cracking a whip. “You’ve got that man by the balls, honey. I’m so proud.”  
 
    “You’re terrible. I’m goin’ inside with my family. You should get on over there with yours.”  
 
    “My family is dwindling. Pretty soon your brothers will move out too.”  
 
    I shook my head and laughed when he pretended to cry. “Dad, this family is growin’. Don’t worry about Jake and Jax. They’ll live with you forever if you let them.”  
 
    I saw fear in my dad’s eyes before he turned to walk away. It was funny seeing him getting older, but rewarding to watch him loving all over his granddaughter. Why I ever thought that my family wouldn’t support me was beyond me. They obviously would move Heaven for me if they could.  
 
    I found Rusty inside with Noah and Shalan. The guys were putting the twin-sized bed together, while Shalan changed Sarah’s diaper. “How’d you get conned into this?”  
 
    “I offered. I’m going to need to practice if we’re going to start trying right after the wedding.” I was delighted to hear that my cousin, Noah, was ready to start a family. He was so in love, and I knew he’d be great at it. “Sorry you had to postpone the weddin’.”  
 
    “Did you honestly want to wear the dress I picked out at nine months pregnant?” She asked.  
 
     “No way!”  
 
    “It’s not a big deal. We’ve had more time to make it perfect. Pretty soon I’ll be Mrs. Noah Mitchell.”  
 
    I smiled, knowing that pretty soon I’d be saying the same thing. Rusty and I were waiting until everything settled down to tell my parents that we’d been talking about marriage. We didn’t need to hurry, but I wanted to have the same name as my daughter when she was old enough to understand. It wasn’t like I was worried about Rusty going anywhere. He had two reasons to stick around now, and a new business venture starting that he was thrilled about.  
 
    Later that night, after my cousin and Shalan had gone over to my parent’s house to sleep, Rusty and I laid in bed holding each other. He stared up at the ceiling, while I watched him. I still couldn’t get over how handsome he was to me, or the fact that a year ago we’d been so lost.  
 
    “Are you watching me? It’s a little creepy.”  
 
    “Creepy is how you were when we first met,” I teased. My naked leg looped over his as I lifted my body. “I can look at you if I want to.”  
 
    He reached his hand between my legs and started petting my pussy. “You know, I’m really good with cats.”  
 
    It took me a second to get his joke. I slapped him lightly. I knew right away where he’d gotten the idea from. “Oh my gosh. Did my father put you up to that?”  
 
    He chuckled against my naked chest. “No. He asked if I was good with cats. I just figured I’d let you know that I was. Would you like me to demonstrate my talents?”  
 
    I bit down on my lip and nodded, smiling from ear to ear. I already knew how good he was with my cat, the one he was sliding down to give special attention to.  
 
    My eyes closed as soon as I felt his tongue touching me there. I dug my nails into the new sheets, feeling him licking me top to bottom. “If the animal hospital fails, you could always make how-to videos on this,” I cackled.  
 
    He groaned, ignoring my comment and focusing on one thing.  
 
    Making me happy.  
 
    THE END OF BOOK 2 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    Chapter 1 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I wonder if I was switched at birth with some other green-eyed baby. How could it be possible that I’d spent my entire life cast out from all of my other cousins? Surely there had to be some common ground that united us, besides our obvious blood connection. At the end of the day, or should I say family gatherings, I was left in the corner, while everyone else enjoyed being together. 
 
    I suppose the adults enjoyed my company, when they weren’t talking about things I didn’t care to hear. There was even a time when my brother liked having me around, up until he got engaged to a famous singer. Nowadays it’s just me and the big world of college. 
 
    Choosing to live closer to campus was an easy decision. After having the dorm experience for the first two years of school, it was time for a change. Besides, I was getting sick of living vicariously through my mischievous younger sister’s antics, so going home was out of the question. Between her hookups, and the constant trouble she found herself in, my parents were always cleaning up her messes, and making sure she was being punished for her mistakes. In some ways I was jealous of Addison. My sister could walk into a room full of strangers and somehow be friends with everyone in little time. 
 
    I was the opposite. 
 
    Always the quiet type, I spent most of my childhood behind a book, or shadowing my mother. As I got older nothing changed, except for my appearance. I remember going through an awkward stage, where only my family, including my brother Noah told me I was pretty. Maybe that’s why I’m so self-conscious. When I look in the mirror I’ve never seen anyone beautiful staring back at me. Even though I resemble my gorgeous mother, with golden brown locks of wavy hair, and share my father’s green eyes, I see myself as plain, and somewhat nerdy.  
 
    Perhaps it’s derived from never being sure of myself, or having cousins that picked on me every chance they got. At the end of the day I was Christian Mitchell, oldest daughter of Colt and Savanna, second in line to the family ranch, and the least good looking of my two siblings. 
 
    I’d like to say that all of the above explanations led me in a good direction in finding myself. It would have been the educated decision they’d expect me to make. For lack of better terms I’d reached a breaking point in life. It wasn’t just about my looks, or my inability to communicate rationally with someone of the opposite sex. Surely I had a couple lasting friendships. I’d dated, even when my brother would threaten to chase them down our dirt road with a hunting rifle to keep them away.  
 
    Despite Noah’s efforts, there was a special guy in my life that I hung out with all the time. We’d been best friends for years. He was the person I’d turned to when I wanted a night of release. We were human, each of us needing a physical connection every once in a while. It still didn’t get me what I needed though. 
 
    My problems were about self-discovery, and it was time I finally found who the person was that I wanted to be. 
 
    I’ve heard college is the best years of a person’s life. Perhaps that’s true for most young adults. I’d seen my peers change in my first two years of attending the University of Kentucky. Like my father, I’d gotten a full ride, finding it easy to maintain a high grade point average with little effort. Socially I lacked confidence, which in turn caused me to be an outcast, just like in earlier years.  
 
    When I’d decided to live near the college my dad was leery about allowing me to live alone. It was then that we sought out housing looking for roommates. As nervous as I was to be around three female strangers, I knew it was impertinent that I forge forward with my anticipated need for change. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out early on that I had nothing in common with any of the girls. Not only was I the newbie, but they clearly had a long-standing bond with one another. Since I was used to being cast aside, I spent my first week organizing my new room, and staying out of everyone’s way. It would’ve been fine with me if we passed in the halls with a friendly gesture and went about our days as if I was just a friendly acquaintance.  
 
    Unfortunately, they didn’t share those feelings. 
 
    Becca seemed to be the leader of my three new roommates. There were all transplants to Kentucky, coming from all different states. Often they mentioned my strong drawl, though I never noticed it.  
 
    Becca was always in control of planning. It was she who came into my room, plopping down on my bed before forcing a conversation on me. I found it uncomfortable, as if she was invading my personal space, but longed for a connection with someone other than my own mother.  
 
    I wasn’t so much impressed with Becca as I was with the way she was able to act so bubbly all the time. People seemed drawn to her, which in turn made her highly likeable. Her long hair had both brown and blonde in it, and it hung down half of her back. The way she dressed left little to the imagination. I’d overheard her talking about being a cheerleader, which completely fit the stereotype I’d provided in my head. Still, we weren’t in high school anymore. I had to get over what clicks were like back then, and understand that people change. Just because she was well-liked didn’t make her someone I had to hate. It was more like jealousy of wanting her life, her friends, and of course her confidence. 
 
    “So, us girls are going out tonight, and we want you to come with us.” She threw up her hands before I could decline, or give her some convoluted reason why it would be a bad idea for me to tag along. “We aren’t taking no for an answer Christian. Unless you plan on joining a convent, you’re coming out with us.” 
 
    “If you insist.” I shrugged, still unsure of how I felt about it. The girls that I lived with liked to party I’d heard some of their crazy stories. I don’t think that I looked down on them for being so open-minded, it was more like I was jealous that they were so easily social. 
 
    “We do. Now, do something with your hair, put on some makeup, and change out of those clothes. If you need to borrow something of mine, you know where my closet is. In fact,” she put her finger up to her lips as she looked over my body. “I’ve got this red dress that would look hot as shit on you.” She left the room, quickly returning with what I would call a long shirt. It was see-through red fabric, low cut, and very stretchy. 
 
    “Becca, I don’t know about this. I’ve never worn somethin’ so tight before, and clearly I don’t have a body suit for underneath.” 
 
    “Girl, you’ve got a rocking body. It’s time you flaunted it. Besides where we’re goin’ you’ll fit right in.” She seemed sure, while I remained a skeptic. If this got me to meet new people, I was at least willing to give it a try. It couldn’t hurt to come out of my shell for a couple of hours, and they were nice to invite me.  
 
    An hour later I sat in front of a vanity mirror staring back at a person I barely recognized. Becca had been nice enough to come in and do my makeup. I felt like she was making me look like a floozy, albeit the final result was something overwhelming. I’d never felt like I was beautiful, even though people had always complimented me. The reflection I was seeing was gorgeous. My hair, flowing with long curls, fell down over the middle of my back. My eyelashes were lengthened, and the dark shadow on the lids caused my green eyes to look so pronounced. 
 
    Becca stood back with her arms folded across her chest. “So, you’re totally smokin’. I’d do you. With that body and your southern drawl, girl you’ll be the talk of the night.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, paying little attention to her forward announcement. While I leaped to my feet, spinning around checking out my ass in the mirror, I felt sexy. It was something I’d never been comfortable with. “Impressive.” 
 
    “Maybe after tonight you’ll realize that hidin’ behind those books ain’t how college life is supposed to be. You need to experience things, Chris. God gave you that rockin’ body. It’s time you showed it off. I know I’d kill for your tits.” 
 
    I looked down at my cleavage, noticing how the bra underneath shown through. “I’m ready when you are.” She couldn’t understand what it was like to never feel like you could fit in. I wanted to be liked, but changing myself to do it didn’t seem like it was real. At any rate, I wanted to try.  
 
    Right before we went out my best friend, Ethan called to check on me. My stomach still got butterflies at the mere thought of him. It was probably juvenile to feel so excited about someone I’d known forever.  
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “What are you doin’ tonight?” 
 
    I kept checking out my ass in the mirror as I spoke. “I’m going out with my roommates actually.” 
 
    “Wow. Seriously? I thought you didn’t like them.” 
 
    I smirked, knowing he couldn’t see. “I never said that. It was more like they didn’t care for me.” 
 
    “That’s their loss. Listen, if you have a bad time you can call me. I’ll pick you up and keep my questions to a minimum.” 
 
    “Yeah right. I can already tell you’re bustin’ to hear about it.” 
 
    He was quiet for a second. “Chris,” he always called me that. “I wanted to talk to you about somethin’ tonight, but I guess it can wait. Call me tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, I will.” As much as I’d become curious as to what he’d want to discuss, I was eager to have this night out, so that I could discover all that I’d been missing out on. 
 
    When we piled into Becca’s compact car, I sat with my hands clasped together in the backseat thinking about Ethan. We’d been friends since middle school, and I guess I’d always had a crush on him. Like me, he’d been focused on school and not wanted a relationship to be damaging to his education, no matter how close we became.  
 
    Since we hung out so often we were comfortable being alone together. One night, years ago, we were alone in his living room watching a movie after quizzing each other for a final exam. His father had started a fire before heading upstairs, and the crackling set a romantic ambience. I think secretly his parents were always trying to get us to hook up, because they liked my family.  
 
    Our first kiss came after a long discussion about staying focused. We sat there side by side agreeing that being in a relationship would cause unwanted stress and break our strict study guidelines. Neither of us talked about having feelings for each other, and honestly, at the time, I hadn’t given it much thought, although I know now that I was swooning hard. It was that night, in that very setting where we decided to satisfy our desires together. We made a pact to share all of our firsts. It was a pact that we’d kept since that night. If there was something new to discover we’d do it together. 
 
    The awkward kiss that started it all lead to something so much deeper for me. I’d had boyfriends, but never experienced something real. That intense feeling caught me off guard, and as our practicing progressed, I longed for more from him. 
 
    We slept together for the first time that following month, and had been sexually active with one another for a couple of years. I’d fallen hopelessly in love with him. We hadn’t only lost our virginity with each other because we had feelings; it was also because we trusted each other. Somehow that trust became more for me.  
 
    Ethan must have noticed and gotten freaked out. He said he could only love me as his best friend. As much as the friendship meant to me I accepted it. Slowly he started pulling away, and ended up becoming interested in one of our friends. It took me two months to be able to be near him again, and when we were together I couldn’t stop the longing to be closer to him. 
 
    After graduation we were still sleeping together often, and spending huge amounts of time either with each other or on the phone. He knew everything about me, and I him. I guess that’s why it was so difficult to hide my feelings. 
 
    College had helped. 
 
    While we attended the same university, our schedules kept a good distance between us. Though still study partners, and the closest of friends, we didn’t have much time to hook up, causing me to feel unwanted whenever were alone.  
 
    Lately he’d been calling more. It was odd to me how for so long I wanted his attention, and now when I was ready to open up and explore whatever else was out there, he was showing back up. 
 
    I looked down at my messages on my cell phone, seeing that besides Ethan, only my family ever called me. This night had to go well, because I was determined to break out of this shell and become something more than a boring nerd. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    A prude. 
 
    That’s what I’d been for twenty years of my life.  
 
    The lights had been dimmed as we entered into the Lazy Horse Club. The tantric music played, creating an ambience as we located seats. Right away I knew where they’d brought me, and it was an immediate anxiousness when my eyes sought out the person on the stage.  
 
    A blonde female, probably my age, swayed her body, while her hands gradually played with the tiny straps on either side of her hips. I wanted to turn away, feeling ashamed for staring. This wasn’t a place I ever thought I’d be. 
 
    While relaxing enough to find a chair, I sat with my back to the stage. My mind went to my mother, and what she’d say if she ever found out I was in this type of establishment. Surely my new roommates had been here before, because I watched two of them, Becca and Mandi, waving to the girl on stage. They whistled, causing my curiosity to make me turn to see what could be so interesting. 
 
    She was now topless, squatting down with her back up against a pole. Her arms were lifted above her head, her breasts at full attention.  
 
    To say that I was uneasy would have been an understatement. I couldn’t fathom how I was intrigued, but yet as my eyes focused in on the confidence she held, a part of me felt jealous.  
 
    I’d always believed that women who dance for money had problems; like daddy issues, or even just for money. I felt like they were desperate and it was some last resort. This woman on the stage seemed happy, almost like she carried herself as if she was a queen. As her song ended, she hopped off the platform and headed in our direction. I turned my chair back around, trying to make it less obvious that I’d been in awe.  
 
    When she sat down beside me I almost wanted to cry, in fear that she would address the way I’d been watching her. Instead, she pretended that I wasn’t even present. “So, what’d you think of the new song?” 
 
    Becca reached over the table and took the stripper’s hands. “It was great. I noticed how many tips you got. The men loved it.” 
 
    I tightened my lips and sat silently listening to the next song begin to play as a new girl was introduced to the crowd. Shell, my third roommate turned her attention to me. “Sorry, Chris, this is Amber. Her dance name is Charisma. She used to live in your room, before she started making the big bucks. Now she’s got a studio apartment all to herself.” 
 
    Since money was never an issue with my family, I was just learning how someone could struggle as an adult.  I tried not to talk about my family much, so that people wouldn’t want to be my friend for the wrong reasons. I’d been raised that money didn’t make a person, but knew enough to see how people could be taken advantage of if they had it. In all honesty, it wasn’t my money.  It wasn’t like I was helping out around the ranch in anyway. My parents wanted my focus to be on school. 
 
    Amber looked me up and down, taking in the dress that fit so snug against my curves. “It’s nice to meet you, Chris. Is this your first time in a strip club? You seem uncomfortable.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s that obvious?” 
 
    She reached over and put her hand over mine, smiling fully as she spoke. “Don’t worry. I felt the same way my first time. Trust me, coming from my religious family, I never would have stepped foot into one of these places if it weren’t for Becca. One night out turned into a new life for me. Now I’m able to afford school and live lavishly without having to bust my ass every second of the day. Here these will help.” She slid over two shots. 
 
    I looked down at them, contemplating if I wanted to drink or not. After watching her doing her own, I succumbed to the pressure.  
 
    They burned like my throat was on fire, and I puckered up my face to handle the extreme discomfort. “I suppose the hours would be better,” I finally replied. 
 
    “Honey,” she started. “I work three days out of the week, for four hours at a time, and still bring home a grand easy. I’ve even started doing private parties. I get three hundred bucks for an hour and a half. Usually I end up splitting it with whoever I take, even if they don’t dance with me. It’s peace of mind knowing I’m not alone with strangers, ya know?” 
 
    I nodded, still in shock with being in a strip club and sitting next to a topless girl. It was difficult, even for a straight person, to not have your eyes radiate to naked skin, especially when it was right in my face. “I get it. It’s not something I could ever do, but it’s great that you can spend more time on school. So, if you don’t mind me askin’, what’s your major?” 
 
    She smiled. “Psychology.”  
 
    I was impressed again that she was seeking such a difficult occupation. It took a certain kind of dedication to focus on the medical field. This girl wasn’t a bimbo. She clearly knew what she wanted, and also how to make it happen.  
 
    While my roommates were having a good time, I was mesmerized that this lifestyle was nothing I’d imaged it to be. It was so intriguing, and I found myself wondering what each dancer’s story was.  
 
    Before I could ask Amber more, she smirked and waved as a gentleman motioned for her to join him. She stood up and leaned forward. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. This guy tips out the ass, and I don’t want to keep him waiting.” 
 
    For the next several hours, and drinks later, the four of us sat there watching the girls dancing around the stage. With each act, I could sense that same confidence with the performers. Maybe I picked up on it because it was something I lacked. Perhaps I was in amazement to be experiencing this type of lifestyle. No matter how I tried to spin that this wasn’t something I’d ever be interested in being around, I was drawn with curiosity. Not to mention that as I sat there watching someone of the same sex  dancing around, I became very aware of how turned on it was making me. When Amber came back to our table she was pulling five dollar bills out of her G-string. “It’s a good night, ladies.” 
 
    A group of guys at a table next to us started cat-calling. We all turned to see that they were asking us to join them. Of course, all of the girls except for me thought it was a fun idea. I felt someone tugging on my arm, and noticed that Amber was pulling me along. “You remind me so much of myself. Is your name Christina?” 
 
    “No, it’s Christian.” 
 
    She giggled as we sat down at the new table. “You’re shitting me.” 
 
    I shook my head, finding humor in her shock. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Wow. Let me guess, catholic school girl. Your parents are still happily married, and they never miss a Sunday in church?” 
 
    “Are you psychic?” 
 
    She grimaced before continuing. “No. I like to think that I’m a good judge of character. Believe it or not you’re lucky. Not many kids live with both parents nowadays. It’s part of the reason why I want to be a psychologist. I feel like if people tried a little harder then marriage wouldn’t be such a failure.” 
 
    “Are you from a broken family?” I wondered if my question was too personal after I’d asked. 
 
    “Actually I’m not. I’m the middle child to a doctor, and a teacher. My dad’s a surgeon, and my mother works with special needs kids. They’ve never needed to work on their marriage, because neither is around each other enough to fight.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I felt bad for her. 
 
    “Don’t be. We spend holidays together, and vacation during the summer.” 
 
    I needed to change the subject, but the guys we were now with wouldn’t stop addressing us, so I let them do it for me.  
 
    We both turned to see what they wanted. Immediately I caught eyes with one in particular. His brown hair was disheveled on the top of his head, while white teeth brightened his smile. “My name’s Seth.” 
 
    “Christian.” 
 
    “Is that your dancer name?” I was flustered that he’d ask that, assuming I was a stripper. 
 
    “No! This is my first time at a place like this.” 
 
    His eyes traveled from my chest down to my legs. I crossed them when his glaring made me uncomfortable. “You would kill on the stage.” 
 
    It was a good thing that the room was dark, because I didn’t want this guy to see how much I was blushing. I narrowed in on his hand, tracing the condensation on his bottle of beer. There was something about the way he caressed it that made me think about how he touched a woman. Perhaps I was horny, or maybe this kind of place brought a sexual arousal out in people. Whatever the case, I began licking my lips before I could respond. “You think so?” 
 
    He leaned in close to me, so that the other people at the table couldn’t hear us. “I know when I’m in my bed tonight I’m not going to be picturing the women that work here.” 
 
    Our eyes met as I took in his compliment, wondering if he was actually hitting on me. “Do you go to school here?” 
 
    He sipped his beer. “We have two classes together. Since you sit in the front, I knew you wouldn’t notice.” 
 
    During class I remained focused. I’d always sat in the front of the room, and been the first person to participate. Clearly everything else in the room was unimportant. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m very studious.” A barmaid delivered a round of shots to our table. As one was slid in front of me I waited for the cue and downed the liquor. It burned going down, but seemed much easier than the first couple. I was feeling relaxed as Seth replied. 
 
    “If that’s the case then what are you studying right now?” 
 
    “What…nothin’! I came here with friends,” I said defensively. 
 
    “Right. First timer.” He looked over at topless Amber. Right away I felt a wave of unexpected jealously. Her perky breasts were exposed and she downed a shot with several guys at the table.  
 
    “What about you?” I interrupted. “Do you come here a lot?” 
 
    Slowly he directed his eyes to me. “It depends.” I watched the rim of his beer bottle surrounded by his lips. His Adam’s apple bobbled as he swallowed. This place was like a natural aphrodisiac. I’d never felt so drawn to a man before. As naked women danced on the stage in front of us, all I could think about was what it would feel like to kiss this guy. 
 
    “Occasionally.” He put his arm around me as he talked. “Take a night like this. I didn’t really feel like going out, but a friend of mine shot me a text that said the ladies tonight were the best he’d seen. It peaked my interest.” 
 
    “The dancers are very pretty,” I added. 
 
    He smiled and drug his index finger over my bottom lip. “Yeah, I don’t think he was talking about the dancers.” 
 
    I pulled away quickly, getting a sense of presumption out of his comment. “That’s flattering.” 
 
    He flipped me a grin, turned his attention to the stage, and then back to me. “Would you feel better if we got out of here?” 
 
    Stumbling for an answer, I was saved by one of my roommates. “How about we all get out of here? Y’all can come back to our place if you want to party. We’ve got plenty of booze.” Becca seemed excited, and I got the feeling that she knew the guys pretty well. 
 
    “Yeah, and I could come by once I get off. I’d love to see what Chris did to my old room.” She winked at me before climbing up out of her seat and walking away. 
 
    I fidgeted with my clutch purse, trying to avoid making eye contact with Seth. He was sexy, sure of himself, and clearly out to get my attention. Just because I was dressed like a slut didn’t mean I was one. He obviously had the wrong impression if he thought I was ready to take him back to my room and get freaky, or did he? 
 
    As we all climbed back in Becca’s car I started wondering what would have been so bad about hooking up with a hot guy. We were both adults. It wasn’t like it was against the law. If I wanted to be treated like a normal person I had to step out of my shell. Even though I knew sex was never an answer, there was a possibility that I’d become so worked up that I may not be able to decline. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    With a car full of guys pulling up behind us we didn’t have much time to prepare the house for visitors. Although we kept it pretty clean, my room had clothes all over the floor, including underwear. I rushed inside and began shoving my bras and panties into a pile. When I heard someone laughing I turned to see Seth leaning against the doorframe. “You don’t need to straighten up on my account. I’m not here to admire your furniture.” 
 
    I noticed how he was looking at me as I sat down on my mattress. “What are you here to admire?” It was a rhetorical question. 
 
    He crossed his arms and chuckled to himself. “I think we both know the answer to that.” 
 
    Looking at my nightstand, I noticed that it was still early. Laughter could be heard from the living room, and a part of me knew that we should go join everyone else. After only three shots I was feeling adventurous. It was unlike me to drink at all, combine that with my low weight and I knew I was already buzzed. 
 
    I crossed my legs, noticing immediately where his eyes lingered. “So you think that since we shared a moment I’m going to put out?” 
 
    He still didn’t move from my doorframe. I suppose someone else could have been listening, not that I cared. I wasn’t close enough to any of them to give a damn.  
 
    “I don’t think anything.” Slowly he walked into the room and closed the door behind him. At first I assumed he’d make his way over to my bed, but instead stood in the same place. “Invite me over there with you.” 
 
    “No!” He was crazy if he thought I was going to ask. When I didn’t respond right away he located a chair under my computer desk and walked over to it. After turning it around to face in my direction he sat down and placed his palms on his knees.  
 
    “Is this better?” 
 
    “Actually, it was probably a mistake for you to assume that any spot in my room would be a good one.” I let my words sink in for a moment. He needed to know I wasn’t easy, even though every single time I looked his way I thought about what it’d be like to date someone like him. “I’m not going to sleep with you, Seth.” 
 
    He seemed disappointed, but for only a short time. “I get it. You don’t know me. Nice girls like you don’t usually put out. That’s a good thing, even if guys like me don’t like it.” 
 
    “I’m impressed that you have both looks and brains.” 
 
    His chuckle let me know that he took it as a compliment. “Since you have me pegged, and you certainly have every right to, tell me something about you.” 
 
    I looked down at what I was wearing, suddenly realizing how uncomfortable I felt. I motioned to the garment. “For starters, this isn’t what I’m about. Becca let me borrow it for tonight. I know you’re probably thinkin’ that I look cute, but I feel ridiculous. ” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, you look hot. I think we’ve already covered that though.” I was getting this vibe from him that he wasn’t like other guys. He kept paying me compliments like he was determined to win my trust. Seth was sitting far enough away to assure that I wouldn’t feel uncomfortable. “If you want to go change I can wait right here for you to get back,” He raised his brow and paused. “Or you could show me what you learned at the club tonight.” 
 
    I laughed at his comment, until realizing he was being serious. “That’s not happening!” 
 
    “Well that’s a shame because I’ve got a feeling you’d give those girls a run for their money.” His half-smile made me feel like he was being cocky. Did he expect me to dance around my room? 
 
    “How about I just take off my clothes and spread out on my bed for you to join me?” I waited to see his reaction. 
 
    Sure enough, his face filled with excitement. In a way I was flattered that the idea was appealing to him. “Seriously?” 
 
    “No. I’m not serious. We may be adults, but I’ve got no intentions of flaunting my naked skin to you tonight.” 
 
    He stood up and walked toward the door. “It’s obvious you don’t want me in here. It’s a shame, because I’d rather hang out in this room with you than be out there with those drunks. Maybe in time we’ll become friends. Until then, it was great talking to you tonight, Chris.” 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    As he exited the room I stood there staring at the door. Had he really just walked away without an argument? I’d never known a guy to give up so easily. After sulking for maybe losing an opportunity with a perfectly decent guy, I decided to get changed and join my roommates. They’d taken me out and been so nice. I couldn’t just hide out in my room all night.  
 
    It took only a few minutes to throw on a baggy t-shirt and a pair of shorts. I then followed the laughter into the large kitchen where I found everyone conversing. Since I’d assumed that I had chased Seth away, I was surprised to find him standing there amongst the group of people. Our eyes met and I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    My attention was grabbed when Becca pulled me up to the counter and slid a glass of some liquor concoction my way. “Come on, Chris. We’re playin’ a drinkin’ game.” 
 
    Even though I didn’t feel like participating, I knew it was imperative to make a good impression if I wanted to find friends.  
 
    Two hours later I couldn’t feel my face. Everything that was said was somehow hilarious, and my shyness had suddenly ceased to exist. It was also very obvious that Seth was still interested in me. As the game progressed he’d ended up sliding in closer to where I sat. Most of the people had exited the room once it was over, leaving only a few standing around. Seth brought his lips up to my ear. I closed my eyes, feeling turned on that he was so near. “Let’s go back to your room.” 
 
    I mumbled my words, speaking softly with intentions that nobody else could hear. Unfortunately, in my drunken state I wasn’t as quiet as I thought. “Definitely.” 
 
    At some point Amber had showed up. Thankfully she was clothed, because I liked talking to her, but felt uncomfortable when we’d met. Throwing herself in between Seth and me, she got up close to my face. “Is this guy giving you trouble?” Even in my condition I could tell she was drunk.  
 
    “No. He’s fine.” I looked to Seth as I answered. He was mid sip on his drink and pulled away with a smile on his closed lips. 
 
    She placed her palm on his chest. “We go way back, Seth and I. Don’t let him fool you. He’s a smooth talker.” 
 
    I giggled. “I didn’t think otherwise.” 
 
    “Just so you know I have firsthand experience with this guy. He likes to be in control.”  
 
    While laughing at her  comment, Seth rushed forward, gently grabbing my arm and leading me out of the kitchen. “Don’t listen to Amber. How about we go somewhere quiet?” 
 
    He may have felt embarrassed, but I appreciated her honesty. If I were sober it may have bothered me that he’d been with my new stripper friend. Apparently I was too emaciated to consider what I was actually doing. 
 
    By the time we’d made it into the confines of my room, we were already lip-locked. Seth had his hands on my ass as I pressed him against the door to close it. Mid-kiss I backed away, noticing his intent-filled eyes watching me. He licked his wet lips and stepped forward toward me as I continued moving backwards. “We’re back to the same place,” I noted. 
 
    “Are we still strangers?” He gained inches on me, finding my waist before my butt reached the bed. “I can still leave if that’s what you want?” 
 
    I could feel his breath on my face, as well as the lingering smell of the whiskey he’d been drinking all night. This was it. I could tell him to leave like the old Christian would have done, or I could take a leap of faith and let my new found freedom guide the way to happiness.  
 
    It was no secret that I was attracted to this guy, and with the amount of alcohol we’d both consumed it would be easy to let go. The truth was I wanted this to happen. There was some necessary desperation to feel accepted by not only this guy that I barely knew, but the people in the next room. I needed to fit in, and if I could do that and receive some much needed satisfaction I was up for the challenge.  
 
    It was time for the new me to shine. “I’m not going to ask you to leave, Seth.” Our eyes met, and I could see the excitement shining across his face. “In fact, I’m thinking that I’d like you to stay.” 
 
    Our lips connected, lightly brushing together. I could taste the liquor on his tongue as it coursed over mine. His gruff whiskers tickled my face while our kissing intensified. Large hands cupped my ass, lifting me onto my soft mattress. I pulled away to back up so that he had room to join me. I didn’t have to ask. Seth leaned forward bringing one knee up before the other. I could feel his weight on the bed as our mouths connected again. Immediately he brought one hand up and cupped my breast. My normal instinct would have been to push him away, but I refused to be that person. I couldn’t be that innocent little girl that my parents expected me to always be. Independence was something I strived for; something I needed to find on my own. 
 
    That same hand pushed the fabric of my shirt up to reveal my naked abdomen. The cool air in the room was apparent, even though parts of my body were numb. His warm touch sent chills all through me. As one hand traveled up and underneath  my underwire, I lifted my knee to feel his eagerness, becoming turned on more. He took my hand and guided it over his groin.  “Is that what you want to feel, baby?” 
 
    Him calling me that sent me into a frenzy. Ethan and I had experimented with many things, and he liked to call me babe on occasion. Somehow it always made me feel like I was his, in a teenage-girl kind of way. Even though this was just casual sex, it felt different for me, which in turn was quite exciting. I wasted no time reaching my hand down his pants and feeling the smooth skin of his erection. Despite it being squished in between fabric I could tell his girth was impressive. My kisses became more aggressive when he began grinding himself into me. “You want it now, don’t you?” 
 
    I closed my eyes to try and rationalize with myself on the answer. The right thing to do was kick him out and forget all about it happening, but I didn’t want to be a good girl. I wanted to feel like Amber did when she got up on that stage. I wanted to be in control for the first time in my life, instead of the girl that hid behind the books. 
 
    I shoved Seth off of me and stood on the mattress. He leaned up on his elbows as I began swaying to music that didn’t even exist. There was no real rhythm involved. I was far too drunk to attempt to be graceful. Through the madness I grabbed the edge of my t-shirt and slowly lifted it over my head. My midriff beckoned to be touched, so I looked down as my fingers trailed the skin beneath my navel. Seth licked his lips as he observed the show catered for his amusement. He didn’t scrutinize as I wriggled out of my pants, letting them drop to my ankles. “Is this what you wanted to see tonight?” I asked as I flipped around shaking my ass while playing with the elastic on my thong.  
 
    His warm hands grasped my calves and started rubbing the skin on my legs. Thankful that I’d shaved, I removed my bra and tossed it across the room. When I finally turned around to face Seth I was completely naked, covering my breasts with my own palms. “Show me,” he said as he stared at my chest. I froze in place, knowing that only a small thong kept me from being without clothes in front of this man that I’d just met. My fingers inched away from my nipples, revealing the brown circles in the center of each breast. “I want to taste you.” 
 
    He may as well have put his mouth up to my pussy already, because that’s how hot I got when I heard him saying it. I dropped to my knees, allowing him to remove my panties himself. In no time at all he’d pulled me on top of his face, immediately going to work with his tongue. I threw my head back and let the tantalizing sensations devour every part of me. His skilled tongue flicked over my clit, causing me to shiver and cry out words that made no sense at all. The harder he did it, the more difficult it was for me to hold still. I was convulsing over his face, and he seemed to be getting off on it.  
 
    When Seth knew he’d taken me to new heights, he pushed me to the side. There was no need for him to ask me to participate. I was already longing to touch him and discover what else he could do to my body. The comfort of the alcohol was allowing me to feel relaxed; to not worry about what he might be thinking, or if I was bad at something. All I wanted was to keep going, even if that was hard to admit to myself. 
 
    After unzipping his pants, and pulling out his thick cock, I took him into my hand. His fingers played in my messed up hair as I jerked him off. His girth made me wonder about oral sex, and if my lips could even fit around it. The good thing was that I wasn’t about to find out. That was something I’d never done before. Using my saliva as a lubricant, I let my palm give him pleasure, while moving at a steady pace. Being that he was pretty drunk, I knew I was safe from having him ejaculate all over the place. I was being careless, but I couldn’t stop. 
 
    Seth pulled my hair, forcing me to back up. “I need to stop before I do something I’ll regret. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Honestly, from the moment he walked out of the bedroom, I felt like it was over. Maybe he’d lost interest in me and this was his excuse. Perhaps I was just bad at making out, or the way I’d handled him going down on me. I know it seemed irrational, but nothing else made sense. 
 
    After locating my sheets, I pulled them up to my chin and looked at the ceiling wondering how I’d always ended up in the same situation. A single tear dropped from my eyes, and I began to sniffle.  
 
    Then my door opened. 
 
    Seth came walking back inside, locking the door behind him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a condom, holding it up as if it were a prize. “Sorry it took so long. It was in the bottom of the glove compartment.” He noticed the way the covers were pulled up. “Did you change your mind?” 
 
    Using my feet, I kicked them down. “No, that’s not it.” 
 
    Desperate for the connection, I patted the mattress beside me. Seth headed in my direction, dropping his pants before joining me under the covers. His kisses weren’t aggressive, but subtle and kind. He took his time caressing my skin, savoring the moment as if we had all of the time in the world.  
 
    Even though I could still taste the liquor on his tongue, I cared less about it. It was very apparent that he being responsible had given me an extra bout of confidence. I felt like he was a good guy, and maybe, just possibly he’d want to see me again after this was all over. Seth could be my way in with improving my social life.  
 
    This one-night-stand had serious potential. 
 
    Being with a stranger, even if we’d talked for several hours before, had me worried. I’d never done this, albeit  that casual sex was something that happened quite frequently with people my age. Maybe if I hadn’t been raised by my church-going, ten-commandment, abiding parents I’d have different morals. There again, my sister didn’t seem to have my struggles with fitting in and breaking rules, nor did my older brother Noah. Their free spirits made me envious, which was yet another reason why I was allowing this encounter to take place.  
 
    As our kissing intensified, Seth’s hands explored my body. He’d already spent enough time between my legs that I felt more comfortable being naked in bed with him. I ran my fingers down his back as he sat up to apply protection. The crackle of the wrapper was another reminder of what was about to happen. When he turned to face me our eyes met. I wouldn’t call it a cosmic connection, but I absolutely knew we were both on the same page. My buzz had eased the nerves leaving me ready and willing. 
 
    Seth started out on top of me, entering me with ease. I was already so wet between my legs that we didn’t need any more foreplay. My muscles were contracting in all of the right places each time he coursed in and out of me. He leaned forward to kiss me several times, and I found it reassuring to know that he cared enough to make sure that I didn’t think he was selfish.  
 
    When we went to flip positions he slid back inside of me, but stopped to stare at my face. “You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    I looked away as the heat rushed to my cheeks. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m serious. You’re gorgeous. I knew when I saw you in class that I wanted to see you naked.” He laughed and brushed a strand of hair away from my face.  
 
    “That’s a drunk statement.” 
 
    “No,” he argued. “It’s not. I noticed you the first day of the semester. You wore this red shirt that said something across the chest. You had shorts with rips on the thighs and I couldn’t help but notice the skin it revealed. I wanted you to notice me, but you were too busy reading your syllabus to even notice me standing next to you.” 
 
    I felt flattered, and a bit saddened. Perhaps we could have been friends before having to meet officially in a strip club. “Sorry. School is important to me. I guess you could call me a nerd.” 
 
    “Na. I’ll stick with beautiful.” He leaned forward and kissed my lips slowly, seeming like he was savoring them. “Now, where were we?” 
 
    As goose bumps covered the outside of my skin, new sensations filled my insides. His strides became faster as he pumped inside of me. Seth reached between us, rubbing hard against my clit. My own body began to twitch and shake as uncontrolled bouts of pleasure overwhelmed me. I knew he was enjoying seeing me lose control, because the next thing I knew he was holding me still and clenching up his face. When he finally relaxed he rolled us over to be lying side by side. “You okay?” He asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve never had a one-night stand before. Honestly, I don’t know how I feel about it.” 
 
    Seth rolled over on his back and looked up at the ceiling fan as he spoke. “I feel so good right now.” The bed was moving a bit, and I understood it was because he was removing the condom. I grabbed a napkin off of my nightstand that I’d been using for a coaster and handed it to him. After confiscating the used rubber, he turned to face me. Even with feeling uneasy over my actions, I managed to smile. 
 
    “You know, it’s not a one-night-stand if it happens again.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to sleep with you tomorrow?” It was a simple question. 
 
    “That depends on your answer,” he teased. 
 
    “I’ll probably say yes,” I taunted back. 
 
    Shortly after that we both passed out. I didn’t know about Seth, but I for one couldn’t hold my liquor very well. After the buzz wore off I was left exhausted. Falling asleep was easy, so much so that I didn’t even care that a stranger was asleep in bed with me, locked in my room. 
 
    My parents would have been so disappointed in me, but somehow I couldn’t stop smiling. All of the years they’d spent educating me on how to be the proper kind of lady had just gone to shit. It didn’t matter to me, because this was my chance to reinvent myself, and I was damn sure going to do it. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    The early morning light illuminated the room even though I had the blinds closed. The reminder of what had happened last night was a muscular forearm draped over my chest. Considering that I was about to pee myself, I knew I had to free his limb without waking him.  
 
    As slow as I could move I slid off the bed, almost tumbling to the hardwood floor. I crept out of the bedroom before I noticed any movement. Once inside the confines of the bathroom, I stared in the mirror at the person I wasn’t sure I knew anymore.  
 
    It was true that I’d known exactly what I was doing with Seth. Even though I wanted it to happen, a part of me hated that I’d allowed myself to change in an effort to fit in. My red eyes were probably from the amount of alcohol I’d consumed, but I saw them as regret; a reminder of the lengths I was willing to go to seek acceptance. After brushing my teeth, and cleaning up a bit, I marched into my room prepared to face whatever came my way. I just didn’t expect it to be empty. 
 
    Seth was gone, and even though I was clothed, I felt naked.  
 
    The utter humiliation of knowing I’d slept with someone that didn’t even have the decency to say goodbye was devastating. I’d stooped to a whole new low, and been left to suffer the consequences. Just as my butt made contact with the mattress my bedroom door flew open. Becca rushed in, placing her hands on her hips even before she came to a halt in front of me. “What’s Seth Radcliff doing coming out of your room at the crack of dawn?” 
 
    I shrugged and looked over at my furrowed sheets. Dismay was written all over my face. “Do I have to spell it out?” I said in an undertone. 
 
    “Did you sleep with him?” 
 
    Was she really that naive? “What do you think?” I may have been quiet, but I wasn’t blind. He was sexy, kissed with passion, and made me weak in the knees. From the moment we first touched I knew that I secretly wanted him. 
 
    “Girl, don’t be surprised if you get a visit from Mila.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “His girlfriend, well, on again off again. They break up all of the time. As soon as Seth hooks up with someone new they have a huge blowout and then make up for a couple of weeks. When she finds out he slept with you she’s going to shit her drawers. There’s no way she can compete.” 
 
    It was another nice compliment she’d paid me. I appreciated how it wasn’t about me looking like someone else to fit in. She was saying I was beautiful, and it meant so much to me that I forgot about the seriousness of the conversation for a few short moments. 
 
    “I didn’t know he had a girlfriend.” 
 
    “He doesn’t, technically. It’s so complicated. I should have mentioned it last night, but you were the last person I saw hooking up with a guy you just met. Clearly I have a lot to learn about you,” she teased. 
 
    “I’m an open book, I can assure you. Last night was a mistake. I drank a lot, and so did Seth. Maybe he won’t tell anyone. I mean, he left without sayin’ goodbye, so I can only assume that I wasn’t anything to write home about.” 
 
    “Seth’s not like that. He won’t stay quiet. I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but you need to be prepared, just in case. Hopefully it will all blow over in a couple of days.” 
 
    Just as I started to reply I heard a phone ringing, and it wasn’t my normal tone. I shuffled through the sheets until I found an unfamiliar cellular device. It was obviously Seth’s.  
 
    “Oh shit. That’s Seth’s phone isn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded. “What should I do? It says that it’s Mike.” 
 
    “Pick it up. It’s probably just Seth looking for his phone.” 
 
    I did as she suggested and lifted the receiver to my ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Chris, it’s Seth. Can you meet me later so I can get my phone? I left it by accident.” 
 
    The elephant in the room was obvious to me, even if it wasn’t meant to be.  He wasn’t bringing up where he’d left it, or the fact that he’d left without saying goodbye. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    The line was quiet for a second. “Do you think maybe we could study later together?” 
 
    This caught me off guard. Did the popular man I’d just spent the night with really want to get behind a book with me? “Are you jokin’?” 
 
    “No. Listen, I’m late for something, but I’ll call you later when I’m done.” 
 
    “Okay,” was all I could say to him. I was still in shock, too flabbergasted to think about my actions. 
 
    After the call ended I noticed that Becca was still standing in front of me. Her hands remained on her hips, while her brow was cocked. “I could hear what he asked you. Chris, you can’t see him again. I mean, we all like Seth, but he’s the kind of guy that’s too good to be true. I can assure you that you’re nothing but a rebound.” 
 
    I didn’t care. I hadn’t been with him because it was love at first sight. Things like that only happen in novels. He’d gotten into my pants because I’d let him for selfish reasons. Love had nothing to do with our predicament. “I’m a grown woman, Becca. I’m not afraid of the competition. As for his ex, well she shouldn’t have let her man go if he meant that much to her.” I was risking a lot by standing up for myself, but I’d been around this girl long enough to say she appreciated a woman who stood her ground. I intended to remain in control, even when I didn’t dare have a clue what I was getting myself into. “Last night Seth and I had a great time. Who knows if somethin’ will come out of it. He’s sexy and all, but I’m not about to get carried away like it’s some fairytale. We both know the probability of us becoming a real couple is slim to none. Before you get all judgmental I want to make it clear that it was the first one-night-stand I’ve ever had. As much as I enjoyed it, I don’t plan on making it a habit.” 
 
    I watched the corner of her lip curl as a half-smile formed. “We’re goin’ to be great friends, you and I. It’s funny because when you moved in here I thought you were lame. I’m sorry for judging you. It’s quite obvious you’re a woman who knows what she wants. We could all learn something from you.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh. If she only knew that I was shaking as we spoke, in fear of being called a liar, or someone who didn’t have a clue about standing up for herself.  “I wouldn’t go that far. I’m just a quiet girl tryin’ to make new friends. Thanks, by the way, for taking me out last night. It was a great time.” 
 
    “Amber really likes you. It’s funny. She’s one of Seth’s go-to girls when he and his girlfriend are on the outs. I’m surprised you two hit it off so well. She’s been crazy about Seth for years.” 
 
    It was discerning hearing that Amber secretly had a thing for the guy I’d just spent the night with. She hadn’t brought it up, but neither had he. If I wanted to be accepted by all these people I couldn’t freak out, at least until Becca left the room.  
 
    Then I wondered if she was testing me. Perhaps her queries were more on an insight as to what type of friend I’d be. “I wish she would have told me that. She must be so pissed at me.” 
 
    As much as I enjoyed meeting Amber, I couldn’t let my guilt distract me. I also couldn’t let the past night’s antics set me back. “Do you think she hates me now?” 
 
    Becca shook her head. “Amber’s not like that. Honestly, she’s too smart to let a man get her down. Besides, you’ve seen how she has them lined up. Seth’s just one of many that she’s messed around with. Don’t get me wrong, she’s not a whore. She’s got this seven date rule where the only play she’ll give is a kiss or some shit. She says if they are good guys they’ll wait it out.” 
 
    “You’re making it worse. So she’s gone out with Seth more than seven times?” 
 
    “That I don’t have a clue about. He spent the night a lot, but who knows what happened between the two of them. Amber’s too proud to let someone like Seth win her over. If you learn anything from living with me it will be how to handle a man. I can’t have my friends getting involved with losers.” 
 
    I giggled, finding it impossible to contain how I felt about being schooled. On the other hand, hearing her call me a friend was invigorating. “I appreciate the support. Don’t worry about Seth. I can handle him. Last night is in the past. I’m sure it was a one-time thing for the both of us. I’ll give him his phone back and let him know that it’s never goin’ to happen again.” 
 
    She seemed content as she pranced out of my room, leaving me to stew with everything she’d shared. While intoxicated I hadn’t considered that Seth could be a man-whore. I’d also not gotten an inclination that he and Amber had hooked up more than once. They seemed like friends, but nothing more.  
 
    For someone that promised to not give a damn about Seth, I spent the next few hours going through everything in my closet in order to look my best. It occurred to me early on that I was most definitely interested in him. The problem was that I didn’t want to get involved with drama just so my peers could accept me. Because I longed for real relationships, I had to be careful.  
 
    My cell phone began to ring, sending me scavenging around to locate it. Though the caller wasn’t whom I’d anticipated, my heart skipped a different kind of beat seeing the name.  
 
    “Hi, mom.” 
 
    “Hey, honey. Dad wants to know if you’ll be home tomorrow night for Sunday dinner? Your brother and Shalan have some wedding stuff to discuss with you.” 
 
    I played with my fingernails while resting the phone against my shoulder to hold it in place. “Yeah, I’ll be there. Noah messaged me yesterday about it.” 
 
    “Okay, well you know your brother doesn’t relay that stuff to me. Also, I’d like it if you had a talk with your sister. Your dad found out she’s been seeing that guy again. We’re at our wit’s end.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you think I’ll be of any help. She and I have nothin’ in common.” 
 
    “Please, Christian. Just try.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. It was harder said than done. “Whatever. I’ll attempt to talk some sense into her, but I’m not makin’ any promises.” 
 
    “Between the two of us, I’m worried she’s going to get herself into trouble. She’s promiscuous, and I’m terrified it could lead to her getting pregnant or even assaulted.” I heard my mother beginning to sniffle. When it came to my sister my mom had struggled. She was defiant, and the more they tried to help her, the worse she became. “I hate watching her making bad choices. I pray every night and nothing changes.” 
 
    Church had always been important to my family. The power of prayer had been proven many times through the years, but my sister’s drama was self-inflicted. She didn’t want to get better, because she liked her life. She should have been named trouble instead of Addison. It didn’t help that she was the youngest who, for better argument, had a more lenient upbringing. My father was a strict man, who’d been brought up with old-fashioned morals. My brother had the hardest time, especially since I was so quiet. Addy just couldn’t stay out of trouble. “Mom, calm down. I’ll be there tomorrow and talk to her. Don’t get yourself in a tizzy, because then daddy will freak out and make it worse.” 
 
    She sniffled a few times before answering. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I know you’re tired of hearing it. It’s probably why you moved out in the first place.” 
 
    “I moved out because it was time to act like a grown woman. I can’t keep dependin’ on you and dad to take care of me forever.” 
 
    “Just promise me that you’ll always make good choices, Christian. I can’t handle it if I fail with both of my beautiful daughters.” 
 
    It pained me to hear her talking like that. My mom hadn’t failed, and neither had my father for that matter. My sister needed to wake up and realize what she was doing to our family. I thought about what my mom was asking me. Last night I’d made terrible choices for a very selfish reason. I shouldn’t have done it, and now I knew I’d have to live with my decision for the rest of my life. My guilty conscience would haunt me, and I was going to have to figure out how to accept it and move on.  
 
    At the end of the day one-night-stands weren’t going to make me popular. My asinine idea was now like a punch to the gut.  
 
    How could I have been so foolish? 
 
    Once I’d hung up with my mother I stood in front of my mirror staring at my own reflection. Was I even going to like the person that I was trying so desperately to become? 
 
    As ridiculous as it was, I spent the rest of the afternoon washing my sheets, as if it somehow erased what had been done. When Seth called to meet up with me I told him I couldn’t make it. Determined to obliterate my obvious regretful idea, I pretended to be sick to prevent from hanging out with my roommates. By the time the sun set I was back to being alone, crying myself to sleep with less dignity than I had twenty-four hours before. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    Spending the day with my family was something that I always looked forward to. As much as I liked being away from them, nothing compared to how happy I felt when we were all together. 
 
    My family was huge, and I had a ton of cousins. I wish I could say that I was close to all of them, but it wasn’t the case. They’d always treated me like I had the plague, especially my twin cousins Jake and Jax. I knew deep down they cared about me, but they’d never admit it. Since they lived in North Carolina, and only visited Kentucky for special occasions, I found reprieve from their constant badgering. 
 
    As I pulled my little gray Fiat down the dirt driveway I felt a sense of relief. I got this way every Sunday when I knew I was at the one place in the world where I was loved. It was funny how when I first left for college my parents would be waiting on the porch for me to arrive. As my freshmen and sophomore years passed their excitement seemed to fade.  
 
    When I walked inside of my childhood home, I immediately smelled my mother’s cooking. My dad’s voice could be heard from his office, located down the hall of the first floor.  I dropped my keys on the side table. “Hey, I’m home.” 
 
    Before anyone replied I saw my brother, Noah, rounding the corner. He leaned against the trim and crossed his arms, giving me a once over. “What’s up, sis?” 
 
    I jabbed him lightly in the gut as I walked by. “Nothin’ much. What’re you doin’ here? Don’t you have some hay to bale?” 
 
    My brother had once struggled with taking over the family ranch business. It took a huge falling out with our dad, and a new love interest to change it all for him. In so many ways I envied his life. Sure, he had a hard daily routine, but he was so loved by everyone he’d ever been around. Noah never had trouble communicating with people. He spoke his mind, and was very popular with the ladies, at least he was before he met Shalan.  
 
    His girlfriend and I had a lot of similar qualities. During her teens she’d withdrawn from a lot when she lost her mother to cancer. After meeting my brother her dreams had come true. Now she was on every radio station around for her hit single, Broken Love Darlin’. It was written about losing my brother, and how she’d never be able to move on. It was that same song that got them back together. The rest is history.  
 
    Their wedding had been postponed because our cousin Isabella got pregnant. She wanted to be able to participate more with the wedding, so they decided to hold off on the nuptials. Now it was obviously back on, and the engaged couple wanted all the bells and whistles to make their day perfect. It was another reason I envied them. 
 
    After my one-night stand I was more ensured that a happily ever after was never going to happen for me. As much as I wanted to sit back and daydream about having a house built on the family land in order to start a family with my dream guy, I knew it was pretty far-fetched. Not only was I single, but not in any position to remotely look for Mr. Right. 
 
    “Where’s Shalan?” 
 
    “She’s at the house. Mom asked her to bring some vanilla and we forgot it. I thought you were her comin’ back in.” 
 
    “Nope. It’s just your lame ass sister.” I looked down at the hardwood flooring instead of straight into his eyes. My brother had a way with trying to convince me that I was some kind of precious beauty queen. I knew better. 
 
    “You need to quit that, Chris. Some guy’s goin’ to try and take advantage of you if you don’t watch yourself. I get that you’re stubborn, but there ain’t nothin’ ugly about you.” 
 
    I finally looked up to meet his gaze. His eyes were widened and baring into me. He’d made his point, and I became overwhelmed with anger. “Noah, please don’t start this again. You’re my brother, but it’s no secret that I’m awkward.” 
 
    “Do you own a mirror?” 
 
    Before I could answer our sister came walking down the stairs. She was wearing an all black outfit and her hair had been dyed to match. Her eyes, which were shadowed in a dark color so much that she appeared sick, peered at the both of us. I noticed immediately how heavy they looked. It had only been a week since I’d seen her last, but it was blatantly obvious she wasn’t well. “Addy?” 
 
    Noah leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “You think you’ve got problems.” 
 
    I shoved him. “Shut up,” I said quietly before looking in her direction again. “What have you done to your hair?” I wasn’t about to come out and say that she looked like death. 
 
    She grabbed a chunk and ran her fingers through it. “I colored it. It’s more me.” Even her speech seemed to have slowed down.  
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” She laughed at me before taking a few more steps toward the front door.  
 
    When we realized she was walking away from us, Noah and I followed. “Where are you goin’? Mom’s got dinner about done.” 
 
    She motioned with her hand like she didn’t care. “I’m goin’ out. Tell her to put a plate in the fridge for when I get home.” 
 
    I took hold of her by the arm and forced her to a halt. “Wait. You can’t leave. I won’t let you get into a car in your condition.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Miss Priss. I’m leavin’ and there ain’t nothin’ either of you are goin’ to do about it. Don’t give me those looks either. I hear enough from mom and dad every day. I can’t wait until I get out of here for good, so y’all can mind your own damn business.” 
 
    Suddenly a car rolled down the lane. A guy with his head shaved hung out the window of the driver’s side. “Come on, before your daddy gets his gun.” 
 
    While Addy jumped in the passenger side, I watched Noah marching over to take matters into his own hands. He reached inside of the vehicle and the guy started driving away. Noah jerked his hand away right before he was injured. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” He yelled. 
 
    “Who is that guy? What the hell is goin’ on with our sister?” I was literally afraid for her. “What is she on?” 
 
    “Hell if I know.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and began talking to someone. “It’s me. Close the gates out front. I don’t care what time it is. Close the damn gates until I get there.” He hung up abruptly before walking in the direction of the house. Before he hit the first step our father was coming out. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on?” 
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute,” Noah murmured before climbing into our dad’s truck and taking off down the dirt driveway. 
 
    I looked at my father, still in shock from what had taken place. “Dad, what’s wrong with Addy?” 
 
    His face told me everything I wanted to know. It was obvious that he was aware of her condition. “I’ve been on the phone all afternoon tryin’ to get her into a facility.” 
 
    “A facility? Like rehab?” 
 
    “She’s in bad shape, darlin’. Your mom’s been a nervous wreck over this. We’ve tried everything. Your sister needs professional help. She’s been stealin’ from us. First it was blank checks for twenty dollars here and there. Last week I found out she pulled all of the money out of her savings account. She tried to access her college funds, but I’m the account holder.” 
 
    We’d had savings accounts since we were born, and I knew for a fact that we kids had been given the same amounts to deposit. Addy had blown through thousands of dollars, and she clearly had nothing to show for it. I sank down on the porch steps, in attempting to come to grips with how bad off my sister was just as Noah returned. Addy was in the passenger side, waving her hands all around as she screamed at him. Our father heard the profanities coming out of her mouth and hauled ass over to the vehicle, practically pulling her out by her black gothic looking t-shirt. She froze in place as he stared her down and waited for her reaction.  
 
    “Get your ass in that house, and don’t even think about pullin’ a fast one, young lady. That there was the last straw. You’re out of here come mornin’.” 
 
    “Fine, kick me out. I don’t even care,” she slammed. 
 
    He shoved her forward, and I half expected him to pull her pants down and spank her like when we were little and drew all over the bathroom walls with Sharpies. Noah met our dad on the porch and they both watched as Addy marched inside, slamming the door behind her.  
 
    Just then Shalan came pulling up on a golf cart. Since their new home was built only through the woods from our parent’s house, it was the easiest way of getting to and from each place without having to start up a truck or car. I think she knew from how we were all standing there that something was wrong. Noah put his head down as she climbed the first step. He spoke clearly so he wouldn’t have to repeat himself a second time with the bad news. “Looks like we’re goin’ to have to postpone the weddin’ again, darlin’.” 
 
    I sighed and watched the excitement leave from her face. The two of them were never going to catch a break when it came to them tying the knot. I felt terrible for them, even though I had nothing to do with it. 
 
    “She’s goin’ to be gone for about a month. The program will detox her and then she’ll have aggressive therapy to tame the addiction. It’s a long road until she’s back to her old self again.” 
 
    I looked over at my brother who did his best to shoot me a half smile. I gave one back to him even though my head was in a million places. This wasn’t exactly how I pictured my Sunday going, but somehow I knew I was right where I needed to be. 
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    Chapter 7 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    As much as I wanted to stick around after dinner it was obvious that I was just in the way. After saying my goodbyes, I headed back to my house near college in hopes of being able to sleep without worrying about my sister.  
 
    I couldn’t have anticipated that Seth would be sitting on the front railing waiting for me to arrive. He stood up slowly and approached my vehicle before I could climb out. I let him open my door while I clutched my purse that his cell phone remained in. “Hi.” 
 
    Without speaking he grabbed me by the waist and pulled me close. It was so unexpected that I didn’t even realize it was happening until our lips brushed. He tasted of alcohol again, which in turn made me pull back in shock. Was this guy an alcoholic? 
 
    “Sorry, I’ve been thinking about doing that all damn day.” 
 
    I wiped my face with the back of my hand, not wanting the scent to linger for longer than it should have. “I suppose you’re here for your phone.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but-.” 
 
    “Please don’t make this awkward, Seth. We both know last night was a mistake. I know you just got out of a relationship, and honestly I’m havin’ a hard time knowing that you and Amber were involved. Friendships are hard to come by, so I’m not really at a point where I want to risk ruinin’ any for some guy.” 
 
    He seemed shocked before shaking his head with a gruffly smirk. “Go out with me.” 
 
    “What? Did you not hear anything I said to you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard you. I’m choosing to ignore it. I had a great time last night, and frankly I needed it. I’m not going to lie. I think you’re sexy, and being with you was a great reprieve. I get that you don’t want to damage new friendships, but I can assure you that Amber and I are nothing.” 
 
    “And your ex?” I had to ask, because I certainly didn’t want her to come looking for me. 
 
    “We’re through. That bitch has issues, and I’m done with it. Now, how about that date?” 
 
    With my hands now on my hips I peered into his eyes, desperately searching for another reason to decline his offer. “You’re relentless.” 
 
    “I know what I want and am confident I can have it again.” 
 
    It was no exaggeration that this guy was attractive. I half expected his head to explode after his comment, but he just stood there relaxed, as if he had no care in the world. I didn’t know whether to feel annoyed or impressed. “Can I think about it?” 
 
    I handed him the cell phone as I spoke. 
 
    He looked down at it noticing that I’d turned it off. “Is it dead?” 
 
    “No. I shut it off.” 
 
    “Did it ring a lot?” 
 
    “I turned it off after we spoke. I had dinner with my parents, and didn’t want it goin’ off in my purse. If you’re worried about me goin’ through it, don’t. I have no interest in your business.” The truth was that I had morals. Snooping wasn’t something I needed to do. It wouldn’t bring me happiness, so it was irrelevant. 
 
    “Damn, well you might be the only chick on the planet.” His face was so close to mine. “Your accent does things to me. I could listen to you talk all night.” 
 
    I sighed and responded, “That’s flatterin’. If you haven’t noticed, I’m not like other women.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. That’s why I’d like to see you again, and I don’t mean in class. Let me take you to a movie. It’s my treat. Just come out and do something normal with me. We don’t even have to touch.” 
 
    I don’t know why I couldn’t resist this man standing in front of me. My mind was saying no, but my body was eagerly begging to see where it would take me.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What’s your number?” 
 
    “If I give you my number will you let me think about the movie?” 
 
    “Only if I get to kiss you one more time.” 
 
    I snatched his phone and plugged my number in before I could change my mind. Without wasting a single moment, my body urged forward as my lips pressed gently over his. I kept my eyes open, watching as he closed his. Pulling away became hard when I felt his hands cupping my face. In a matter of seconds his tongue entered my mouth and my kiss goodbye turned into something altogether different.  
 
    I pulled away only a few minutes in, catching my breath after someone yelled out of a car window for us to get a room. Embarrassed over my public display of affection, I took his hand, leading him inside with me.  
 
    It was wrong to want Seth after one kiss, but following the stress I’d dealt with at the ranch it was the distraction I needed. He didn’t boast as we walked through the living room, saying nothing to my roommates who were watching television. My bedroom door closed and we were right back to where we were the night before. 
 
    Seth lifted my shirt over my head, highly intent on what was to come next. This time I refused to hold off the inevitable. Reaching for his pants, I opened the fly and shoved them down, including his boxer shorts. A stiff erection pressed over my stomach the next time our lips met. Seth pulled away only in as much time it took to lift the shirt over his head. Our teeth clanked as we kissed while marching backwards to my bed.  
 
    I kicked my pants off my feet and backed up on the mattress. Seth stood for a moment taking in my naked body. I licked over my bottom lip, dragging my teeth as I did it. His abs were pronounced, and I got chills imagining the way it had felt to run my hands over them the night before.  
 
    “I bet this wasn’t how you saw things going,” he teased. Seth’s body came down overtop of mine. He rolled us over, as his hand gripped the cheeks of my ass. With his guidance I began moving my horny body over his. Low groans vibrated over his lips when we kissed again.  
 
    “Don’t talk.” I didn’t want a reason to change my mind. This was necessary for me. I craved release and he was going to give it to me. I figured this was a win-win scenario for Seth. He wanted sex, and I was giving it to him. Plus, he didn’t have to take me out to get some. In a matter of minutes we were naked in my bed. 
 
    Once he’d located a condom and put it on, we were back on the mattress tangled together. Seth reached his hand between my legs feeling how turned on I already was. In my eyes it was embarrassing. All he’d done was kiss me, and I was eager to spread open. 
 
    Seth had other ideas. 
 
    He tugged on my arms, forcing me to sit up. Our gaze met and I was resolved to go along with whatever he had in mind. As he stood, I knew right away what it implied, although I wasn’t sure if I wanted to proceed. Oral sex was very personal to me, and with my not having any experience I feared that I was probably horrible at it. In all honesty it was breaking my focus, causing me to rethink having intercourse with him.  
 
    I had a better idea to break his attention, and get him to participate in something else. With no warning I flipped my body around, getting on all fours. My ass stuck high in the air, right in front of his face. His hands spread over the skin on my ass, gently caressing each side. I shimmied as he did it, teasing him with the view. Another groan sounded from behind me. At first I felt his erection pressing at the base of my asshole. I shifted so he knew I wasn’t down for that. “Let me,” he begged. 
 
    “No. Shut up and fuck me.” Since I never talked that way it made me feel uneasy, as if I’d be punished. 
 
    “Say it again,” he requested as he urged himself inside of me. I gasped feeling his length filling me. Immediate satisfaction overwhelmed my senses. My movements back and forth made slapping sounds when our bodies hit. Butterflies ran through my body, tingling every limb. I became lost in the act of being satisfied. Nothing could break my concentration.  
 
    My knees started to burn while continuing to grind forward and back. Fingernails dug into my hips, put there for control, only leaving to slap me hard on the cheek of my ass. The pain burned, also giving me goose bumps. “Harder,” I called out for him to repeat. 
 
    He slapped me again, this time so close to where he was inside of me. I could feel the quivering of my muscles each time his palm made contact with my smooth skin. Clenching the covers didn’t help hold me in one place. We were banging so hard against each other that we’d moved clear across the mattress. I had sweat running between my breasts and they were making sounds as they bounced. This was the definition of fucking. It was pure consummation. 
 
    I felt Seth tightening up, his sweaty chest pressing against the skin on my back, though a release didn’t come. Instead I was flipped over and picked up, and I wrapped my legs around his back as he carried us over to the desk. I could feel papers beneath my ass as he lowered me down. His hot breath edged closer. Soft lips crushed over mine, sucking and licking with no pattern. He was lost in the essence of unadulterated bliss, not caring about being fantastic, but racing for ecstasy. His palms coursed over my hardened nipples causing my body to go into turmoil. 
 
    I watched as he got off on me losing control. Only moments later he stilled my body and let his head fall over my shoulder. We both stayed there for a moment to catch our breath. “Well then,” he said as he backed away from me, breaking our connection.  
 
    I closed my legs and covered my chest with my arms. “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It was unexpected, but nothing to apologize for.” I watched him remove the rubber and toss it into my garbage can. He looked so handsome as he located his clothing and began redressing. I followed his lead, wanting to cover at least my most private parts. “So about that movie.” 
 
    I lifted my shirt over my head as I answered. “You still want to take me out? I figured you got what you wanted already.” 
 
    “I like you, Chris. You’re different.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think.” 
 
    He stepped toward me breaking the distance between us. I watched his hand reach up and touch my cheek, before he tucked my hair back behind my ear. “Let me take you out. The last show is in about an hour. I’ll have you home before midnight.” 
 
    Since I’d just put out it wasn’t like I had a good reason to steer clear of Seth. In fact, I knew if I did it would make me look like a slut. Since I was far from being promiscuous I decided that it was better if I went along with it. The brutal truth was that besides Ethan, Seth was the closest I had to a new friend. I mean, Becca and Amber seemed nice. I wanted them to accept me. Thinking I’d screwed up with Amber, I decided to give Seth a chance. At the end of the day it was obvious that we were attracted to one another. It wasn’t exactly how I would have liked to start a relationship, though all of it was uncharted waters as far as my experience went. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s catch a movie.” 
 
    Seth waited for me to clean up a bit before we exited my room. He took my hand as we walked through the living room and even said hi to my roommates. Despite feeling uncomfortable something about being in the presence of this popular man made me giddy.  
 
    I’d thought I’d had a one-night stand. It was my impression that we’d never be friends. Seth seemed genuinely interested in me, and I had no clue what to do about it. 
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    Chapter 8 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    The movie theater was dark and for the most part empty. Except for a few couples scattered throughout it was vacant. Seth held my hand as we watched in silence. Halfway into the show we began making out. I couldn’t get enough of his kisses, and for some reason it didn’t matter if we were in public. I actually liked knowing that I was his date.  
 
    You can imagine the shock I felt when his hand traveled down underneath my panties. His warm palm cupped my pussy, his finger circling over my clit. I looked around the dark room to see if anyone was watching us. Once a little more pressure was applied I refused to worry.  
 
    The draw of his finger entering me caused me to whimper. It was turning me on so much that I began lifting my butt off the seat to match the way his hand was working. I knew that if someone were behind me they’d know exactly why my head was bouncing. To imagine it being someone we knew was terrifying yet thrilling. We started kissing again as he continued to plunge his finger inside of me while flicking my clit with his thumb nail. I couldn’t contain how amazing it felt, soon falling prey to an earth shattering orgasm.  
 
    Slowly he revoked his finger, shocking me when it was brought up to my lips and drug over them. I pulled my head away until he came forward and kissed my lips, sucking in the flavor himself.  
 
    It turned me on more. Our tongues meshed together and I immediately went searching for the fly on his pants. His stiff cock, so apparent, was there waiting once I made it inside. He stopped kissing me and whispered against my lips. “Please kiss it. Suck my dick, Chris.” 
 
    For the second time he’d asked me to do something I wasn’t comfortable with. The strange thing was that this time my mouth began to water. I wanted to return the favor he’d just given to me, and I was prepared to go against my better judgment to make it happen. 
 
    Crawling down on the concrete floor wasn’t the hard part. It was trying not to think about being caught giving oral sex in a movie theater. If my parents ever discovered what I was doing they’d disown me.  
 
    Even with that terrible fate looming in my mind, I cupped my palm around his shaft and leaned forward, taking the tip in between my lips. His warm skin felt so soft. The taste of rubber from our sexual relations earlier still lingered.  Unsure of what I was about to take part in, I loved the idea of impressing Seth. He clenched a clump of my hair as my mouth consumed his hard cock. I sucked hard while using my free hand to massage the remainder of his shaft. I could hear the little sounds escaping him. They made me work harder to please him. My cheeks began to ache just as I felt a hot gush filling them. The salty flavor caused me to gag, spewing the wad onto the floor. Seth leaned forward offering me the edge of his t-shirt to wipe my face off with. “Damn, girl. Where’d you learn how to give head like that?” 
 
    I shrugged and sat back down next to him. I couldn’t tell him that I’d ever done that in my life. Ethan never asked me to do it, probably because he thought I’d never want to sleep with him again. Like I mentioned before, it was something I’d always considered intimate. My recent actions were ruining my good standards, leaving me to make bad judgment calls that literally left a bad taste in my mouth. 
 
    “I’m just going to use the ladies room.” I stood up and left the room, hoping to be able to rinse my mouth out as best I could.  
 
    The well-lit bathroom was a change from the dark theater. I headed over to the sink and started washing my hands so I could use them to rinse out my mouth. I’d no sooner began to swish the water around when someone came walking in. As quickly as possible I spit the water out and used a paper towel to wipe off the excess. The reflection in the mirror displayed a beautiful blonde. Her bright blue eyes caught my attention. I smiled at her, expecting the same action in return. I certainly didn’t think she’d come at me, or start shoving me into the porcelain vanity. “You bitch! Who do you think you are?” 
 
    “What are you talkin’ about?” I may have been quiet, studious, and a bit peculiar at times, but nobody pushed me around. My brother taught me to defend myself if I needed to. “I don’t even know you,” I said as I shoved her back. 
 
    She had tears falling from her eyes. “I saw you with him. You came here with Seth.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “We’re friends.” Were we? I didn’t even know if it was the truth. Did that make me an awful person? 
 
    “Well I’m his girlfriend.” 
 
    I put my hands up. “Whoa. Are you Mila?” My body began to shake. I wasn’t afraid of fighting this girl. She was smaller than me, and it was clear that her emotions were all over the place. 
 
    “You know my name? Did he tell you about me?” She had hope in her eyes. Unfortunately, I didn’t have good news for her. 
 
    “No. I heard that the two of you used to date. Listen, I was under the impression that Seth was single. I never would have agreed to see him otherwise.” 
 
    “I don’t know why he’d lie. He keeps doing this to me,” she sobbed. 
 
    I reached over and placed my hand on her shoulder. It was obvious that she could have attacked me at the moment, but I got this feeling she needed support. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m in love with him. He loves me too. I know you don’t see it, but he does. When we’re alone he’s different. We’re going to get married. He promises me all the time.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes and continued. “Seth likes to be popular. He considers himself some kind of leader. I’ll never get why he does this shit. He says it’s important to keep up the charade. That’s all you are. You’re just a game to him. Frankly it’s pathetic that you gave in so easy.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” I tried to justify my actions had more meaning, but I was coming up with nothing.  
 
    “You’re just another conquest. Don’t think you’re special.” I hated her sarcasm, but understood why she was so determined to hurt me.  
 
    “I’m just goin’ to go. Do me a favor and tell your boyfriend not to call me. I don’t have time to deal with this drama.” 
 
    I stomped out of the bathroom to find Seth waiting for me. He had his arms crossed and they fell down to his sides when Mila followed me. It took one look in his eyes to see that he knew he was screwed. “Lose the number I gave you,” I said as I walked by. 
 
    Thinking he’d rush to comfort her, I was surprised when he followed me outside. “Chris, wait. It’s not what you think. She’s psycho. What did she say to you?” 
 
    I stopped walking and turned to face him. “For starters she said you were together. I’m basically a whore; one of your many, and that you play games like this all of the time.” 
 
    He threw his hands up in the air. “What the fuck? Mila is crazy. Look, let me drive you home. I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, and refused to look him in the eyes. “I’d rather walk.” 
 
    “It’s getting late, and we’re miles from your place. Just let me drive you. I swear I won’t do anything.” 
 
    Since I didn’t have many options, I pulled out my phone and dialed the one person I knew would come to my rescue. He picked up on the first ring. 
 
    “Christian Mitchell. Long time no speak.” 
 
    “Shut up, Ethan. I need a ride. Can you come pick me up from the movies?” 
 
    I looked up as I awaited his reply, seeing Seth shaking his head. For some reason I felt bad for him.  
 
    “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. Just hurry up.” I wasn’t fine, but I knew Ethan’s temper well enough to not want him getting into it with Seth. I’d made enough things a mess.  
 
    Once the phone was back in my purse I turned to look at Seth. He was leaning against his car watching me. “I’m not a bad guy, Chris. When I said I liked you I meant it. I asked you out because I wanted to see you again.” He pulled out a flask and started drinking the contents. He obviously had a drinking problem. 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t because I put out so easy?”  
 
    “No. Of course not. I mean, I’m not going to lie. It was nice. We have good chemistry. You can’t deny that.” 
 
    It was true, yet I couldn’t admit it at this point. “Please don’t do this.” I started to feel overwhelmed, used, and completely confused. It had been one day, though I felt like we did have something between us. The idea of giving up after I’d screwed him was an awful feeling. It was as if I’d slept with him for nothing. I wasn’t that girl.  
 
    I couldn’t be that girl.  
 
    Mila walked out of the building and I watched his posture straighten. He pointed toward her, yelling clear across the lot. “Thanks a lot! I hope you’re happy, you stupid hoe.” 
 
    She kept walking to her car, as if she couldn’t hear him. He motioned in her direction. “See what I mean? She’s full of shit, Chris. I swear.” 
 
    I placed my hands over my face as I thought about how to respond. I hadn’t asked for this crap to happen on top of all of the drama at my parent’s house. “Seth, I’ve had a bad day. I’m goin’ home.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I ruined your day. Even though it ended terribly, I enjoyed the parts where we were together. For the record, I’m not losing your number.” 
 
    “Seth, please stop. It was a mistake.” 
 
    “Which part?”  
 
    “All of it. I’m not some easy lay. It never should have happened. I had a lot to drink and you kept pushin’.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that shit. I’d believe that if it weren’t for today. What’s your excuse?” 
 
    “I’m havin’ family problems. You wouldn’t understand. My sister’s messed up on drugs. I guess I needed reprieve.” 
 
    “So you used me? This is completely wrong on so many levels. I liked you, that’s why I hit on you. Yeah the sex was great, but I would have been okay waiting. You’re the one to make the choice. You can’t take it back. I just can’t believe you used me to clear your fucking head.” 
 
    I was offended. “I did not!” He was right and I hated being aware of it. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not how I see it. Just because I was willing doesn’t make it right.” 
 
    “Screw you. I’m not a slut.” 
 
    “I never said you were.” He didn’t have to. He obviously expected to sleep with me and when it happened he knew he could come back for more. 
 
    The sound of a car that desperately needed a new muffler pulled into the parking lot. I felt comforted knowing that Ethan had arrived to save me from myself. 
 
    I turned to walk in the direction of his car and felt Seth tug me back toward him. In an instant I was slamming against his hard chest. I tried to fight him but he pushed his lips against mine. His eyes were closed making me feel like it was personal. When I finally freed myself from his hold he seemed more content. “I always get what I want. I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    I backed away. “I’m sorry. I wish things were different. Goodnight, Seth.” 
 
    “Chris, wait. Don’t walk away from me.” 
 
    I ignored him and headed toward the car, not wanting to look back and see the man that I was ashamed of sleeping with. 
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    Chapter 9 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    “What the hell were you doing with that scrub?” It was the first question Ethan asked when I climbed into the passenger seat.  
 
    “Don’t start with me, Ethan. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “Dude, I watched him kiss you. Why am I here if you were clearly on a date?” 
 
    “I said I don’t want to talk about it. Please. It’s been a terrible day.” I covered my face with my hands while we pulled out of the parking lot. “Sorry. I’m not tryin’ to start a fight.” 
 
    “How long have you been seein’ that jackass?” 
 
    It wasn’t Ethan’s fault that I was in this predicament, but I wasn’t about to give him all of the details. Some things were better left unsaid. “I’m not seein’ him. Are you goin’ to give me the third degree? I’d just as soon walk if you are.” 
 
    “Whoa. Defensive much? Who crawled up your ass today?” 
 
    “Addy’s fucked up on drugs. It’s bad. My parents are sendin’ her to rehab. Dinner was horrible, and now Noah’s postponin’ the weddin’ again. Everything’s a mess, and on top of that I may have just ruined my chances of ever bein’ friends with my new roommates.” 
 
    “How so?” He asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Besides, we agreed not to talk about people we get involved with.” 
 
    “So you’re involved?” He beat his hand to the beat of the song that was playing as he spoke. With his eyes focused on the road he waited for my response. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It’s never happenin’ again.” 
 
    “You screwed Seth didn’t you? You’re such a hussy!” He teased. 
 
    I smacked him on the arm. “Shut up. You have no room to talk. How many girls have you banged in the past two years?” For a while it used to hurt me severely to think about him being with other people. I’d learned to live with the jealousy because it was the only way our friendship would survive. It was also another reminder of how much he’d always meant to me.  
 
    “That’s beside the point. I’m a guy. You’re a sweet woman of innocence. You can’t let a guy like Seth deflower you.” 
 
    “Oh my God, stop! Deflower? Did you just say that? We both know who deflowered me, and it wasn’t Seth.” 
 
    He patted me on the leg. “It was my pleasure by the way. Your cherry will always be mine.” 
 
    “You’re so sick.” 
 
    “You love me. Stop bitchin’.” 
 
    We pulled up in front of my house, and I looked down at my knees. “I don’t even feel like talkin’ to any of them.” 
 
    Ethan turned away from the curb and began driving again. He reached over and took my hand, the same one I’d had down Seth’s pants. As he clenched it I felt horrible. “You can spend the night with me, but no funny stuff, and you better not try somethin’, because I ain’t into sloppy seconds.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t even -.” 
 
    “I might, because it’s you, so make sure you don’t let me. Tonight I’m your best friend with no benefits.” 
 
    I laughed and looked out the window. “You’re hopeless.” 
 
    “There’s hope for me out there somewhere. I just haven’t found it yet.” He paused for a second. “Oh, just to warn ya, I’ve got company, but I’ll kick her ass out as soon as we get there.” 
 
    “Who is it this week?” I had to ask. Ethan may not have been a jock, albeit his good qualities were obvious to other women. His dark blonde hair was longer, almost always hanging out of the John Deere hat he wore. His parents were also farmers, giving us a common connection both academically and with our family life. Ethan was on a scholarship, but he didn’t have to work hard. His intelligence was hidden by his witty sense of humor. Though apparent in his GPA, he was always a fun person to be around. It was another reason why he never had trouble getting laid. Ethan was the whole package, and I’d never regret him being my first. “I don’t have to come over and ruin your night.” 
 
    “Yes you do.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Even if I started an argument with him, he’d still insist that I stay over. In this case I needed him. He was my rock; the one person who could make all of my frustrations disappear.  
 
    It took him less than two minutes to send his new conquest on her way. She didn’t exit without giving me looks of disapproval, not that I cared. Everyone on campus saw the two of us together. It was no secret that we were friends. If they wanted to imply we were a couple I wasn’t going to correct them. To them Ethan was just another college guy looking for play, but to me he was so much more. Our friendship meant everything to me, and his support was my lifeline. 
 
    Once we were in his apartment with the door shut, he pulled me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. “Sorry you had a bad day.” 
 
    “Is it okay to hate myself?” 
 
    “It’s not okay, and I’ll tell you why.” He sat us down on his bed before continuing. “You’re smart, and somewhat sexy, probably a little more than somewhat, but whose judgin’?” 
 
    I shoved him down flat on the bed, immediately feeling a rush of anxiousness. He must have seen how I responded and sat back up abruptly. “Be nice to me.” 
 
    “I’m always nice to you, Chris. I only pick on you because I love ya.” 
 
    We said those words a lot, but they weren’t romantic. Our friendship was special, and we loved each other as friends, so I reminded myself on a daily basis. It was hard after being in real love with the guy. I wished things were different. Even after sleeping with Seth my heart would always defer to Ethan. He knew me like no other could, and for that I’d forever care about him. 
 
    When Ethan got up and held out his hand I was a little confused. “We just got here.” 
 
    “I’m gettin’ a shower. Come with me.” 
 
    I gave him the stink eye. “No way. I’m not goin’ to divulge details, but I can’t get a shower with you. I refuse to be that girl.” 
 
    “Jesus, Chris, I ain’t askin’ you to put out. Share some water with me. Save the environment one gallon at a time. I’ve seen you naked, and you’ve seen what God graced me with. Stop bein’ a prude. You need my attention, and I need a shower.” 
 
    I slowly got up and followed him into the bathroom. Even though I knew we weren’t going to do anything, it was still hard for me to imagine that I’d be naked in front of two different men in a matter of only a few hours.  
 
    From the moment the water hit my body I felt a rush of relief. Ethan kept his distance shampooing his hair, while I stood there hoping the water would wash away all of the bad. With my eyes closed I got startled when two warm hands touched my shoulders. He pulled me close, running the bar of soap over my neck. Instead of letting him continue, I placed my head against his chest and started to bawl. “Don’t cry, Chris. You’re safe.” 
 
    “I’m ashamed of what I’ve done. It’s so easy for you to make friends. All I wanted was attention. I wanted to know what it felt liked to be wanted.” 
 
    He backed away and lifted my chin, forcing me to look up at him. “I tell you I want you all the time.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. You and I are… I don’t even know what you’d call it. This was different. He was interested, really interested in spendin’ time with me. I thought I had a chance. I believed that my life was goin’ to change. He’d introduce to me his friends, and I’d finally be able to walk across that damn campus with a smile on my face because I’d know people.” 
 
    “You didn’t? Please tell me you didn’t screw that douche for popularity?” 
 
    He knew me so well. I looked down feeling utterly disgusted in myself. “It doesn’t even matter.” 
 
    My chin was being lifted again, and I knew I had to look him in the eye and face the consequences. “Don’t you get it? Don’t you see how special you already are?” 
 
    I pulled out of his hold and leaned against the shower wall. My knees were too weak to stand up on my own. Admitting that I’d stooped to a whole new level in order to be accepted was harsh. “I didn’t just let him in my room and drop my panties, if that’s what you think.” 
 
    He leaned against the opposite side and crossed his arms. For a second I thought about how comfortable we were with each other, and how neither of us was staring at our obvious exposed body parts. “I’d hope not, since you made me wait for years to get some.” 
 
    “That’s different! Besides, I’d hardly call it years. After our first kiss it was pretty fast.” I snapped. “Don’t compare the two.” 
 
    “Why? Because if your time with me was more special you might as well start prayin’ for forgiveness for your lies.” 
 
    “It was,” I whispered as another bout of emotions washed over me. Ethan was giving me shit and I didn’t understand why. He’d slept with other girls, and been the one to make it clear we were only friends. “Why are you bein’ like this? You had a girl here tonight, but that’s okay?” 
 
    He let out an air-filled laugh. “Forget it, Christian.” 
 
    Hearing him say my whole name gave me butterflies. He never said that unless it was important. When Ethan began walking out of the shower I caught his arm. “Please don’t be mad at me. You’re all I have.” 
 
    His brows remained furrowed, and I could have sworn that he was hurt, even though I knew he’d tell me if he was. “I’ll sleep on the couch, you can have the bed.” It was the only words out of his mouth as he exited the bathroom, leaving me vulnerable and alone. 
 
    I’d often wondered what made women break in movies and sink down to the shower floor, but as my butt hit the cold tile I finally understood their pain. Even though I could say that Seth was handsome, interesting, and someone I’d totally date, I’d made a terrible mistake, not once but twice.  
 
    Ethan left me to suffer in my own pool of misery, not coming in to check on me like I expected him to. It was obvious he was angry at me for my choices, but couldn’t see how it was any different from how he made me feel when he was with one of his easy lays. I was just as human as him, and obviously nowhere near perfect. We all had skeletons in our closet, and if that was the only terrible mistake I made in my life it wasn’t that horrible anyway. 
 
    I took my time finishing up in the shower. Between my sobs and the fact that even my safe place wasn’t enough, I thought about going back to my house. Sure, there’d be questions and whispers behind my back, but it had to be better than looking in Ethan’s eyes and seeing nothing. It was another cold reminder of how much that love I had for him still existed, even though I promised it wouldn’t. The truth was that being best friends with him was one-sided. I longed for more, but knew it would never happen, so settling was the only answer, no matter how undignified it was to live with. 
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    His bed smelled of him, even though he wasn’t in it. I curled my body, hugging my knees while my sniffles finally settled. Ethan was just in the next room, albeit I didn’t dare seek him out. Whether he was pissed or just plain disappointed, I couldn’t face him. The best thing for me was punishing myself until regret was all that remained. 
 
    According to the blinking clock an hour had passed. The room was quieter than I remembered it ever being, making me feel alone. At least if I’d gone home I could hear the whispers. This was agonizing.  
 
    Out of nowhere I heard my phone vibrating. Since the room was so quiet I jumped up to get it before it annoyed Ethan. The number was Seth’s and my stomach dropped as I hit the ignore button and turned off the device. It wasn’t the phone calls that were going to drive me mad as much as seeing him in class. I couldn’t look him in the eye after what we’d done. I’d given him head in a movie theater for Christ sakes. If that wasn’t the lowest point in my life I don’t know what was.  
 
    As much as I would have liked to be strong and face that I’d made the decisions that had led me down this path, I simply couldn’t shake the ill feeling they gave me. After climbing back into the bed I struggled with my emotions once more. Even though I attempted to hide my sniffles, it was obvious that if Ethan was awake he could hear me. Despite the fact that I was covered and completely warm, my body trembled. I hated my life. No matter how hard I tried I’d always be the woman that was awkward. My desperate attempt for recognition was a complete failure. I’d never be popular, or the woman that men lined up in front of for a chance to date. My aspirations of being someone else were fading away, leaving me lower than I’d ever been before. Even my own best friend hated being around me. 
 
    Knowing that I’d never be able to sleep, I climbed out of the comfortable bed and gathered my things. It was a long walk but I’d make it just fine. At this point it wouldn’t even be a loss if I didn’t. Sure, my parents would miss me, and Ethan would probably shed a tear, but he’d easily replace me. Hell, he probably only kept me around because he felt sorry for my struggles. It was embarrassing knowing that I’d poured my heart out to him and he hadn’t returned the feelings. I should have known back then that our friendship was doomed. 
 
    Ethan would wake up and wonder where I’d gone, so I chose to leave him a note. 
 
      
 
    I went home to sulk in my own misery. Sorry I bothered you with my problems and ruined your night. It’s obvious that I’ve somehow destroyed this friendship. I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry for falling for you and ruining everything we had. If I could take it back I would, because I couldn’t wish this pain on my worst enemy. I won’t call you to save me anymore. I’ll figure it out on my own. I knew college would tear us apart. You’re too great to stick around with a nobody like me. Thanks for everything, but I can’t keep pretending I’m happy. It’s best if I focus on school and nothing else for a while. 
 
    Love- Chris 
 
      
 
    I’d made it to the front door before stalling to catch my breath. My feelings for Ethan had suddenly overwhelmed me. My heart ached imagining him not being a part of my life. I knew he didn’t love me the way I loved him, but was I willing to sever everything because of that? 
 
    I had to. 
 
    I couldn’t keep doing all of this myself. My schoolwork would come first, and I’d stay focused on that until graduation. Once I was out of college I could start my life over somewhere else. Until then I was going to pretend that my heart was intact, and that I hadn’t just lost my very best friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    After all this time she still didn’t get it.  
 
    Christian Mitchell wasn’t just any girl. 
 
    She was THE girl. 
 
    I’d known it from the moment she walked into my life so many years ago. Her mouth full of braces, and a big red pimple at the tip of her nose was my first impression, but I’d seen beauty.  
 
    We were paired as chemistry partners. Her voice was like an angel, and those green eyes captivated my soul. I suppose I could have told her how I felt. I could have asked her out, knowing she felt the same way, but I knew better. This girl was too special to get lost in some adolescent romance. Statistics told me it wouldn’t last, and I knew I’d be the one to mess up.  
 
    There was only one way to keep her in my life forever; one way I knew I’d never lose her.  
 
    I think for a long time I assumed that she’d always stick with me until I got my shit together. In some perverted way I hoped she’d remain single so I didn’t have to watch her fall for someone else. I knew she loved me, it was never a big secret since we discussed pretty much everything. I just always selfishly thought she’d wait for me.  
 
    I may have screwed around, sleeping with chicks that were willing, but they’d never hold a candle to her. They’d never be able to fill the place that I knew would always be hers. 
 
    I’d called her the night before because I was tired of waiting. Thinking she was finally coming out of her shell to get to know her new roommates, I didn’t give her a hard time about it. I never could have imagined that she’d go out and be with another guy, especially Seth. I didn’t think she’d find him interesting, especially enough to allow him into her bed.  
 
    I joked it off as much as I could, while inside I felt like I was being stabbed by a thousand daggers. Saving her from the bad date gave me empowerment, but it was short-lived. I should have known from that first moment that something was different. If anyone could read her it was me. All of the signs were there. I should have known she’d fucked him. It was just too hard to accept.  
 
    This woman that I’d put on a pedestal had betrayed my heart and she didn’t even know it. I’m not going to lie when I say it took everything in me not to come clean. The damage was done though. She’d slept with another man, and although I had my own skeletons, I couldn’t look at her the same way anymore. My perfect girl had been tainted. How was I to look at her and not feel destroyed inside? How was I supposed to look myself in the mirror and know that I could have prevented this from happening? 
 
    While in the shower I tried to be understanding. The brutal truth was that I needed her to be close to me. In other words, I needed to reclaim her in some caveman kind of way. Christian wasn’t like the other girls I slept with. She’d been my first for a reason. She and I shared something that other people couldn’t understand. We’d always been outcasts in school because we were smart. It was a shame that our intelligence had been the reason for failed relationships with our peers. High school is a hard place for a nerd to fit in.  
 
    Once in college we’d set out with a common goal to reinvent ourselves. It had worked so far for me, but not so much for Christian. I can’t say I wasn’t happy about that. Secretly I wanted her to remain untouched. It’s the reason why I knew I wasn’t ready to commit to her. I couldn’t be selfish and keep her for myself. I had to let her live.  
 
    In all of my attempts to do the right thing I’d somehow forgotten how precious our relationship was. I comforted myself with other women to prevent her from wanting me. I’d given her every reason to seek attention from another guy. 
 
    Being in the shower with her had been a mistake. I couldn’t look into those green eyes and picture them peering into another guy’s eyes the way they did mine. I couldn’t touch her skin and imagine that someone else had consumed every inch of it. I certainly couldn’t hold her hands any longer after wondering where they’d recently been. 
 
    This was a catastrophe. I needed to be alone; to dwell in the mess that I’d made of what could have been our future. Selfishly I knew I couldn’t tell her my feelings. She was too messed up over what she’d already done. Tangling more stress into the mix would be a dick move. Keeping her at a distance was all I could bring myself to do. I had to calm down before I was able to put on a brave face and pretend that she hadn’t just cut me into tiny pieces.  
 
    Hearing the door open and close let me know she’d left. More than anything I wanted to run after her. I needed her to know I’d never let her go. She had to know that every moment of every single day I was thinking about when we’d have a life together. My buried feelings had been forced free and now I struggled with the outcome. We still had two years of college; two years to make mistakes and find ourselves again. If she knew I returned her feelings she’d forget about what was important. I couldn’t let her lose focus. Somehow I had to get over this, and be the friend she needed, because losing her completely wasn’t an option either. 
 
    When I got up to retrieve my shoes I found the note. Her words caused me more confusion. Did she really think I wanted a life without her in it? 
 
    It made me angry, so much that I crumpled up the note and tossed it across the room. My next move was to call her and tell her off until she told me where she was so I could drag her ass back to my bed. Suddenly I didn’t care about Seth and what they’d done together. All I wanted was to remind her how important she was to my life.  
 
    The phone rang with no response. After a while it went straight to voicemail. I kept calling it, even when I’d gone out to look for her. I coasted every street from my place to hers with no sight of her anywhere. She obviously didn’t want to be found. It was the middle of the night. She’d be able to hear my car coming down the road and hide. I slammed my fist on the steering wheel out of frustration. By the time I’d reached her front door I didn’t care who was sleeping. I banged on it hard, waiting to be let in.  
 
    Becca answered in her pajamas. She was clearly not happy that I was standing on the porch. Instead of asking me what I wanted she simply opened the door and motioned for me to come inside. I burst through Christian’s bedroom door only to find the room vacant. After looking around for a piece of paper I noticed the used rubber in the trash can.  
 
    Sitting down was inevitable as another wave of jealousy hit me. Then I looked down noticing the messed up sheets and became enraged. I couldn’t take it. The image of that dude fucking her on the same bed that I sat on was like a kick in the balls. The reminder still so apparent, I reached down and began ripping the linens from the bed. Once I’d stripped everything off, I flipped the mattress completely over. I had to rid it of any reminder of Seth.  
 
    Since Christian obviously wasn’t home, I grabbed the sheets and blankets and left with them. After tossing everything in a local dumpster, I drove home still heated from everything that had transpired. With no sign of her back at my place I was left to sit awake all night, both annoyed and worried at the same time. 
 
    One way or another I’d have to get over my anger. I needed her more than she knew, and the fact that there was a chance that our friendship was over was making me sick. I wouldn’t stop until she knew the truth.  
 
    I couldn’t. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    I was a blubbering mess when I left Ethan’s house. My hair was still damp, making the shivering worse. When I heard his car coming my way I ducked behind a hedgerow to prevent being discovered. He couldn’t know how much he’d hurt me. Ethan had made it clear that our friendship couldn’t be anything more, and since I’d screwed up and slept with Seth, someone he clearly hated, I knew I’d damaged our already strained bond.  
 
    My phone rang until I shut it off, but not before seeing I had more messages from Seth. He was begging to explain everything to me, going on and on about how he and Mila were not together. To be honest it didn’t even matter to me. I couldn’t trust him, or his lunatic girlfriend. Drama wasn’t something I was used to, so it was important to stay out of it.  
 
    Once I’d shot him a quick text simply telling him to leave me alone, I continued walking back to my house. It was still dark out, even though I knew the early morning sunrise was only hours from showing its face. While the town slept, I was left to sob alone, without a single friend to call.  
 
    When I heard another car heading in my direction I ducked back behind a vehicle in case it was Ethan again. This time the driver didn’t keep going. They stopped and I heard the sound of the door shutting and footsteps heading in my direction. I peered around the car only to come face to face with Seth. The shock of him being the one person to find me made me uneasy. “What are you doin’ here?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same. What the hell are you doing out in the middle of the night? I thought you were with a friend.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was. It’s a long story.” Frankly, I didn’t even want to explain it, especially with him. 
 
    “Come with me. I’ll take you home.” He held out his hand to motion for me to join him.  
 
    I wrapped my arms across my chest and stood still. “That’s not a good idea. I told you that we had nothin’ left to talk about.” 
 
    He seemed frustrated, gritting his teeth to hold back a boast of something he’d regret. “Look, just let me take you home. It’s dark, and who knows what could happen to someone who looks like you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked toward his car. “Sayin’ that won’t get you back in my pants.” 
 
    Once we were both inside I appreciated the heat being on. My frigid fingers started to warm up as we took off down the road, except we weren’t headed in the direction of my house.  
 
    It was too early to panic, so I simply asked. “Where are you takin’ me? Did you already forget where I live?” 
 
    “I know where you live, but you’re coming back to my place until you listen to me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Turn this car around and take me back, Seth. I mean it. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    He drove faster, ignoring my demands. He even locked the doors to prevent me from opening them. I think that’s when I started to freak out a little bit. The only thing keeping me from screaming was the fact that he’d been wonderful when we were together. I had to take a second to think about his feelings.  
 
    “Why couldn’t you just hear me out?” 
 
    “I’ll listen, Seth. I will. Just stop drivin’ so fast. You’re scarin’ me. Why can’t we talk at my place?” 
 
    “It’s too late for that. We’re here.” He pulled into the driveway of a dark house. It most definitely wasn’t decorated with letters like a frat house.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “Come with me. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    While leery I followed Seth into the house. As soon as we got inside I began to worry. This house wasn’t lived in. He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me into another dark room. He let go of it and illuminated the room with a lighter. I got one quick look before it became dark again. The stairs were falling apart, and the paint was peeling off the walls. In the middle of the floor was a mattress covered with bunched up blankets. “Oh my God,” I started backing up. “Tell me you’re homeless and you’re not here to kill me.” 
 
    The sudden fear of being in terrible danger hit me like a ton of bricks. Before my eyes were able to adjust to the darkness enough to find my way to the front door, he was taking hold of my hand again, jerking me into his chest. “I’m not going to kill you. I said we’re going to talk, and then you’ll see that I wasn’t lying. You’ll see how much I want you, Christian.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that!”  
 
    “Why? It’s your name?” 
 
    “Please turn on a light. You’re scaring the shit out of me, Seth. This ain’t funny at all. I promise to listen to you, but get me out of here first.” I knew I was starting to beg, but this wasn’t normal. People didn’t go to abandoned buildings to have serious talks. It wasn’t right, and the longer we stood there the more upset I was getting. 
 
    Seth took me by the waist and pulled me forward. He tugged me down on the mattress and sat next to me. The outside light finally gave me a little visibility. He was staring at me, and I felt uncomfortable being alone with him. “You’re so beautiful. I’ve watched you come into class for weeks, waiting for the day that you noticed me. I knew I’d have you if I was patient. Girls like you are worth the wait.” 
 
    That was enough for me to hear to become terrified.  
 
    “Why are you doin’ this?” I was getting choked up with my words. There was no explanation to the ill feeling that I had. This guy had never put me in harm’s way until this moment. If this was some sick joke it was working. I was afraid. “Please take me home. I promise I’ll forgive you.” 
 
    Seth pinched my cheeks with one hand and forced me to look in his direction. His widened eyes sent chills over my spine. The trembling was no longer from being chilly. I was shaking in fear of losing my life to a psychopath. “Is that how you talk to the guy who you slept with a few hours ago? Do you know how good it felt when you wrapped your lips around my cock in that movie theater? I could have fucked you right there in those seats. I can’t stop thinking of the way your pussy tastes. I knew you’d be sweet.” His fingers trailed between my legs, dragging over my pussy. I shuddered, repulsed by his touch. 
 
    “Get off of me.” 
 
    Seth’s strength came into play after that first rejection. He clenched my wrist, preventing me from freeing.  When I felt the force of his hold I immediately started to try and push him away from me. This only angered him more. He grabbed my other wrist and pinned me down on my back. I turned my head to the side, still trying to wriggle away. “Calm down. Stop teasing me.” 
 
    “Teasin’ you?” Was he crazy? “I want to get away from you. This ain’t funny, Seth. Let me go. Get the fuck off of me.” 
 
    He started laughing. Then I felt his tongue licking over my cheek. The smell of alcohol became apparent, and I wondered how much he could have consumed in the time since I’d seen him last. I closed my eyes and flipped my head around to make him stop. He pinned my thighs with his legs, pressing all of his weight over me.  
 
    My cries were unheard, but I still continued. He attempted to kiss me and I moved my head, determined to fight him off. When my sobs remained he brought both hands together and held them with one of his, while using his other to reach into my pants. I felt him there, touching me without permission. “Why are you fighting me? You know you like it. You gave me this pussy without a fight earlier today.” He entered me with more than one finger. I gasped in between screams then felt his mouth covering mine. I tightened my lips to keep his tongue out. When he relaxed his own I bit down and pulled. He tightened his grip on my wrists and shoved his fingers as far inside of me as he could. The gentle guy I’d slept with was gone. This person didn’t care if I was begging him to stop. He was on a mission to sleep with me, and I was going to fight until I was free. 
 
    “What the fuck did you do that for?” He yelled. 
 
    “Get off of me.” I spit in his face, waiting and prepared for him to hit me.  
 
    Instead he leaned forward wiping my own fluids over my cheek while whispering in my ear. “I like it when you fight. It’s almost as sexy as watching your lips devouring my dick.” 
 
    The bile rose to the back of my throat as he adjusted once more, removing his finger only to shove it in my mouth. I tried to fight it, but he thrust it in so fast I began to gag, not from the taste, but from it being forced halfway down my throat. When he removed it I coughed and turned to the side in case I had to throw up.  
 
    Seth used those seconds to flip me around and hold me down with the weight of his body. He tugged on my pants, pulling them off of my ass. I scream and yelled, begging for him to stop what he was doing. The taste of my tears filled my mouth as I cried out feeling him entering me. Time froze, and in that instant I knew he wasn’t going to let me go until he finished what he started. The pain, feeling wretched and dirty, followed by the sounds of him getting off on ripping the skin of my asshole as he continued pumping his hard shaft inside of it caused me to lose sense of what was actually happening. I don’t know if I was in denial, or the whole thing was just too tragic for me to be able to accept. No matter which way I tried to understand how I’d gotten to this point it all kept coming back to the fact that I’d let this man sleep with me. I’d let him have his way. I’d given him false hope, and now I was getting the brunt of his brutal display of anger. If Seth couldn’t have me he wanted to make sure that nobody else would ever want me again. 
 
    While crying hysterically, I waited until he slowed down. The moment he pulled out of me I twisted around, sending him down next to me. With my pants at my knees I got up and started to run in the direction of the door. I refused to look back in fear of him being right behind me. My hand made contact with the doorknob the exact second that I was being spun around.  
 
    “Please, don’t. Just let me go. You don’t have to do this. I’ll listen to you, I swear. I’ll do anything. Seth, please don’t,” I repeated over and over.  
 
    He grabbed my face hard and pushed his lips over mine. I continued crying silently begging that someone would come to my rescue. He was too big to overpower, and I was honestly afraid of what would happen if I fought him too much. 
 
    Once he pulled away from his kiss, he put his lips up to my ear. “Stop fighting me. I know you want this, just like you let me have it earlier. Spread your fucking legs like a good girl. My dick’s been craving you since we left the theater.” 
 
    I was bawling. Snot ran down over my lips. I couldn’t see anything but his shadow in front of me, but knew I was trapped. “Please don’t hurt me, Seth. I’ll do what you want.” He shoved me harder against the wooden door, lifting me up against it. When I refused to wrap my legs around his waist he pulled me away and then slammed me back against it harder. The back of my head immediately began to throb. I dug my hands into his shoulders, feeling him placing my legs behind his back. I raised one hand and slapped him hard across his face, dragging my nails from his cheek to his ear.  
 
      
 
    He yelled out loudly and shoved himself inside of me before leaning his head down and biting the skin under my chin. The new waves of pain were agonizing, so much that I wished I’d just pass out. He pressed his lips over mine again, and this time I refused to fight him. I’d done my best to break free, but he was double my size.   
 
    The time that passed in the house all seemed to blur. Seth forced himself on me for hours until he couldn’t get hard anymore.  
 
    I don’t remember him leaving. Had I blacked out? How could I not recall his releasing me from his hold? 
 
    The sun was just beginning to rise when I became coherent again. My pants were clinging onto one ankle, and my shirt was torn and tattered. With shaking hands I managed to pull up my underwear first. After getting both legs back in my pants, I pulled them up and did the best I could covering myself with the fabric of my ruined shirt.  
 
    My purse, which had somehow ended up across the room, was left untouched. I found my phone inside, but stared at it wondering who I should call. My parents would never understand. My roommates weren’t close enough for me to trust them, and there was no way I could call Ethan, not about this. 
 
    Before exiting the house, I found an old bathroom. The plumbing was off, but I managed to wipe off a mirror enough to take a look at my face. The person that stared back at me was unrecognizable.  
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    Chapter 12 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    When I crept out of the bathroom I was able to get a better look around the old house. It was obviously used as a fraternity house at one time. Posters still hung in the rooms, and there was even leftover furniture in some.  
 
    Even though I knew I was alone, I took my time going down the stairs. My body ached with each step, and a metallic taste reminded me that I was pretty beat up, on the inside and out. 
 
    A few pictures were left on the walls, and where the mattress was left on the floor was a large area rug that had seen better days. Part of the ceiling had caved in where the dining room was, but I decided not to look any further. The less I knew about this house the better, because I knew it was going to haunt me. 
 
    After doing my best to hide my ripped shirt, I began to trek in the direction of my house. Students jogged by me, and some were on bicycles. None of them noticed my condition, and if they had they never stopped to ask if I was okay. I kept my head down low as I marched down the sidewalk, focusing on every part that hurt.  
 
    When I arrived at my house I’d gotten lucky that no one was around. I entered my room and locked the door. The first thing I noticed was that the blankets were off of my bed. I searched the room, not finding them anywhere. Since they were the last of my priorities I started removing my clothes.  
 
    While standing in front of the mirror I peered at the reflection looking back at me. Tears filled my eyes as I touched each injured sore area, reliving how that particular ailment had occurred. Vomit rose to my mouth, and I hauled into the bathroom to puke. After throwing up for a few minutes I turned on the shower and climbed in. Much like the one I’d taken at Ethan’s house, I sunk down to the floor and held my knees up to my chest. Bawling wasn’t the answer, even if I was unable to control my emotions.  
 
    It was still unbelievable. How could someone that seemed harmless do what he did to me? It was clear that this certainly wasn’t a dream, therefore I’d been assaulted sexually, and I had no idea how to go about seeking help. I was ashamed of my actions, so much that I couldn’t admit to ever being with him in the first place.  
 
    Time got away from me again after my shower, in which I scrubbed every inch of my body hoping to rid myself of any remaining hints of his scent. After dressing I laid on my mattress and thought about calling my parents, but they were already dealing with my sister’s latest catastrophe. I couldn’t call them with this information, not after I’d let the guy in my pants the same day it happened.  
 
    While blaming myself for everything that occurred, I fell asleep crying.  
 
    I awoke to someone knocking on my bedroom door. I climbed off of my bed and walked over to the door, hesitating just before opening it. “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s me. We need to talk.” His voice caused me to cringe. I placed my hand over my mouth so he couldn’t hear me freaking out. “Chris, let me in.” 
 
    Seth’s voice vibrated off of my door as if he were leaning against the opposite side. I backed away, fearful that he’d bust it open and hurt me worse. “Go away! Just leave me alone!” 
 
    “I know you’re mad. Please let me in. I need to talk to you about it. I was drunk. When I woke up I remembered what happened. Chris, please-.” 
 
    “Get the hell out of my house. I have nothin’ to say to you.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving until we work this out. I know what happened was wrong, but it’s not a big deal. You need to forget it.” 
 
    I thought about what he was asking me. Of course I wanted nothing more than to forget it ever happened, but as the constant ache of my body reminded me of how he’d held me down, I refused to let him off the hook. “This wasn’t an accident. You knew what you were doin’ when you took me there. I’m not stayin’ quiet, Seth. You raped me, and I’m goin’ to tell the whole fuckin’ world what kind of guy you are.” He may have thought I was weak, but he had another thing coming to him. Nobody was going to hurt me and get away with it. 
 
    “What the hell? I didn’t rape you. Don’t even go there. Don’t you dare fucking tell that to anyone.” 
 
    “Why, it’s the truth? You held me down and forced yourself on me over and over again.” I was crying through my words, struggling the whole time. 
 
    “You little cunt. Nobody will believe you, do you hear me? They’d never believe I could do that to someone, besides, good luck trying to prove that when everyone around you knows we fucked. You were ready and willing, baby. They all saw you.” 
 
    I was so angry that if I had a pole I’d beat him with it. “If you don’t leave I’m callin’ nine-one-one. You have two seconds to get out.” 
 
    I heard footsteps and then the front door slamming shut. When I knew I was home alone again, I opened my door and went out to the front to lock the deadbolt. My roommates had keys so they’d be able to get in.  
 
    I spent the rest of the night locked in my room while the people I lived with went about their evening as if nothing terrible had happened. I wasn’t even positive that they were aware I was home. Not one of them checked on me.  
 
    I picked up my phone to call my parents a few times, losing my nerve at the last second. When it got dark outside Ethan started blowing up my cell. I ended up turning it off so that I wouldn’t have to hear it anymore. I knew none of this was his fault, but somehow I felt that if he hadn’t overreacted I never would have been out on the street alone. I think I was so desperate to put the blame on anyone but myself.  
 
    After hours of being a hermit, I walked out into the kitchen to grab a glass of water. Amber sat at the counter sipping on a bottle of soda. Her eyebrows rose when I entered the room. “Hey, girl. What’s new?” She asked. 
 
    I shrugged and grabbed a glass, holding it under the running faucet. Since I couldn’t exactly explain my situation I chose to lie. “Nothin’.” 
 
    “How did it go with Seth? I heard he took you to the movies.” Was she insane? He wasn’t great. He was the devil. 
 
    “I won’t be seein’ him anymore if that’s what you’re wonderin’.” 
 
    “Why? Don’t tell me it’s because of Mila. She’s such a bitch.” Even though I wanted to go back to my quiet room, I knew she wasn’t at fault. Amber was a nice person, and I could use a friend once all of this mess was resolved.  
 
    “She’s part of it. Can you believe that she followed us to the movies and confronted me in the bathroom?” I had to keep the blame on this girl until I could figure out what I was going to do. I didn’t want too many people talking to Seth if I was going to go to the police with his assault on me. This type of situation required me to be especially careful. Either direction I took could ruin my life worse than it already was. 
 
    “I’m sorry. She did that when we went out once. I’m glad she did though. I don’t have room in my life for guys like him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I was losing my patience. Seth was the last person on earth I wanted to discuss, and hearing her talk about him made me cringe. “I need to get back to my studies. I’ll see you later, Amber.” 
 
    She clutched my arm as I tried to walk by. It hurt and I pulled back, grabbing it.  
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I fell when I was out last night. I tripped over a curb,” I lied. 
 
    “Was Seth with you?” She inquired. 
 
    “Look, I don’t want to talk about Seth, okay? If I never saw him it would be too soon. He’s a drunk, and I know you think he’s great, but he’s not.” 
 
    I stormed in my room leaving her to assume whatever she wanted. Just hearing his name was causing me to lose my shit. There was no way I’d be able to go to class in the morning knowing he was sitting only feet behind me. 
 
    I spent the next couple of hours researching sexual assault on the computer, wondering if I even had means to go to the authorities. Sure, he’d taken me to an abandoned building and had his way, but just hours before I’d given him oral in a movie theater. I’d already given him my body earlier in the day. If this was some kind of sick fetish I didn’t want any part of it. Not to mention that telling anyone this happened to me would make me look like a trouble maker. Seth was on a scholarship, he’d lose everything. As much as I hated the fucker, I was unsure of what I wanted to do. The idea of my parents finding out made my skin crawl. They’d never look at me as being the daughter they were proud of again.  
 
    Then there was Ethan.  
 
    Not only did I walk away from our friendship, but I knew he’d never be able to see me the same. This was devastating, and the more time I gave myself to think about it, the more confused I became. I needed help and advice, or someone that could help me through this terrible time. The problem was that I didn’t have anyone that I could turn to. It was yet another reminder of what I was lacking in my life.  
 
    Since I knew I wouldn’t be going to class in the morning I decided to drive back to the ranch. My grandmother’s mansion had a whole wing that nobody used. Until I could calm down and make important decisions I needed to hide out there. 
 
    After the drive that seemed to take forever I pulled through the main entrance to my family’s ranch. Thankfully I didn’t see any sign of either of my parents, or my brother. I wasn’t that fortunate when I stepped inside the house and saw Shalan and my Gram standing at the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Christian, what are you doing here?” Gram asked. 
 
    “I’m, um…I’m havin’ a tough day. I was hopin’ I could sleep here tonight to clear my head.” 
 
    “Is everything alright, love?” I appreciated her concern, but she couldn’t help me.  
 
    “I’ll be fine, Gram. I’m just goin’ to head up to one of the rooms and lay down. I’ll see you in the mornin’.” 
 
    After making my announcement I walked out of the room, realizing that I hadn’t said anything to my soon-to-be sister-in-law.  In the morning I’ll get up the courage to call her and apologize. What I needed was to relax and get my mind on track. 
 
    The first thing I did was get into the large soaking tub. I filled it with boiling hot water, hoping it would rid me of the dirty feeling I couldn’t seem to wash off.  
 
    When I retreated back to the bedroom and plopped down on the large fluffy bed it felt nice. This wasn’t like being back at college in my room. This was serenity, and exactly the kind of solitude I needed in my current situation. I was safe, loved, and going to get through this, no matter what I had to do.  
 
    This wouldn’t break me forever. I wasn’t going to let it. 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    After searching for Chris, and then calling her repeatedly I felt like she needed time to get over whatever was bothering her. Since it wasn’t like her to fly off the bat like she had, I knew I’d hear from her once she calmed down. 
 
    It was difficult to fall asleep knowing she was out there somewhere thinking I was an asshole. Honestly, I didn’t even get why she’d gotten so bent out of shape. We’d had disagreements in the past, and she’d never overreacted like this time. 
 
    It was two in the morning when my cell phone started blowing up. I ignored the first few rings on account of being asleep. When it continued I rolled over to see who the caller was. That’s all it took for me know it was important. 
 
    “Chris?” 
 
    She was sniffling.  
 
    “Talk to me. I’ve been tryin’ to call your ass all day. What’s goin’ on with you? If you like Seth that much just tell me.” 
 
    She began to sob on the other end of the call. “Trust me it’s not that at all.” 
 
    “Then you need to tell me what’s wrong. How am I supposed to be your best friend when you won’t talk to me about it?” 
 
    “Do you think I’m weak?” She questioned. 
 
    “What?” I scratched my head and checked the time on my alarm clock again. “Woman, what’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “I just need to know. Do you think I’m weak? Do I have a sign on my head that tells people to take me for granted? I don’t understand why I can’t be like everyone else.” 
 
    “You’re not weak. You’re pretty damn strong if you ask me. I don’t get why you want to be like everyone else when the person you are is perfect. They’re the ones that need to take notice of you.” 
 
    “I’m not askin’ for you to flatter me. I need the truth, Ethan. For once can you be serious.” 
 
    “I am,” I argued. “Chris, you’re awesome. Any guy would be lucky to be with someone like you.” 
 
    “No they wouldn’t.” She cried harder, making it impossible for me to understand the rest of what she was saying. I felt so bad, but didn’t know a way to convince her that I thought she was amazing. I never should have kept it from her, but I sure as shit wasn’t about to tell her my true feelings over the phone.  
 
    “What’s wrong, babe?” 
 
    “I don’t understand why life is so hard for me. I can’t catch a break. Every time I try to change, things take a turn for the worse.” 
 
    “I’m lost.” 
 
    “Take you for instance. I never should have told you I was in love with you, because nothin’s been the same since that happened. You say things haven’t changed, but we’re not as close. It’s like I pushed you away.” 
 
    I wiped the sleep from my eyes and sat up completely, trying to figure out how to manage this kind of conversation without being there with her. “You know that’s not true. I care about you too.” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” She let out an air-filled laugh. “It doesn’t even matter. Nothin’s ever goin’ to be the same. We can’t be together anyway, even if you changed your mind. I’m damaged goods.” 
 
    “You’re not makin’ any sense, Chris. In fact, you’re worryin’ me. Stop bein’ all cryptic and tell me what the hell is your problem. Don’t make me come over there in the middle of the night and force it out of you.” 
 
    When she began to bawl I wondered what I’d said to make her so upset. Nothing was making sense. She obviously called me to comfort her, but I had absolutely no idea what was going on.  
 
    “Christian, please say somethin’, or else I’m gettin’ in my car and comin’ for ya.” 
 
    “Don’t come near me. I’m not there anyway. I had to get away from all of it. I can’t be there, Ethan. Why can’t you get that?” 
 
    “I’m tryin’ to. Is this because of me, or that douche you were with last night?” 
 
    “This call was a mistake. I won’t bother you anymore. I think I just wanted to hear your voice one more time before you hated me. Goodbye, Ethan. For what it’s worth, you’re the only guy I’ve ever loved. I’m glad I got to experience that feelin’ before all of this happened; otherwise I’d never know what it was like. I’m sorry for ruinin’ our friendship.” 
 
    “Wait, you didn’t-.” 
 
    The line was dead. 
 
    I tried to redial her number, but it went straight to voicemail. 
 
    Out of desperation I threw on some clothes and drove over to her house, hoping to make sense over all of this.  
 
    First I beat on the door, hoping she’d hear it first. When no one answered, I rang the bell. A girl who I didn’t know answered. I could tell she was sleeping. “What?” 
 
    “I need to see Chris. Let me in.” 
 
    “She’s not here.” She started to close the door. 
 
    I put my hand up preventing her. “Hold up. What do you mean she’s not here?” 
 
    “She left earlier, dude. Go home.” 
 
    “Did she say where she was goin’?” I asked. 
 
    “How the hell would I know? She doesn’t say shit to me. Go on now before I kick you in the balls for wakin’ me up.” 
 
    This time the door closed in my face, but I remained standing there wondering why Chris would leave campus. This couldn’t be about me and our last conversation. Something must have happened to her, and I was going to get to the bottom of it. 
 
      
 
    My first class on Tuesday’s wasn’t until the afternoon, and since I hadn’t gotten but a few hours of sleep I knew I had to find Chris and get things worked out with her. After trying to call her several times, I climbed in my car and headed to her parent’s house. If she wasn’t with me, and she wasn’t at the campus house, that was the only other place she’d go. 
 
    I guess it slipped my mind that her family would be dealing with her sister’s latest bouts of trouble. When I pulled into the driveway I saw them climbing out of their SUV. They recognized me right away, and from the shocked look on their faces I knew they were confused about my visit. 
 
    “Ethan, what brings you by this late?” Christian’s father, Colt asked. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I was hopin’ Chris was here, but I can see that she’s not. Our messages must have gotten mixed up that’s all. I’ll just head on back to campus and see her in the mornin’.” 
 
    I started to turn to climb back in my car when I heard him respond. “Hold on a minute. Why would Christian say she was comin’ home? Is she alright?” 
 
      
 
    I threw him the most convincing smile I could. “Sure. Like I said, it’s probably a miscommunication. I’m certain she’s probably back at her place by now. Come to think of it, I’m sure she said she was catchin’ a movie with some friends.” 
 
    He cocked his brow, as if he didn’t believe a word coming out of my mouth. This was a man that people didn’t lie to. He was powerful and a force to be reckoned with if he was crossed. I was lying to him about his daughter; someone he’d most definitely protect with his life. 
 
    “Colt, your mom called earlier. She said Christian is spending the night at the main house. She didn’t give me specifics.” Christian’s mom turned to look at me after addressing her husband. “Ethan, did something happen at school? Is that why you drove out here tonight? Were you worried about our daughter?” 
 
    Since I’d just been caught in a lie I didn’t know how to reply. “Honestly, I don’t know. We had a fight yesterday and she hasn’t talked to me since. I stopped by the house earlier and they said she wasn’t there. You know I always look out for her, so I came here to make sure she was safe.” That part wasn’t a lie. “If somethin’ happened she didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “You best be gettin’ back to school now.” His stern order wasn’t meant to be a suggestion. I nodded and climbed into my car, only to be stopped from starting it by Christian’s mother. 
 
    “Ethan, you should stay on the ranch tonight. It’s late, and the deer are going crazy lately. I’d hate for you to hit one and get stranded or worse. We’ve got plenty of room. It’s no trouble, right, Colt?” 
 
    I refused to look his way, because I knew what he was thinking. He was under the assumption that I’d not only lied about his daughter once, but also about why she’d come to the ranch. He couldn’t understand that I’d driven all this way because I was ready to confess my love to his daughter. 
 
    “Just make sure you have your ass back to school in the mornin’.” 
 
    I often wondered if the man liked me at all. His stern demeanor left little to the imagination. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I followed the two of them inside the house and let Miss Savanna show me the guest room. The whole time I wondered if I could sneak out and make my way to the main house, even though it was a terrible idea. Just as her mother was stepping out of the room she turned to me and smiled. “I’m glad she has you, Ethan. I’ve never understood why she struggles. That girl is beautiful inside and out. I just wish she’d see that.” 
 
    “She’ll always have me.” 
 
    She walked out of the room after I’d said it, and I wondered if somehow she knew my feelings for her daughter were stronger than I’d admitted. I was resolved to hoping that by morning Christian would get over whatever was bothering her. The anticipation of coming out to her was killing me. 
 
    Lying in a bed in her parent’s house made me feel close to her. I knew she wasn’t there, but it still gave me that connected feeling I longed for. I’d lied for too long, and feared it had cost me my chance of being with her. There was still concern about screwing it up, but I couldn’t sit back and watch her seeing other people. I’d learned my lesson feeling the pain of knowing she’d been with another guy besides me.  
 
    I’d experienced what it felt like to be jealous of another person, and was hell-bent on making sure it never happened again. 
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    Chapter 14 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    It would have been nice to be able to sleep without interference. God knows I needed the rest. What I required more than sleep was to find resolution to my current situation.  
 
    In the middle of the night I got up and headed to the kitchen for a glass of water. While standing alone in the dark room I took notice of all the little sounds the old house made. Each time something creaked I felt the need to jump and look around, making sure there wasn’t anyone there. Finally when I knew it was my nerves I headed back up to the bedroom and locked the door behind me.  
 
    Never in my life had I felt more alone. This wasn’t about having friends anymore. I’d been violated and couldn’t comprehend what I was supposed to do next. 
 
    For the rest of the night I sat there in that room with a small light on, crying, fighting with my reservations, and struggling to understand what was to come. 
 
    In the morning I heard my mother’s voice even before she knocked. I sat up realizing that I’d dozed off. The sun was beaming through the light colored curtains as I climbed out of the bed to unlock the door.  
 
    From the moment I looked into my mother’s eyes I knew I had to lie to her. It was impossible to look that woman in the eyes and tell her that someone had hurt me in a way that I wasn’t sure could be repaired. As determined as I became to keep it a secret, the moment her arms reached around me I lost it. She held me tight, never asking me a single question until I let it all out.  
 
    After time had passed she handed me some tissues from the nightstand. “I wanted to come over last night, but dad and I didn’t get home until late. Then Ethan showed up and-.” 
 
    “What? Ethan was here?” 
 
    “I thought you knew he’d come looking for you. Honey, please tell me he isn’t the reason for all of this.” 
 
    I shook my head and looked down at my legs, covering an obvious bruise before she could spot it. “He’s not. Ethan had nothin’ to do with my problems. Trust me, if he did you’d be the first to know.” 
 
    She moved the hair away from my face, but I still refused to look in her direction. “Please talk to me. I can’t have both of my girls miserable like this. It’s killing me. Your dad and I are here for you, no matter what you’re going through. I hope you know that. Nothing is more important to us than you kids.” 
 
    “I know, mom. I’m not ready to talk about it yet.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You know, I had a terrible time in college. It’s when I was dating your uncle Ty, and he had his accident. I had one friend, who ended up not being that great after all. Anyway, I just want you to know that I get what it’s like for you. You’re not alone, Christian. I’ve seen the way Ethan looks at you. He was worried last night.” 
 
    “Mom, Ethan and I are just friends, if we’re even that now. It’s a long story and I can’t think about it. Please tell me he left already.” 
 
    “He did. Your father made sure of it. He’s convinced that Ethan was the reason you came home last night.” My mother giggled to herself. “Sorry, it’s funny how your father gets about you girls. I feel sorry for the men that ask for your hands in marriage. They’re going to have to go through hell for him to approve.” 
 
    I wanted to smile, but my pent up emotions wouldn’t allow it. “If we even find men that want to be with us.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. You may not want to indulge me with what’s going on in your life, but I’ll always be here, Christian. God didn’t give me you kids if he thought I couldn’t handle it. Whatever it is, you’ll get through it.” 
 
    This made me so upset. Desperately I needed to tell someone what had happened to me, but for the life of me I wasn’t able to spit it out. The pain inflicted on me both emotional and physical was draining to think about. Even though I’d come home for comfort, I knew it was time for me to leave before my mother pried the information out of me, forcing me to relive what occurred. “I have class soon so I better get goin’. Thanks for checkin’ on me, mom. I appreciate it.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed me before standing up. “I love you with all of my heart. No matter where you are, you need to remember I’m only a phone call away.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    After she’d left the room I got up and dressed. My intentions were to go back to my house and sleep the day away. For the second time I was skipping my classes. I sent an email to professors telling them that I’d encountered a family emergency. Luckily, since my grades were always good, they offered my assignments through the internet, allowing me to submit my work online. I still didn’t know how I’d be able to keep focused, but at least I had the opportunity to not fall behind. 
 
    As I was leaving the ranch I spotted my dad in his truck. He pulled up next to my car and his window slowly rolled down. “Good Mornin’, darlin’. You alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, dad. I’m fine.” 
 
    “You sure?” I could tell he was giving me a once over. “Your mom and I are worried. Next time you come home instead of goin’ to gram’s.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Tell that boy to treat ya better so he doesn’t have to chase you down again.” Even though my dad was speaking about Ethan, I thought of Seth chasing me down.  
 
    Without explaining my bout of shock I pulled off of the property and took off down the road. My dad would go to my mother and together they’d try to fix me. I wish it were that easy to make all of this pain vanish, but I wasn’t going to kid myself. This would haunt me for the rest of my life, and no matter how hard I tried I’d never be able to forget it. 
 
    I’d stopped crying about a mile from the house, and as I pulled in I was determined to get some rest and then make a few calls to find a professional to talk with. As ashamed as I was, I knew I couldn’t go through it alone.  
 
    I’d no sooner stepped inside of my bedroom when I saw him sitting there. His hands were on his knees, but his focus was on me. Slowly I backed out of the bedroom, praying he wouldn’t stand up too fast.  
 
    “Chris, wait. Let me just talk to you.” 
 
    After locking myself in the bathroom, I pressed my hands against the wooden door, praying he couldn’t get through it. 
 
    I could feel him knocking on it as the warm rush of tears poured out of my eyes. I wasn’t just afraid of seeing him again. I was petrified that he was here to do what he’d done before. 
 
    “Why won’t you return my calls? I don’t know why you’re being such a bitch. Come out and talk to me. You can’t push me away forever.” 
 
    “I told you before that I didn’t want to see you, Seth. You need to leave.” 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about you; the way you taste, and how good it feels to be inside of you. You probably don’t know this, but I’ve wanted you for a while now. I sit behind you and watch you chewing your pens, imagining those teeth biting into my skin as I’m fucking you.” 
 
    I cringed, closing my eyes and praying for this to be another nightmare. “Please stop it.” 
 
    “I can’t. I won’t let you walk away from this. We’re so good together.” 
 
    “I hate you. Don’t you get that? I’m scared of you, Seth.” I cried harder. “Please leave me alone. Why are you doin’ this to me?” 
 
    “To you? You’re the one being a damn dick-tease, putting out then pretending it never happened. You came on to me you little closet slut.” He punched the wood right at my face, making me jump out of my skin. “Open the fucking door.” 
 
    I backed away, while reaching into my pocket to retrieve my cell phone. I had one bar of battery left, and knew it was just enough to call Ethan. As mad as he probably was at me, I knew he’d come to my rescue. 
 
    It rang once before he answered. “It took you long enough.” 
 
    “Shut up and listen to me. I need you to come to my house and help me.” 
 
    “With what? You said we were done, Chris. What the hell is going on with you?” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Seth yelled from outside of the room. 
 
    “Please,” I begged. “I’m so scared.” 
 
    Just then I heard someone on the other side of the door. Becca spoke and I started to relax. “What are you doin’?” 
 
    “I came to talk to Chris, but she won’t open the door.” 
 
    “Make him leave, Becca. I don’t want to talk to him.” 
 
    I heard her ordering him out of our house. When the front door slammed she knocked. “Chris, honey, it’s just me now. Seth’s gone.” 
 
    “I have to go,” I told Ethan. 
 
    “Wait!” I hung up on him without responding. 
 
    Slowly I cracked open the door until I saw Becca waiting on the other side. “Hey.” 
 
    Her eyes widened when she looked me in the eyes. “Oh my God. What’s goin’ on?” 
 
    She pulled me into her arms and comforted me while I sobbed. Becca was kind, getting me a glass of water and some tissues while I let it all out. Once I’d finally calmed down I knew I had to explain. After taking a deep breath I began to tell her what happened. 
 
    “It started the other night when we all went out. I met Seth and he started hittin’ on me. I thought he was nice, and easy on the eyes. When he came back to the house we hung out some more, and then one thing led to another. We ended up in bed, which is somethin’ I’ve never done before. Then it happened again the next day.” 
 
    “He obviously likes you.” 
 
    “Yeah, if that’s what you call it.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You can tell me.” 
 
    I sighed, hoping I was making the right decision. “He took me to an abandoned house and forced himself on me, Becca. Seth raped me,” I admitted. 
 
    “What?” She stood up and put her hands on her hips. “Seth may be a lot of things, but he’s no rapist. I don’t know what your problem is, but callin’ someone out like that is pretty fucked up.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. She didn’t believe me. I’d spent the better part of the day holding it all in and when I finally want to come clean the person listening tells me I’m lying. “It’s true. I wouldn’t lie.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I know, Chris.” She pointed to the exterior door. “That guy you had me kick out is one of the nicest guys I know. His ex would do anything to get back with him, no matter how many times he screws up. Do you honestly mean to tell me that he’d rape you when he could be with any girl he wanted? You’re pretty, but you ain’t worth that kind of trouble.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie about somethin’ like this. I swear.” 
 
    “We just met, so forgive me for not bein’ able to trust your word. I’ve known Seth for years, and he’s never been accused of such madness. I think you’ve had a hard time makin’ friends because you can’t keep your stories straight. People don’t want to be around someone who starts drama where it’s not needed. I was here when you took him into your room and let him stay overnight. I know you fucked him more than once because we could hear you. Obviously you liked it. He’d have no reason to rape you.” 
 
    I was a blubbering mess. I’d struggled with making friends for so long, and now I regretted it, because obviously they were never going to accept me. “I have bruises from where he held me down.” 
 
    “You could have done that to yourself. Please get out of my face before I say somethin’ I might regret later. If I were you I’d keep this story to yourself and do your best to get back into Seth’s good graces. Otherwise you’ll end up looking for another place to stay for the rest of the semester.” 
 
    With that she walked out of my room, leaving me all alone. 
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    Chapter 15 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t just the phone call that had me worried. Her voice was raspy and I could tell she was upset. Since I still had no idea what was going on, I left my class and rushed over to her house.  
 
    I don’t know how many times I beat on the door before Becca finally answered. She gave me a dirty look after seeing it was me. “She’s pretty popular today. I should warn you to be careful around that one. She’s liable to ruin your life too.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow while wondering what she was talking about. “Whatever,” I said as I moved by her toward Christian’s room. 
 
    I tapped on the door after realizing it was locked. “Chris, it’s me. Open up.” 
 
    I could hear her walking across the floor and stopping a few feet on the other side. “Ethan?” 
 
    “Yeah.” It was upsetting she had to ask, as if she was expecting another guy. 
 
    Finally the latch unfastened and I walked inside, finding her hiding behind the closing door. She looked so bad, worse than I’d ever seen before. 
 
    I reached my hand out to touch her face and she quickly retracted. “Don’t.” 
 
    I threw up my hands, surrendering to her order. “Okay, I won’t touch you. What gives? When you called you begged me to come save you, now I can’t even touch you.” 
 
    “It’s not you, I swear.” She headed over to her bed and plopped down on the mattress. “No one can save me.” 
 
    I headed in her direction, sitting down right beside her. “Why do you keep sayin’ that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true. Please don’t make me talk about it.” 
 
    “Should I go?” 
 
    “No!” She replied quickly. “I need you to stay.” 
 
    For the second time I moved my hand over to touch her. She shoved it away, distancing how close we were sitting to one another. “I’m not goin’ to hurt you, Chris. Why are you pushin’ me away?” 
 
    She covered her face and began to sob. I didn’t get it. She wasn’t a crier, yet for the past couple days it seemed like all she was doing. I’d obviously missed some significant happening in her life, because I couldn’t figure out what could possibly cause her to become so distraught. 
 
    I made a third attempt to touch her, this time on her shoulder. At first she jerked, but I refused to pull away. “I’ll never hurt you,” I reminded her. 
 
    Despite the fact that I still had no inkling of what was going on, I accepted her body when it fell against mine, and I held her tight when she lost control. 
 
    Christian never mentioned her bedding being gone, so I refused to talk about it. For two days I’d struggled with finding the words to say to her. With her in my arms, in such a terrible condition, I knew my revelation was going to have to wait. This wasn’t the time to confess that I’d been lying about my feelings for years. Right now she needed her best friend. 
 
    After some time had passed she’d gotten quiet. I moved my arms away to reveal that she’d fallen asleep. It was another suspicion to warn me that something was very wrong. Then I started thinking about what it could be. She’d left that note out of nowhere, and now she was running away, and avoiding my calls. It was like she was having a hormonal imbalance. 
 
    That could only mean one thing. 
 
    She was pregnant. 
 
    A part of me that wasn’t feeling terrible for my friend became overwhelmed with hope; hope that this could be a new beginning for us. Sure, a child would change things, and we’d have to figure out how to finish school and care for a child, but we had huge families, and our union would be celebrated; maybe not by her father at first, but I’d change his mind. 
 
    I’d come to the conclusion that she’d been afraid to tell me, and that’s why she was freaking out so much. After she rested we’d be able to talk about it, and I’d finally let her know that she’d always had my heart. I was prepared to nourish her, to prove that I’d do anything to take back all of the times I’d pushed her away. 
 
    Shortly after I’d dozed off myself I felt her stirring. It caused me to tighten my hold on her, and that’s when she jolted out of my arms. I sat up on the bed watching her head to the far side of the room, while hugging the front of her own body. “What is it?” 
 
    “Just stay away from me, Ethan. Please. You can’t touch me right now.” 
 
    “I get it, okay? I understand now. I don’t know why you couldn’t tell me before, but I get it. Now, please come over here and calm down. I promise I won’t touch you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, “What did you say?” She asked in just a whisper. 
 
    “I said I won’t touch you,” I repeated. 
 
    Christian sank down on the floor, and began to bawl again. I rushed to her side, more concerned for her latest breakdown than what was actually freaking her out so much. 
 
    “Talk to me, babe.” 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t talk to anyone. I tried. It’s no use.” 
 
    “You can tell me anything.” 
 
    She shook her head, refusing to look in my direction. “That’s where you’re wrong. Trust me when I say that you don’t want to know this. It’s my burden, and I’ll take care of it on my own.” 
 
    Imagining her aborting our child made my blood boil. “Why would you even say that? How could you think I wouldn’t want to help you through it?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business, Ethan. You should just go. Talkin’ about it only makes it real. You don’t understand how much I wish it never happened. I should have known somethin’ like this would happen. I should have seen it comin’.” 
 
    I’d never heard her talk to me like she was. In all of the times where I knew her true feelings for me, this was a shock. She was pushing me away when we finally had a reason to move forward together. It all ripped through me like a knife, dull enough to make the pain last inevitably longer than it should.  
 
    “I won’t let you go through this alone, no matter how much you fight me. I know you’re pregnant, Chris. That’s what this is about. You think I don’t want -.” 
 
    “Pregnant?” She interrupted. “You think that’s what this is about?” 
 
    I was shocked. “What else could it be?” 
 
    Her lips quivered as she looked up at me with desperate eyes. “I’m not pregnant Ethan, and now I don’t even know if I’ll ever want to become a mother. I wouldn’t want to watch my child go through somethin’ like this.” 
 
    “If you’re not pregnant, than what is it, because I’m not leavin’ this room until you tell me the God damn truth. We’ve been friends for too long. Of all the people in this world you know you can trust me. I know I’ve hurt you in the past, and for that I’m sorry, but I’d never let you go through this kind of pain on my watch. It’s my job to protect you. I promised your father I would. Tell me now. Tell me what in the hell happened in the past twenty-four hours. Are you upset because of me? Did I do something to cause this?” 
 
    She finally shook her head. “No. It’s not you.” There was a long pause, and I wondered if she was even going to divulge anything else. “It’s Seth.” 
 
    “Did he say something to hurt your feelin’s? Did he call you a whore, because if he did…” 
 
    “He raped me.” The words came out so sudden, yet I froze in place, unable to grasp the meaning of them. It was as if time stood still to give me a moment to take it all in. 
 
    In that exact moment I’d lost all sense of hope. This wasn’t something I could fix. She was broken, and there was nothing I could do to take the pain away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:star.jpg] 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    My words vibrated off my lips, but I wasn’t in control of them coming out of my mouth. Something else was forcing me to confess my tragedy to Ethan. One look in his eyes told me everything I’d feared.  He’d never look at me the same again, because I was damaged. If I’d listened to him more often none of this would have happened. I knew he blamed me. Why else would he be speechless? 
 
    “Chris,” my name was spoken so smoothly. 
 
    “Like I said before. You can’t help me. There’s nothin’ anyone can do to help me.” 
 
    “You’ve got to call the police.” 
 
    “Why?” I questioned. “What good will it do? I slept with him twice right before this happened. People saw us together. We went to the movies. No one will believe that I changed my mind.” 
 
    “They have rape kits. There’s plenty of people that know you wouldn’t lie.” 
 
    This was unbearable; seeing the pain washing over him as he desperately searched for a way to console me. I understood that he meant well, but after my talk with Becca had gone terribly wrong I knew that making a formal report would deem more difficult. This was where Ethan wasn’t going to understand. He wouldn’t get that I’d rather bury this secret than have the whole world knowing my business. He couldn’t understand that I wouldn’t be able to handle the ridicule that I’d receive from everyone if this came out.  
 
    I’d had long enough time to debate on what I wanted to do. Becca had helped me make that decision with her response. I knew that if I couldn’t even convince her, than I didn’t have a chance at winning the respect of the rest of my peers, not when Seth was such a popular person on campus. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to find a resolution for me. What’s done can’t be erased.” My body began to shake, and when I looked up into Ethan’s eyes all I saw was pain.  
 
    They were glossed over, so much that I swore tears were about to fall. The only time I’d ever seen Ethan cry was when his grandfather passed away suddenly. He’d had a heart attack at the state fair in front of hundreds of town’s people. We’d been at the mall when he got the news, and was able to keep it together until we reached his truck in the parking lot. It was there that I watched my tough friend break.  
 
    While thinking about that moment I hadn’t noticed Ethan reaching his hand out to touch mine. Even though it startled me, his warm embrace was much needed, although it wasn’t going to go any further. “I can’t make the decisions for you, Chris, but I sure as hell know I can find that son-of-a-bitch and beat the shit out of him.” 
 
    I pulled my hand away and put both up to my face. “It won’t help. It won’t make me forget what happened.” 
 
    “I get that you don’t want to tell anyone, but can you at least tell me why? Why can’t we call your parents? Why can’t we call the police? You can’t hide out in your room for the rest of your life. This guy needs to pay for what he’s done, and the longer you wait the harder it’s goin’ to get.” 
 
    Turning in his direction was a mistake. I was overcome with guilt. “What if it’s my fault? What if I led him on? We weren’t strangers, Ethan. I already told you this. Whatever you’re tryin’ to do it’s not goin’ to help. Besides, I’m pretty sure that goin’ to the authorities will somehow make me lose my scholarship, which in turn would destroy my parents.” 
 
    “Listen to yourself. Do you really think they care about college when your life was in danger? You’re obviously not thinkin’ clearly.” 
 
    “You know what? Just go. I don’t need someone sittin’ here tellin’ me what I should and shouldn’t do. I’m the one that got raped. I’m the one who was held down while that retched piece of shit had his way with me over and over again.” 
 
    He turned away. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t what? Talk about it? Isn’t that why you’re here; to force me to go over every single detail again, makin’ me have to relive it so I won’t be able to even contemplate havin’ closure?” 
 
    “I would never want you to hurt. You know that.” He reached for my face, watching as I suddenly jerked away before he was able to touch me. “This never should have happened. If I’d just agreed to be with you before, you never would have gone out with him in the first place. You think it’s your fault, but it’s not. It’s mine.” 
 
    I couldn’t hear this; not because I didn’t want to, because that would be a lie. I couldn’t let him take the blame. One thing I’d never want was for him to have been with me out of pity. I got that he didn’t have the same feelings for me as I had for him. As far as I was concerned it was water under the bridge compared to what I was going through. That’s why I knew him being around was probably a bad idea. Ethan was grasping at straws, looking for some kind of resolution to heal me. “We both know that’s not the truth.” 
 
    “I love you, Chris.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. In all of the times that I needed his friendship, my stomach knotted when he’d said those three words. I knew we were best friends and he loved me in a special way, but right now it wasn’t enough. He was my only friend, and he could either sit here or let me figure things out, or go home and let me do it alone. Feelings or lack thereof weren’t going to save me. I honestly didn’t even know what would. “I need you to go.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want company. It’s nothin’ against you. I just need to be alone right now. I need to handle this on my own.” 
 
    “If you don’t go to the police I will. I’m sorry, but I can’t sit around knowin’ what that fucker did to you, and you better hope I don’t see him, because I’m liable to kill him.” 
 
    I turned and looked at the one man I trusted with my life. I peered into his eyes, pleading with myself to be gentle as I possibly could without ruining what we shared together. “Ethan, as much as I appreciate that you’re tryin’ to help, I need you to back off. I don’t want to call the police, and honestly I don’t know if I ever will. This is my life, not yours. It’s my decision.” 
 
    “It’s the wrong decision,” he argued. I could tell he wasn’t going to let up about it. Ethan was adamant about retribution. I could tell he wanted Seth to go down for what he’d done no matter if it happened legally or not. My fear was that he’d go after him, putting his own future in jeopardy. I wasn’t willing to allow him to put himself out there like that. 
 
    “It’s my decision,” I reiterated. 
 
    I knew he was pissed, but as he stood up I knew he would abide with my request. If I knew anything about my friend it was that he’d do anything I asked him. “You’re makin’ a mistake if you do nothin’.” 
 
    “It’s my mistake to make. Why can’t you see that? Why can’t you see that this has to stay buried?” 
 
    Before opening the door to leave he turned around and faced me. “I’m not goin’ anywhere, Chris. I won’t back down.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to.” 
 
    “If you need anything call me. I can be here in five minutes. Keep your door locked, and monitor your calls. I’ll stop by in the mornin’.” 
 
    I watched him walk out, leaving me all alone in my room. Crying wasn’t the answer to my problems, but I found some kind of release every time I did it. After putting my spare set of sheets on my bed I climbed in and covered up, burying my head in my pillow so nobody would hear me. I refused to go out of my room until I knew my roommates were all asleep. Knowing Becca, she’d probably already told the girls what I’d suggested happened between me and Seth. I was certain they’d have the same opinions of me, and soon I’d be asked to leave the house.  
 
    The longer I thought about it the more I was okay with that happening. Far be it from me to live with three women that thought I was a trouble-making liar.  
 
    I couldn’t be sure about anything except the fact that telling others what happened would only cause me more pain. Had Ethan not pushed my buttons I would have kept it from him too.  
 
    After twenty-four hours I was sure about one thing. What happened to me was getting buried, and somehow, someway I’d figured out how to get past it.  
 
    I had to, because I wouldn’t be able to wake up every day and know I’d been violated in the worst way possible. What happened to me was vial and disgusting. There was no perpetual end to what it was going to do to me emotionally. I’d read stories, and seen documentaries on assaulted women. I knew the battle for salvation hadn’t yet begun for me. In fact, I couldn’t even see a light at the end of the tunnel. Right now there was no tunnel in view. 
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    Chapter 17 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    Did she really think I’d walk out the door and forget all about what was going on? If I didn’t know any better I’d say she was in denial, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Chris was in a bad way, but it was fear that was preventing her from taking this to the authorities. 
 
    She was afraid of losing her new fake friends. 
 
    She was also afraid of losing her chance at being accepted by our peers. 
 
    It was stupid, tremendously ridiculous that her priorities were so out of whack that she’d put her own health at risk. Just because she’d been with Seth before didn’t mean he couldn’t have hurt her much worse than he had. He could have killed her, leaving her body where it wouldn’t be found. I cringed at the thought of never seeing her again, and that’s why I knew I wasn’t going to stop pushing, even if she shut me out for a little while. Her future was worth the risk. I’d rather that woman hate me forever and have some sense of security in her life, rather than living with the fear of it happening again. 
 
    It took a good part of the day to settle down, and even when I felt like I could be around people it was obvious that I wasn’t good company. This chick Mariah that I’d been seeing stopped by for a quick fuck between her classes. As much as I needed release, my mind was in other places, making it impossible to stay focused. Each time she kissed me I not only thought about Christian, which was normal, but I also thought about her kissing Seth. The mere image caused me to force the easy lay to leave my room. 
 
    It was pathetic that Chris being assaulted had finally broke me. It had caused me to realize that my plan had been shit. Procrastinating my feelings for her was the worst mistake I’d ever made. There was no denying that I’d always assumed we’d end up together. For the first time since recognizing how strong my feelings were, I feared that it was no longer going to happen, and I didn’t know how to cope. 
 
    After several hours of sitting alone in my room, drinking and researching survivors of rape I had a better understanding of everything she was going through. Despite the fact that every case was different, I knew Chris better than anyone, which also allowed me to read her actions. 
 
    Right now she was in denial. She knew what had happened, but was determined to act like it never did, because it gave her a false sense of security. She also thought that if nobody knew about it, she didn’t have to dwell on what she couldn’t change. Chris wouldn’t have to worry about what people were saying behind her back. 
 
    Pretending was not the answer though. I knew it was only a matter of time before she literally lost it, succumbing to the fact that some things in life can’t be resolved on their own. 
 
    I shot her a text message after I couldn’t hold out any longer. It took a long time for her to respond, but I was able to convince her to get out of the house. I picked her up a short while later with hopes to get something in her stomach. When Chris was upset she’d forget to eat, which wasn’t healthy in her current condition. 
 
    I could tell she was uncomfortable in her own skin when she came outside with a huge sweater wrapped around her body. She hugged it close to her chest, only letting go to open the car door and climb in. 
 
    When I reached over to greet her like I normally did with a kiss on her cheek she lurched away, and widened her eyes as if I’d just violated her. It offended me, but I immediately understood. “Sorry. It’s a habit.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not mad.” 
 
    “Do you know where you want to eat?” I asked, hoping to change the subject. 
 
    “Actually, can we stop somewhere first?” 
 
    I agreed, and followed the directions she gave me until we pulled up at the dilapidated home. From the street view I could see where caution tape had been removed from the door. It blew with the wind, catching my attention as Chris climbed out of the vehicle. “This is where it happened.” 
 
    I turned off the ignition and ran after her, praying she wouldn’t make it up the first step before I caught her. “Chris, wait!” I hurried, grabbing her by the arm at the last second. She jerked herself out of my hold. 
 
    “It needs to be done. I have to do this, Ethan. You can either come with me or wait outside.” 
 
    While I watched her speaking it was apparent that she was already a nervous wreck. Her lips trembled and her hands were shaking profusely. Her eyes, always so green, were filled with tears that were ready to drop down her cheeks at any second. 
 
    “Don’t go in there. You don’t have to cope this way. I read all about it.” 
 
    Out of nowhere she shoved me. “You don’t know how I feel. Don’t try to put yourself in my position, Ethan. You don’t want this.” 
 
    “I may not want it, but I’ll be damned if I sit back and watch you inflict more pain on yourself.” 
 
    She pointed toward the house, gritting her teeth as she spoke to me. “I’m goin’ inside. You can either come with me, or stay outside. Either way I’d appreciate it if you kept your opinions to yourself.” 
 
    She and I liked to disagree. On usual terms it would lead us to sleeping together. As much as I was trying to be supportive, I couldn’t condone her decisions. “You’re being a stupid bitch!” 
 
    She stormed inside of the old home, leaving me standing there alone. It took me a few seconds to calm down enough to face her again. When I had I journeyed toward the condemned property, praying that when I found her in the house, she wasn’t worse off. 
 
    My worst fears were revealed when I stepped inside of a large living room. At the far end was a mattress on the floor. Chris stood over it, peering down speechless. I approached her, reaching my hand out touching her shoulder. She jumped, turning around with frightened eyes. “Sorry, I wanted you to know I was in here.” I paused and looked back down at the bed. “This is the dumbest idea you’ve ever had. Please can we go now?” 
 
    Her body stiffened. “I can’t.” 
 
    It took everything in me not to pick her ass up and carry her out of the decrepit building. Instead of causing a huge scene, I leaped in front of her, standing on the mattress, and turning to face her. She looked so distraught, so weak. 
 
    “This is where he did it.” 
 
    I reached for her chin, pulling it up until she was looking me in the eyes. “It’s over, Chris. There’s no need to rehash it. Let me take you out of here.” 
 
    She shook her head, never allowing her gaze to linger from mine. “I left your place, and I was so mad at myself. All I wanted to do was get home. I was bein’ so careful, hidin’ behind things when cars would drive past. I knew the risks of bein’ out alone in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “One of those cars was mine. I looked everywhere for you.” 
 
    “I know,” she said sadly. 
 
    “I was ashamed of the letter I’d written. It wasn’t what I wanted. It was what I felt needed to happen.” 
 
    “Forget about it. I knew you’d come around. You can’t get rid of me that easy,” I reassured her. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Everything’s changed now.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue, but she cut me off. 
 
    “He must have seen me duckin’ behind that car. I tried to hide, but there he was, tellin’ me it wasn’t safe to walk the rest of the way. As mad as I was at what happened earlier at the movies, I knew I’d get home quicker. From the moment I got into the car I could smell the alcohol on his breath. I should have jumped out.” 
 
    She finally looked down at our feet. It made me feel awful. “This ain’t your fault, Chris. None of it.” 
 
    “Why did I agree to follow him inside this place? I should have known from the outside that it was shady? I should have known what would happen!” She began to weep, so hard that I had to catch her when her knees gave way. I could hear the pain in her sobs, and felt as if the world was crashing down around us. Her pain radiated through me, and all I wished was that I could somehow make it all go away. 
 
    “Tell me what to do, babe. Tell me how to help you?” 
 
    “Why?” She cried out. “Why did he do it? How could he hold me and get off on hurtin’ me? How could he think that I’d be okay about it? He took everything from me, Ethan. He took everything,” she repeated. 
 
    I held all of her weight as she broke down even more pleading with me over things I had no way of answering. The sheer emotions that weakened my ability to respond were heart wrenching. I pulled her close to my chest, allowing her to let it out. She needed to know I wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    Suddenly she backed away, spinning around so that I couldn’t see her face. “I just want it to go away. I can’t stop thinkin’ about him bein’ inside of me. I can feel the pain every time I close my eyes. He violated me so many times. He took me like I was rag doll. He said I wanted it.” While she sobbed, covering her face with her hands, I walked up behind her, pulling her arms down to thread our fingers together. When she didn’t pull away I kissed the top of her head. “Why would I want to be violated? I told him to stop. I begged him to stop hurtin’ me. Why didn’t he? Why didn’t he stop hurtin’ me?” 
 
    Though I didn’t exactly know what to say, I knew she was safe now. “You’re goin’ to be okay, because I won’t let this destroy you. We’ll figure it out together, no matter how long it takes.” 
 
    The most reassuring thing happened after I’d made that claim. Chris turned around and wrapped her arms around me, placing her head on my chest. “I can’t do this without you. I thought I could, but you know it’s not true. I feel so lost.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got you now, and I’m goin’ to make sure you find yourself again if it’s the last damn thing I ever do.” 
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    Chapter 18 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    I don’t even remember the drive to that old abandoned house, and for me to unconsciously want to revisit that place made me cringe. Had Ethan not been there I don’t know what would have happened. Due to my recent ordeal, I was unable to make rational decisions. I couldn’t care less about returning to my classes, or keeping up with my studies, even though I’d requested my work from my professors.  
 
    All I wanted to do was lay around and dwell in my own misery, waiting for the day I woke up and the pain ceased to exist. Imagining that day was the only hope that I had left, and as the minutes passed I was starting to become increasingly concerned that it may never happen. 
 
    Ethan didn’t have to drag me out of that house. I walked in front of him, hoping to never visit it again. He was adamant about me staying at his place, but I declined. I knew I’d be crying all night long, and he’d feel obligated to stay up with me even though he knew he had class in the morning. Just because my life was going to shit, didn’t mean his had to as well. 
 
    When Ethan dropped me off at my house I felt scared about walking inside and seeing Becca. Somehow I was going to have to pretend that we’d never talked about my experience with Seth. It irked me that she couldn’t give me the benefit of the doubt and believe that I’d been assaulted by one of her so-called friends.  
 
    Even with the world closing in around me, I still longed to be accepted. I wanted normalcy, however I was able to get it. 
 
    I hadn’t expected the house to be filled with people, and I certainly didn’t expect a bunch of dirty looks as soon as I stepped foot through the threshold. 
 
    “Chris. We’ve been waitin’ for you to get back,” Becca said. 
 
    I hugged my sweater around the front of me feeling like everyone in the room was watching me. “What’s up?” I pretended to be calm, even though I was trembling. 
 
    “After speaking to everyone in the house we think it would be best if you moved out. It’s just not workin’ havin’ you here. We need a roommate that we can trust.” 
 
    “You can trust me,” I said in almost a whisper. 
 
    “Did you really tell Becca that Seth raped you?” The question came from across the room, and I was shocked to see that it was Mila.  
 
    I headed in the direction of my room, only getting halfway there before she was up in my face. “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue you fuckin’ skank?” 
 
    I shoved her out of the way, getting inside of my room before she could catch me. Once my door was shut the yelling and banging began. “Open the door you little slut. Why can’t you talk to me face to face? Come out and look me in the eye and tell me that my boyfriend raped you. We both know it’s not true. You’re nothin’ but a trick he messed around with. When you found out he was spoken for you thought you could fuck with his life, didn’t you? You thought you could turn everyone against him?” 
 
    I sank down to the floor, covering my ears, but it still didn’t keep me from hearing her bashing me. 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed that all of my belongings had been tossed around the room. My clothes were ripped out of my dresser, and even my laptop was shattered in the far corner. 
 
    The more they yelled the more the room started spinning. I got nauseous, swearing that at any second I was going to fall unconscious. As quickly as I was able, I pulled out my cell phone and called Ethan. He’d just be arriving back to his place, but I knew he’d turn around to come get me. 
 
    With the loud slamming still going on in the background he picked up the call. “Hey, you okay?” 
 
    I was crying, but able to get out a few words. “I need you to come back and get me.” 
 
    “What’s that noise?” 
 
    “They went through my things. They broke my computer with all of my school work. They’re forcin’ me to move out, Ethan. They said they want me gone.” 
 
    “What the fuck? I’ll be there in five minutes.” 
 
    “What did I ever do to deserve this?” I literally began to bawl. They were laughing from the other side of the door, becoming enthused that they’d gotten to me in such a way.  
 
    “We’ll grab your stuff and you don’t ever have to go back there. Hang tight. I’m already in my car.” 
 
    All of a sudden I felt beating against the door my back was against. “Open up, whore. Someone’s here to give you a good time.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and prayed that they’d stop.  
 
    “Kick it in. I’ll record it and put it on YouTube,” I heard a female voice saying. 
 
    I quickly backed away from the door, watching as it opened without being kicked. “These doors are easy to jimmy open,” someone giggled. 
 
    Appearing in the doorway was the devil himself. Seth stood there, a big smile on his face as if he knew he was God’s greatest gift to the world. 
 
    I backed away further, distancing myself from the monster he was. “Please don’t.” 
 
    He moved forward, rushing toward me. I closed my eyes, burying my head between my legs. I could literally feel the floor vibrating with each of his steps. He leaned down until his hot, familiar, alcohol breath was near my face. “Are we having fun yet?” 
 
    I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t even move.  
 
    “Did you really think anyone would believe a nobody like you? Did you think they’d help you take me down? You’re nothing but an easy fuck. I took what I wanted and you’re pissed it’s over. Get that through your head and walk away. I won’t let a little bitch like you ruin my life, do you hear me?” 
 
    I nodded my head, not even knowing if he noticed. I couldn’t open my eyes and see him so close to me. The pain of rehashing the awful event was making me dizzy again.  
 
    The loud taunting from the living room was feeding the atmosphere around me. The negativity was preventing me from standing up for myself. I was outnumbered, and belittled, lost in an environment set out to destroy me. 
 
    Seth grabbed me by the hair, pulling it back and forcing me to look at him. My lips trembled as I kept my gaze on him. I was petrified of this guy, and people were laughing at that. “Check this crazy bitch out.” 
 
    They were laughing more; laughing at me, making me want to close my eyes and never wake up. They were awful people, feeding off his essence while they cut me down and ripped me apart. Everything I ever thought I wanted was hidden behind a sick façade of evil people.  
 
    Then I heard his voice; my knight in shining armor. It got louder as he came into the room. Suddenly Seth’s hold was released. He backed away from me, holding his hands up when he saw the size of Ethan; though both muscular, years of working on a ranch had given Ethan more definition. It was very clear who’d win a fight. 
 
    “You have one second to get the fuck away from her before I kill you.” 
 
    Seth kept his hands up. “We were just talking, dude. You can have her all to yourself now. I’ve already had my fill.” 
 
     I heard the sound of the punch before looking in their direction. It was apparent who’d thrown the punch. While Seth covered his face with his hands, blood was pouring out between his fingers. Ethan reached his hand out, pulling me up and leading me out of the house. We didn’t take time to gather my things, and honestly I wasn’t worried about them. All I wanted to do was get as far away from those people as I possibly could. 
 
    I’d like to say that I calmed down once I was in the security of his vehicle, but it was impossible to settle myself. Too much had been said for me to sit back and relax. I was the laughing stock of everyone, and soon they’d probably share the video with fellow peers from school.  
 
    I felt Ethan’s hand lacing with mine. He squeezed, giving me a silent reminder that he was there with me. I refused to pull away, knowing for certain that he was the only real person in my life that I could turn to. I’d wanted to die back in that room until I heard his voice. In that moment of despair I knew he was there to save me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to get out. 
 
    “Don’t you dare thank me. It’s takin’ everything in me not to go back there and kill every one of them.” 
 
    “They aren’t worth it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they deserve worse. I heard what he said to you. Our call never disconnected. I heard that bastard tauntin’ you. If I could reach through that phone and choke him I would have.” 
 
    I wanted to smile. I needed to. It just wouldn’t happen. I’d been through too much, and though I’d tried to be strong, they’d broken through my temporary wall of solitude and gotten straight to what I had left. I was nothing, and the idea of being whole again was so far out of reach it was impossible to imagine. 
 
    “I wish he’d killed me in that house, Ethan. I don’t want to feel this anymore. Please make it stop. Make it go away.” 
 
    I don’t remember talking after that statement was made. The next thing I knew I was being carried inside and laid down on top of his bed. He didn’t bother removing anything but my shoes before covering me up. I didn’t let myself fall asleep until I felt him climbing on the mattress. When Ethan took my hand I knew I was safe. That’s when I finally let myself go. 
 
    When I woke up to the sound of a rooster I realized I was back at the ranch. My bedding, a black and white tree theme, let me know I was in my own room. A warm body was nestled next to me. His hair was shabby making me think it was Ethan's.  I reached my hand over to touch him, and when I did I got the shock of my life. It wasn't Ethan in my bed, but Seth. I screamed and opened my eyes realizing I was in a dark room.  
 
    The figure beside me pulled me close and kissed my left temple.  "You're havin' a nightmare, babe. Go back to sleep. No one can hurt you now. I promise," he said in a groggy voice. With my heart still feeling like it was beating out of my chest I lay there awake, in the pitch black room. Had it not been for Ethan's hold on me I may have gotten up to get a glass of water, but I knew feeling protected was more important than being a bit parched.    
 
    There was a time so recent that I would have loved being this close to him, knowing it always lead to intimacy. It pained me to imagine ever doing that again. The thought of sex made me queasy, and I didn't see it going away anytime soon. For the most part I needed exactly what Ethan was giving me. He was my hero; the one person that would ride through the gates of purgatory to save me. While wide awake, I replayed the events of the day in my head. It was revolting how my peers had believed a liar over me. Seth may have been popular, but he was a known cheater. For them to gang up against me was surprising, to say the least. My mind wandered, sending me to consider my options. With no one willing to collaborate my story, I was left to either go to extremes to save my dignity, or surrender to the fact that he was never going to be punished for what was done to me.  
 
    Ethan stirred and woke to find me staring at him. It would have been nice to conjure up a half-smile, though I found it impossible. "What are you doin' awake?"  
 
    "I can't sleep," I confessed.   
 
    He moved the hair away from my face. "Are you frightened?"  
 
    "Not when I'm with you." I didn't have to be embarrassed when it came to Ethan. I'd spent years opening up to him. Even in my current state I knew he wouldn't dare hurt me.  
 
    "That's a step in the right direction."  
 
    "All of my stuff is probably ruined. How am I goin' to explain that to my parents?"  
 
    "Say the house got robbed."  
 
    "Where am I supposed to live?  It’s too far into the semester to apply for housing."  
 
    "You're stayin' here with me. It's small, but we'll make it work." 
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    Chapter 19 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    Was he crazy? Did he really think I’d be able to stay with him when I knew it was because I had nowhere else to go except back to the ranch? Did I think that I’d be alright with him pitying me? 
 
    I wasn’t going to let him do that, no matter how desperate I was. “Ethan, as much as I appreciate the offer, I think it’s best if I make other arrangements. I can’t be a burden to you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Seriously? You a burden? That’s not possible. Besides, I could use the company.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You have plenty of company. I hear all about them.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and looked away. “Yeah, well that’s different. It’s just sex with them, Chris. We’re not even on a last name basis when they leave in the mornin’. Havin’ you around will be good for me.” 
 
    If he was trying to convince me to stay he was doing a horrible job at it. Reminding me of his lifestyle made me want to grab my purse and run out of there, before I’d have to tolerate any more pain. 
 
    “It’s not goin’ to happen. You’ll end up blamin’ me for your failing sex life. The next thing you know we’ll be partin’ ways as friends, and if you haven’t noticed I don’t have many other people linin’ up to hang out with me.” 
 
    “We’ve been friends for a long time. Do you honestly think I’d let some chick come between us?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea what goes through your head in a single day.” 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you right now, I want you to stick around.” I got this weird vibe like he was getting agitated with me. Since I knew how much he liked having late night visitors it made no sense.  
 
    Secretly I felt like me staying with him could help with my jealousy issues; if no woman could come around to steal him away from me then I’d have nothin’ to worry about.  
 
    Then I came to the realization that it was going to be a long time before I could trust even my best friend in a sexual way. Every time I imagined being touched it felt like tiny pins were being jabbed into my skin. Closing my eyes only made it worse, because I envisioned my attack repeatedly. “I’m hungry.” I changed the subject, feeling like our conversation was getting us nowhere, and requiring me to use too much of my energy, when I knew I needed to conserve it. 
 
    “Do you want to go out?” 
 
    I nodded. “No.” I didn’t want to go out in public, because I knew that if I ran into anyone I’d have to rehash the events again. I couldn’t face them, not now, and probably not ever. 
 
    “Chris, you know you’re goin’ to have to talk to someone about this. It’s obvious that you’re scared, and I’m not goin’ to push, but it’s crucial to seek professional help. You’re not the only woman that this has happened to. I’ve been readin’ up on this, and there are support groups in the area we could go to.” 
 
    “Stop it!” He said he wasn’t pushing, but that’s exactly what was happening. “You want me to go out in public and tell my story to a bunch of strangers? Are you out of your mind?” I could feel my body shaking as I spoke, reminding me how upset the mere mention of it made me. 
 
    “I never said that. You don’t have to share your story. A lot of people go there to listen. Maybe it would help to hear other people that have gone through similar circumstances.” 
 
    I got up and walked out of the room, refusing to hear him out. He didn’t understand that I needed to bury it. I wasn’t like those other women. Talking about it made everything come back full-force. I couldn’t continue to dwell on what Seth did to me, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to broadcast it to a room full of strangers. 
 
    Ethan found me a couple minutes later. He was eating a small bag of chips and offered me one. “I know you’re pissed, and you think you know what’s best for you, but you’re wrong. Let’s go to one meetin’. We can sit in the back and listen to one story. If you want to leave after that I won’t fight you. We’ve got to do somethin’, Chris. If you’re not willin’ to call the damn police at least come to a meetin’ with me, because I can’t sit here and watch my friend witherin’ away. Don’t you get it? This isn’t just hurtin’ you. It’s tearin’ me apart to see you this way. It kills me to see you wantin’ to give up. That asshole did somethin’ horrible to you, and it can’t be forgiven, but you can learn to move forward despite what’s happened. It ain’t goin’ to occur overnight, and I’m certainly not expectin’ a miracle, but dammit you’ve got to keep going. You’ve got to want to overcome this. Please, if not for me then do it for yourself.” 
 
    I stood there completely dumbfounded, staring into his lost eyes. I’d been too annoyed to hear that he too was suffering. “You’re right.” 
 
    He stepped forward and grasped my hands, keeping his gaze on me. “I just want you to be happy again. We’ll figure it out. I promise you we will.” 
 
    When he let go of my hands I wrapped mine around his back, burying my head against his chest. “I’m afraid.” 
 
    Feeling him kissing me on the top of my head was always his trademark, except for this time. I knew it was assurance that he was going to see this through, no matter what he had to do to make it happen. “Don’t be.” 
 
    An hour later we were walking out to his vehicle to head to the closest meeting. I got about four feet from his car door before noticing something was written all over his passenger side window.  
 
    The words LIAR and WHORE were capitalized in what looked like white paint. I froze in place, watching as Ethan circled around the car. “What the fuck?” 
 
    This was all my fault, but yet he marched over, took my hand and got me inside before even admitting that he’d have to clean it all off in order to drive anywhere. 
 
    After locking the doors and running back in the house he came out with cleaner and some rags. I started to climb out to help him, but he suggested I stay locked inside to keep warm. I was pretty sure he was more concerned about where the vandals were, and if they’d been waiting to verbally attack me again. Either way, I felt safer being locked inside. 
 
    We’d gotten lucky by coming outside when we had, because the paint was still wet, and came off with little effort on Ethan’s part. After tossing all of the rags, he finally got inside the car and put his head on the steering wheel while beginning to speak. “If I find out who did this shit I’m goin’ to hurt someone.” 
 
    I turned away to hide the new tears falling down my cheeks. They weren’t for me this time, but for my friend, who was now right in the middle of my battle.  
 
    The meeting was to be held at a local church. Once we’d pulled in the parking lot Ethan turned off the ignition and looked over at me. “How are we doin’?” 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t ask me that right now. Better yet, maybe we should head back to your place and forget about this.” 
 
    “We’re goin’ inside. I’m not goin’ to let those assholes come between you and recovery. Fuck them all.” 
 
    I faked a smile, wanting so much to be as hopeful as he was. “Yeah, fuck em’.” 
 
    We both let out a laugh before I watched him getting out of the vehicle. My stomach turned as he sauntered over to my side, opening the door for me. “See, I can be a gentleman.” 
 
    He offered his arm for me to hold as we walked, but I leaned my head on his shoulder instead. “You were a gentleman at prom. You bought me flowers, and opened the door for me.” 
 
    “Then I took you to a hotel and had my wa-. Oh shit, Chris. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’d never compare the two.” The truth was that I couldn’t do that if I wanted. My prom night was amazing, all because of the man standing beside me. We’d spent the night in each other’s arms, after he’d satiated my every desire. It didn’t hurt that I was infatuated with him. That night I could have sworn that we were both in the same place as far as feelings. Everything was in sync, and he’d made me feel like the only female on the planet.  
 
    “Still, I need to be careful what I say around you.” 
 
    “I’m not a sheet of glass, Ethan. You don’t have to walk on eggshells to be around me. If you start actin’ weird I might have to punch you.” 
 
    He laughed. “I wouldn’t want that. You might damage my sexy face.” 
 
    “I’d aim for that first,” I teased. 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    It was nice to be able to joke just before opening the doors to enter the meeting. I was so nervous that I’d become sick to my stomach. As the bile rose to my throat Ethan led us inside. Sitting in a circle was a group of men and women. I wanted nothing more than to turn around and run, but Ethan took my hand and squeezed it, reminding me that no matter what, I wasn’t going at this by myself. He was going to protect me, and if I couldn’t handle it, he’d get me out of there as fast as he could.  
 
    Since I was desperate, it was important to try. I couldn’t go to the police, and I sure as hell couldn’t call my parents. They were dealing with my sister’s problems. They didn’t need mine to boot. I’d handle this, because I was out of options. 
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    “Good evening. I’m Eve. Come on in and have a seat.” 
 
    My lips felt dry, and I swore that I’d just eaten a cup of sand, because my mouth refused to open to address the woman.  
 
    Ethan reached out his hand. “I’m E-.” 
 
    “No names, except for mine,” she interrupted. “These meetings are confidential. What we say here stays here.” 
 
    In that instant my uptight body relaxed.  
 
    We pulled up two chairs, watching as people made room for us to scoot in. I avoided making eye contact with everyone, in fear that they would all want to know my story. Thankfully, Eve settled my mind. 
 
    “Who would like to share tonight?” 
 
    A young blonde raised her hand and waited for Eve to acknowledge her. She folded her hands together, but constantly kept moving her fingers around. She peered down at the floor in the center of the circle, instantly reminding me how I would be if I had to share my story in front of all these people. 
 
    “I, um, I came here tonight because my doctor thinks it’s a good idea. Since the attack I’ve become agoraphobic. I dropped out of school six months ago, and pushed all of my friends away. It’s taken me a long time to realize that none of this was my fault.” 
 
    I stared down at my own hands, praying that she wasn’t going to go into detail. Unfortunately, it didn’t go the way I wanted it to. 
 
    “It was a Friday night on campus, and I looked forward to a big bonfire that was takin’ place. I lived in the dorms, and felt like I was pretty popular with everyone on my floor. Most of us partied together on the weekends, and we became this huge click. It was nice to always have someone to buddy around with, especially after dark.” She fidgeted more with her hands. “Anyway, we got all dolled up and headed out to party and meet guys. I wasn’t exactly what you’d call promiscuous, but I wasn’t a virgin either. A bunch of us started doin’ keg stands and actin’ silly to get attention. We were dancin’ around, grindin’ all over one another. My best friend, Nikki and I started actin’ like we were together. A couple times we even kissed to get the crowd to react.” She started to sniffle. I refused to look her way. “We were just havin’ fun. We were out for the night not really wantin’ to hook up with anyone. In our eyes we thought it was the best way to keep the creeps from hittin’ on us.” 
 
    She had to pause again, this time because she’d gotten choked up. Eve chimed in that very moment. “Take a few breaths before continuing. Remember that you’re in a safe place. If you need to stop it’s okay.” 
 
    “No. I can do this. I’ve practiced it for a couple days. I can’t hold it in any longer, because it’s tearin’ me apart.” 
 
    “That’s good. Stay positive,” Eve suggested. 
 
    “I’m not really sure how long we were there that night. After all the alcohol we’d consumed neither one of us was in any condition to process something as silly as time.” She wiped her nose with a tissue that Eve offered her. “Things started to get fuzzy, and all of a sudden Nikki was gone. I didn’t panic, figurin’ she’d probably had to pee or somethin’. There was this guy there. He pulled me off to the side and whispered in my ear that he knew where my friend had gone. He told me she wanted me to join her. It was stupid. I shouldn’t have believed him, but I did. He led me down this long path in the woods, and when we got far enough away that we couldn’t hear the music he pressed me up against a tree and started kissing me. I brought my knee up high enough to make contact with his junk. The moment he sunk down in pain I darted in the direction we’d come from.” This time she began to sob. “I thought we were alone. I never saw the other guys there until they’d surrounded me. I could smell the dirt before they shoved me down onto it. As much as I tried to fight them, I knew I was no match for the group of them. I kept telling myself that I’d live if I didn’t fight. I closed my eyes and tried to leave my body in my mind. I prayed to God to help me, but they just kept raping me, over and over, all of them. Each one of them took turns over and over, filling me with their vile releases. They violated every orifice, while telling me how much they knew I wanted it.” She cried into her tissue, so much that I thought she was done with her story. “When I thought that it was finally over, when my fragile body was left on the cold hard ground, it started to rain. As the drops hit my face I opened my eyes to see all of them standing over me. They drug me through the thickets in the woods, naked and exposed. Even though I knew I was bruised and bleeding I’d stopped feeling the pain. I begged them to kill me; to end my life so I didn’t have to remember.” 
 
    The girl covered her face with her hands for a minute. We all sat there speechless, frozen in our seats. I didn’t know about the rest of the group, but for me it made me finally see that I wasn’t alone. I felt like I needed to walk over and wrap my arms around this girl, because she needed it so much more than I did. Then she finished the rest of the story. 
 
    “The campus police found me the next morning. I was still fastened to the tree, naked and freezing to death. Before they’d left me there to rot they used a tree limb to assault me from behind. The doctors had to give me stitches to stop the bleeding. I didn’t speak for the next eleven days. I couldn’t. It was like it didn’t happen if I didn’t tell anyone about it. They put me into an institution because my parents feared I’d end my life. Most days I still want to. My friends, well the people I thought were my friends, they couldn’t understand. They didn’t know how to be my friends anymore. Needless to say I dropped out of school, and left everything behind. I moved back to Kentucky where my parents still lived, and I’ve been living with them ever since. The doctors tell me that it’s time to move on; that I can’t dwell on my attack, but it’s all I ever think about. Each morning I wake up and relive every single second of my rape. I can still taste the dirt in my mouth. I can still see them passing me around like a ragdoll. The only difference is that I’m finally tired of punishing myself. I don’t want to live like this anymore, but I also don’t want to give up. For the first time in forever I have hope.” 
 
    Eve got up and rushed over to the female while starting to clap. We all followed suit, giving appreciation to this woman who’d somehow gained the strength to tell her story. Eve kneeled down in front of her and took her hands. “You are brave and beautiful. You’re here because you want to live again. It’s the reason that I’m here too. Rape is an ugly, horrible, devastating thing. It cripples us, strips us of our life, and leaves us alone and vulnerable, but it’s not the end. I was repeatedly raped ten years ago by my step-father. My mother worked nights and he’d hold me down in my bed and have his way with me, threatening to kill my mom if I told anyone. When I was old enough to call social services she believed him insisting that I didn’t want her to be happy. I ran away after that, ending up in a woman’s shelter. It was there that I met a woman who took me under her wing and showed me how to break free of that anguish. I’ve heard hundreds of stories from men and women that have both experienced this type of abuse. These meetings are for us to come together and share so that we can finally see we aren’t alone. Our stories may be different, but we’ve all survived. Thank you for sharing your story with us tonight.” 
 
    I grabbed Ethan’s hand and pulled him out of there before anyone could notice us. I felt like I couldn’t breathe, and didn’t stop walking until we’d reached his car. “Are you okay?” He asked. 
 
    “Get me out of here.” 
 
    Ethan didn’t speak on the ride back to his place; even if he had I didn’t hear him. My mind was too fixed on that woman’s story. It was wretched and disturbing, making me sick to hear it told. I found myself comparing hers with mine, and feeling like my circumstance didn’t deserve the acknowledgement.  
 
    By the time we’d made it inside I was already crying. I felt sorry for the woman, and for myself, because at the end of the day Eve was right. It was up to me to get through this, and I had to be ready for it to happen or it never would. 
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stand seeing her this way.  The meeting had only made things worse it seemed. It was taking everything in me not to go after those bastards for hurting her. I felt sick after hearing that woman tell her tragic story to the group. How she’d survived that ordeal was beyond me. I could tell it had gotten to Chris, but what I didn’t know was if it was in a positive or negative way. 
 
    We were both exhausted after the long day we’d had. Since I knew she was safe it was easier to get some rest, but she was crazy if she thought for one second I was going to let go of her. If she was feeling anything that the woman had, I knew she was going require more than me keeping her close. She would need to rely on her parents, and the help of a real professional.  
 
    One thing I wished I could do was tell her how much I loved her. She needed to know that she wasn’t a burden to me. I wanted to be able to tell her she was my future.  
 
    It might not have been the time to profess my true feelings to her, but I understood. In enough time she’d know. 
 
    Chris cried for a while in my arms. Knowing that she needed time to herself I remained silent. When her breathing settled I felt like she was in a peaceful place.  
 
    By morning we’d both gotten at least a few hours of sleep. Since there was so much going on I didn’t push her to stay in bed, plus I could tell that being close to even me made her feel uncomfortable. I’d now seen and read enough to know that her road to recovery was going to be long and at times extremely frustrating. I’d decided that no matter how long it took her, I’d be her shoulder to cry on. My only concern was that her parents needed to know what was going on.  
 
    They were a tight knit group, and something like this had to be dealt with properly. I knew she was against telling them anything, but it was for her own good. She might not be in her right mind, but I was going to make sure everything was handled to benefit her. 
 
    When she first woke, Chris was calmer, seemingly relaxed. She sat down on the couch and managed to eat a piece of toast that I’d given her. Despite the fact that her eyes were bloodshot, with bags under them, she seemed in good spirits.  
 
    The key was not to bring it up, albeit it couldn’t be buried forever. 
 
    By noon we’d watched several movies. She was adamant about me going to class, so I decided it was best to keep her within arm’s length. Like a small child, Chris needed constant supervision. This wasn’t like a bad breakup; I feared she’d try to hurt herself if left alone for a long period of time. 
 
    After I’d made us some cheese sandwiches, because it was all I could find in the refrigerator, I decided to have a talk with her about the next steps, knowing it wasn’t going to go over well. 
 
    “Christian, we need to make some decisions.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. When you call me that it’s somethin’ serious, and I can’t go there right now.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to. This ain’t goin’ to disappear. Now I get that you’re scared, but we’ve got to report this guy. It’s important he’s charged for this crime. I’m not willin’ to sit around watching you fall apart while he’s out there somewhere enjoyin’ his freedom.” 
 
    “Please don’t do this to me. I went to that place with you last night and it left me more messed up.” 
 
    I slid my cell phone across the table. “Call your parents. Tell them we’re comin’ to see them.” 
 
    She shoved it back in my direction. “No way. They can’t ever find out.” 
 
    I rolled it back toward her. “If you don’t do it, I will.” 
 
    “I hate you right now.” I knew she didn’t. For some reason I knew she couldn’t. I hated being the only friend she had, but appreciated that she needed me. 
 
    “Please, Chris. You’re my best friend and I love you. Please trust that this is the right choice. Seth needs to go down, and I think with the right amount of legal assistance your roommates should be held accountable for destroyin’ your belongings.” 
 
    “You expect me to press charges against all of them? Are you crazy? I’ll be the laughing stock of the campus.” 
 
    “Then we’ll switch schools.” 
 
    She cocked her brow and shook her head. “You’re on a scholarship. Your family will have a shit fit.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her right then and there how I felt about her. I wanted her to know that my love wasn’t in a friendship kind of way. “You’re also on a scholarship. Besides, once the dean hears about Seth’s involvement I’m pretty certain he’ll be expelled.” 
 
    “And what about everyone else? You were there last night, Ethan. Stop pretendin’ things will be the same. Those girls will never let me live this down. As long as I attend this school I’ll have to see them, and know what they’ve done to me.” 
 
    Before she started crying, I reached my hand over and placed it gently on her knee. At first she began to move it away, until our eyes met. I don’t know what she saw in mine, but she froze in place. “You’re stronger than they are. Remember that.” 
 
    She picked up the phone and played with it for a second before sighing and dialing a number. “Hey, mom, it’s me. Yeah, I’m okay. Listen, I need to come home and talk to you and dad about somethin’ important. Ethan’s goin’ to drive me.” 
 
    Once she’d hung up she let out an air-filled laugh. “I think she’s under the impression that I’m pregnant too.” 
 
    I picked up her hand and kissed the back of it. “You know, life wouldn’t suck if we had a kid together. I’m just puttin’ it out there.” 
 
    “I don’t think havin’ a kid with my best friend is how my parents saw my future going.” 
 
    “Maybe you need to step out of the box for a second and accept that this is your life. It doesn’t matter what anyone wants for you. What matters is if you’re happy.” 
 
    Chris looked down and shook her head. “Yeah, well I’m not. Honestly, I don’t know if I can be after this.” 
 
    “I told you this already, but I’ll repeat it again. You’re not alone. This will get resolved, and no matter how long it takes, you will get through this. I promise you.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later we were driving to the Mitchell ranch. As much as Mr. Mitchell made me nervous, all I could hope was that he appreciated what I’d done for his daughter.  
 
    Her mother, Savanna, was waiting at the door for us to arrive. Chris looked over at me before I could turn off the ignition. “I’m scared.” 
 
    “You’re loved. This is the one place in the world where everyone loves you. Sure, they may freak out at first, but my hand will be laced with yours, and if you get nervous just squeeze it. It will remind you that you’re never goin’ to be alone.” 
 
    When we stepped inside of the warm home the first thing I noticed was her father and brother  sitting on the couch; my heart beat rapidly as I worried about them attacking me, before hearing the real reason we’d come to visit.  
 
    It wasn’t surprising when Chris let go of my hand and approached her parents. I could tell she was trying to smile, but was unable to do it properly. They already knew this was bad news, and the sooner they found out that I wasn’t the bad guy, the faster I could focus all of my energy on her. 
 
    After a few minutes of greets we all sat down facing each other at the dining room table. Noah, her brother, watched me like a hawk, as if he were ready to pounce. I folded my hands under the table to appear calm. 
 
    Her father, Colt, cleared his throat. “Christian, I think it’s time you tell us why you’re here.” 
 
    She placed her hands flat on the table. “I’m not pregnant. Let me just say that since I can tell you’re all freakin’ out.” 
 
    Noah got up from the table. “Well since that’s the case I’m gettin’ back to work. I only came to make sure I didn’t have to kick some ass.” 
 
    In a low murmur Chris spoke. “You might want to wait actually.” 
 
    Noah looked at me as he sat back down. 
 
    Her mother smiled. “Honey, just tell us what’s going on. Is it school? Is it your grades? Do you and Ethan want to move in together?” 
 
    “I was raped.” 
 
    Her words were finally clear as the people at the table gasped for air. As shocked as they were, I couldn’t take my eyes off of Chris, who’d covered her face and started to cry. 
 
    Her mother rushed to her side, wrapping her arms around her daughter. “Oh my God. How did this happen? Who did this to you? Colt, call the lawyer.” 
 
    Noah raised his brow, directing all of his attention toward me. “When did it happen?” He knew his sister was in no condition to go on as both of their parents now crowded over her. 
 
    “A couple days ago. She didn’t even want to tell me, man. It took everything I had to drag her here. She thinks it will only make things worse.” 
 
    Noah pulled out his phone, and right away I could tell he was on the phone with an attorney. He walked into another room but kept on talking. 
 
    Chris finally calmed enough to begin explaining what had happened to her parents. All I could do was sit there and listen as the story ripped through me yet again. There came a point when I knew they needed to be alone with their daughter. I stepped outside on the porch and found her brother leaning against the railing. “Thanks for takin’ care of my sister.” He spit something out into the grass then put his head back down. “Do you know who this asshole is?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know him. He’s on a sport’s scholarship. He’s a senior. He’s popular, and accordin’ to Chris’ roommates, he’s not capable of somethin’ so heinous.” 
 
    He let out an air-filled laugh. “Of course he isn’t. Just tell me where to find him. I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    “No you won’t, Noah.” Her father walked out to keep his son from doing any further damage. “From this moment on we’re handlin’ it the right way. Uncle John’s on his way over. We’re goin’ to get a police report, and have the boy picked up for rape. Once he’s in custody we can meet with the attorney and figure out what has to be done to protect your sister. She filled us in on the roommate situation, and from here on out she’s stayin’ with us. I’ll be damned if I let a bunch of idiot kids brake my daughter’s heart. She ain’t never done nothin’ to deserve this.” 
 
    The man was full of pain, so much that it made me think about having my own kids. Even though he seemed calm, I could tell he was determined to get justice for his child. 
 
    “She can stay with me and remain in school. I have no contact with those people, Mr. Mitchell.” 
 
    “Ethan, as much as Savanna and I appreciate you helping Christian, I’m going to have to ask you to head back to school. We can take care of our daughter here. If you want to come and visit I’m sure she’d appreciate it. For right now she needs to get medical attention, not just physically, but mentally.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Even though I hated it, I knew I had to be mindful that this was now a family matter. I may have been her best friend, but this was definitely a private situation. “Do you mind if I see her before I go?” 
 
    “Not at all.” He motioned for me to go back inside of the house. Right before I reached the front door he said something that made me stop in my tracks. “Thanks again for bein’ there, Ethan. I know you care a great deal about my daughter. Make sure she knows you’ll be stoppin’ by to visit. I think she needs to hear that.” 
 
    When I walked inside I felt a part of me feeling defeated. I don’t know why I assumed they’d want me to stick around. I suppose I hadn’t thought that far ahead. The moment our eyes met I knew it was going to be hard to say goodbye to her, especially where there was so much left unsaid. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    Ethan had pushed me to tell my parents, and even though I hated the idea, nothing could have prepared me for the emotions that I’d go through when I saw the looks on their faces.  
 
    I’d thought it was hard telling Ethan all of the brutal details of my attack, but looking into my dad’s eyes and seeing pure pain was unimaginable. My mother broke down after only a few minutes, and though he’d said he wouldn’t leave my side, eventually Ethan had to leave the room. 
 
    I couldn’t blame him for needing air.  He hadn’t experienced what I did, but I knew after hearing other stories from victims he’d been affected. The horrors of what had occurred to other people were shocking. It made me want to lock myself away and never come out into society again.  
 
    My uncle John was the sheriff. Since his retirement he’d been traveling all over the place with my aunt Karen. When they arrived neither knew what they were walking into. It was a Godsend when I realized I wasn’t the one who had to fill them in on all of the gory details. It was one thing to put on a strong face, but it was another to actually feel like I could conquer this large mountain of despair.  
 
    It only took my aunt and uncle a couple minutes to come rushing to my side offering some sort of condolences for my gruesome encounter. As much as I loved my family, I didn’t want this kind of treatment. I wanted to forget, albeit every time I saw them I’d be reminded that they were thinking about what happened to me. In many ways it was going to make it more difficult to forget. 
 
    While sitting down at my parent’s large, dining room table I listened to my uncle telling them what needed to be done. Hearing him go on and on about police involvement sent me into an apprehensive state.  
 
    “Don’t fret,” my uncle reassured me. “We’re goin’ to get this figured out.” 
 
    He didn’t get it. In fact none of them did. I couldn’t sit back and watch my whole life be destroyed worse than it was. Didn’t they see that going to the authorities was only causing me more grief? Couldn’t they tell that I just wanted to run away and never look back, praying I’d never see any of those people again for the rest of my life? 
 
    “Please, dad, I’m not ready to go public with this.” 
 
    “Darlin’, this ain’t your decision any longer. I won’t allow a vicious man to do this to another woman. He needs to be punished for his crimes.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. You don’t understand. Punishin’ him will only hurt me more. I already can’t go back to that school. If you press charges and start this huge investigation I’ll leave town, daddy. I’ll have to, because no place will be safe for me.” 
 
    I’d never threatened my father, and his stern gaze let me know that he wasn’t going to stand there and take it lightly. 
 
    He looked over toward my uncle John. “Get someone to meet us at the hospital.” 
 
    I stood up, barely able to contain my emotions. I could feel the tears running down my cheeks, but wasn’t yet in a state of weeping yet. “No. I’m not goin’!” 
 
    I placed my shaky hands on my hips and stood my ground. “I’m a grown woman, and though I appreciate you helpin’, I won’t let you do this. Don’t you all get it? Don’t you see that I want to put this behind me? I don’t want to be poked by doctors. I don’t want to be judged by the media, and don’t think for a second that it won’t happen. Our family is too well-known for it not to. Is that the kind of publicity you want?” 
 
    I was going after my dad with whatever I could come up with. He had to see that this was a terrible idea.  
 
    When my brother and Ethan came back in the room, probably because of the raised voices, they could tell the shit had hit the fan. My mother was beside herself, while my father and I stood over the table in a staring match. In the midst of it all I was more thankful for the argument, because although it was regarding my attack, it had taken my mind off of the little details I couldn’t stop thinking about. 
 
    Finally I sat down and folded my hands on the table. My sniffles let everyone know that I was crying, even if they refused to look in my direction. “Please don’t make me do this. I’m not ready, daddy.” I played the daddy card, hoping to get to his heart. My father could be strict, but he always melted for us girls. 
 
    He covered his face with his hands and rubbed it. I turned to my mom, watching her wiping away a fresh set of tears.  
 
    “You need to worry about Addy. I’m goin’ to recover from this. She needs your attention. All I require is a quiet place to rest, and a break from school. I don’t want to talk about what happened, and I surely don’t want the whole family findin’ out. They already think I’m weak, and this only verifies those accusations.” 
 
    “You’re not weak,” Noah said loudly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Don’t you all see that I just want to forget?” 
 
    My mother led my father into another room, followed by my aunt and uncle. That left Noah and Ethan in the dining room with me. Noah sat down across from me, while Ethan leaned against the door frame. “You’re not weak,” Noah repeated. 
 
    “Thank you. I keep thinkin’ about what else I could have done. If I’d only kicked him, or poked his eyes out. I keep rehashin’ it, as if it makes a damn bit of difference.” 
 
    “You know dad’s not goin’ to stop until that asshole is behind bars?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I just hope that mom changes his mind.” 
 
    “If you were my daughter nothin’ would make me stop fightin’ for justice. You have to look at it that way.” 
 
    I kept quiet after my brother’s assumption. It wasn’t that I didn’t have anything else to say, I just didn’t have the energy to keep going on and on about it. I knew where he stood, and from the look on Ethan’s face I could tell he agreed. That left me the minority. 
 
    When my parents came back in the room they didn’t sit down. My father crossed his arms as he spoke. “We’re goin’ to the hospital, Christian. We know you’re scared, but it’s for the best. As far as this ranch is concerned, I don’t care about the publicity. Nothin’s more important than my family, not even this ground we live on. You can fight me on this, but at the end of the day we’ve got your best interest at heart. I need you to get well, and this is the first step in makin’ that happen. Your mother and I will be by your side the whole time, and if you want your friend Ethan along, he’s more than welcome. This ain’t a punishment; it’s the path to resolution.” 
 
    Knowing that I couldn’t cross this man, I looked away from him, settled on the fact there was no other way. 
 
    Then I knew what I had to do.  
 
    I got up and excused myself to go to the bathroom, taking my purse with me; and in a matter of seconds after closing the door, I’d text Ethan to meet me at his car. He’d fight me, but we were getting out of there before I was taken to hospital and treated like a lab rat. The idea of a stranger touching me was making me ill. 
 
    I darted for the front door a few seconds later, seeing Ethan in the driver’s seat. I could hear someone calling my name, but ran as fast I could. “Floor it. I’ll tell you how to get out of here without using the front gates.” My dad was probably already on the phone getting them to lock down the main entrance to the ranch. It was a good thing I knew my way around. My mom’s parents had built a little house on the outskirts of the property, and they had their own entrance from an adjacent road. We made it down the dirt entrance in no time, arriving on a country highway where I knew we were in the clear. 
 
    “Do you mind tellin’ me why I feel like a damn criminal?” 
 
    “Goin’ there was a mistake, Ethan. I can’t let them take me to a hospital. I won’t be like the girl we met last night. I can’t let myself.” 
 
    “Chris, you need help.” 
 
    “No. I just need some time to get over it. My attack was nothin’ like those other women. They had it so much worse. I can handle this on my own. As much as I appreciate your two-cents, I’d appreciate it if you let me make the decisions from now on.” I was adamant to be in charge, because no one knew me better than I knew myself. 
 
    After a few minutes of driving I finally answer my phone. My mother was on the other end begging me to reconsider. 
 
    “Honey, we’re just worried about you. You need help.” 
 
    “Mom, I have to do this on my own. I feel terrible for involvin’ you. I never wanted you and dad to look at me as the victim. I couldn’t sit there anymore.” 
 
    “Come home, Christian. We can talk about all of this after we know you’re safe.” 
 
    “I am safe. Ethan will protect me. I’m stayin’ with him for a while until I can figure out everything.” That was a lie. I knew I wasn’t returning to school. Hiding out at Ethan’s was only temporary. There was a lot more than dropping out of school that I needed to worry about.  
 
    “I hope you change your mind, sweetie. We’re here, and you know you’re welcome to come home. If you don’t want to stay with us, Gram has plenty of room. You can recover on the ranch, where we know you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “I need time, mom. I’ll call you soon, I promise.” 
 
    When we hung up I clenched the phone in my hand, staring down at it, as if it somehow held answers I desperately needed. I’d walked away from my family, leaving me pretty much alone to fend for myself. I longed for resolution; my dad was right about that.  Only I wasn’t sure how to go about getting it without making it a media frenzy. I refused to be the talk of the town. 
 
    I already knew I was the laughing stock at my old house. When the whole campus found out the news they’d come after me for attacking their beloved popular role model. It made me cringe. 
 
    There had to be another way out of this mess, and I just needed time to figure it all out. 
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    Chapter 22 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    I thought that going to her parents was the best decision. They could help guide their daughter to the healing that she needed.  
 
    Chris had other plans.  
 
    As much as I wanted to keep my promise to her, I knew that being her safety net wasn’t without regret. Her parents were going to hate me for sneaking her out of their house. It was only a matter of time before they were knocking at my door. It didn’t take a genius to guess that they’d already contacted my parents to obtain my address on campus. 
 
    I didn’t say much in the car on the ride back to my place. Chris wouldn’t have liked to hear my opinion. As much as I understood that this was her problem, I also knew that she had the best family I’d ever known. She had to know that. 
 
    Once we were inside of my apartment she headed back to my bedroom, closing the door behind her. I don’t think she meant for it to be rude, but I took offense since it was my neck I was sticking out for her. Still, I let her have some time to herself, to maybe realize she’d made a mistake. 
 
    I sat down at my computer to get some school-work done while everything was quiet. I headed to my email, hoping to have a response from some of my classmates about assignments I’d missed. I didn’t expect to have a message in my inbox from Seth. Any student could obtain addresses for other classmates. The directory was out there on the main website. I clenched my jaws as I opened the message, not really knowing what to expect. 
 
    First there was a written message. 
 
      
 
    Ethan, 
 
    We don’t know each other well, but we do share a common friend. Christian Mitchell and I hooked up last Friday night and then again on Saturday. To be honest she was an easy lay. She came on to me in a strip club, and then later on after she’d invited me back to her house. We’re both guys, so you can imagine how she was easy on the eyes. I didn’t hesitate when she asked me to follow her to her room.  
 
    I won’t go into details about how she was all over my dick. I think you see where this is going. I’m reaching out to you because she’s all of a sudden gone psycho. The bitch is accusing me of rape. I’ve got a ton of people who can back my story of her being all over me. I’m not looking for another witness. I’m writing to ask that you convince your friend to back off. She doesn’t know who she’s messing with. My friends are pissed this is happening, and I’m afraid they’re going to make sure this story gets buried. 
 
    Please pass this on to your friend. Make sure she knows that I want this shit to be forgotten about. I get that women change their minds, but I never attacked your friend. We slept together on three different occasions, all of which she was a willing participant. For Christ sakes, she blew me in the movie theater. Does that sound like someone who was forced to have sex? 
 
    Think about it, man. I’m not the bad guy. Your friend needs help, but not from being attacked. She needs mental assistance. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for your time, 
 
    Seth 
 
      
 
      
 
    If I didn’t need the computer for school I would have thrown it across the room at that very moment. Just before closing out the message I saw the attachment. A ten second video sat waiting to be played. Against better judgment I clicked on the link. It was dark, but light enough to see what was going on. Chris was on her knees with a cock in her mouth. I could hear the sound coming from the person recording it, and how his voice changed when she took his load. As much as I wanted to stop watching I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen. When the video ended, I played it again, somehow in denial that it was my Christian on her knees.  
 
    I had to get up and walk away. 
 
    I knew she’d been with the guy, but this was a kick to the balls. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d have a visual of her doing something like that to another man.  
 
    After heading out to my balcony I looked at the horizon, praying it would distract my mind from the permanent image I couldn’t shake. She’d been so into it, making it impossible for me to comprehend how on that same day she’d claimed to be raped by this guy.  
 
    Chris and I had talked about oral sex. I liked giving it to her, and I’d been doing it for a long time. She was never willing, but promised to save it for me. We had this pact that we’d experience all of our firsts together, that way we would never regret it. I couldn’t fathom that she’d give this guy something that should have been mine. It didn’t only disturb me, it ripped me apart. In the twenty seconds it took to watch the video, I’d felt like everything I’d ever wanted for my future had been flushed down the drain. She may as well have ripped out my heart with her bare hands.  
 
    It didn’t matter that this guy hadn’t a clue what we were to each other. People could assume what they wanted, not that I ever cared when it came to Christian. If they wanted to think we were a couple I didn’t correct them. I knew one day we would be. It had been planned out perfectly for years. 
 
    In just a few days my aspirations were suddenly beginning to change. The woman inside, that had my heart for so long, had betrayed the sanctity of our friendship. She’d destroyed me. 
 
    I knew why she hadn’t told me, but it hurt more knowing she carried that secret. Did she think about blowing that guy while she was around me? What did he have that I didn’t?  
 
    I couldn’t rationalize with myself over it. Something had to give.  
 
    When I heard the sliding door opening I didn’t turn around to greet her. I couldn’t look into those green eyes and feel anything but betrayal. I’d thought I was the one hurting her all this time, but had the girl I’d always known to be so pure changed without me noticing? She was determined to do whatever it took to come out of her shell. Had she danced with the devil on her own will, only to regret it enough to act out this terrible scenario? I hated doubting her, but there was some truth in that video. He wasn’t forcing her to perform. As the image repeated in my mind I finally turned around. 
 
    “It’s cold out here. Why are you standin’ around without a jacket?” She asked as she wrapped her arm into mine. I closed my eyes and looked in another direction. As much as I wanted a reason to be close to her, I couldn’t stand her touch.  
 
    “Are you goin’ to be alright if I have to run out for a bit?” 
 
    She pulled away, seemingly shocked at my question. “I thought you didn’t want to let me out of your sight?” 
 
    “I forgot I made plans I can’t break.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. I’ll keep the doors locked and try to get some rest.” She was unaffected by my question, leading me to believe that this really could be some kind of act.  
 
    I needed to get out of there; to think about what my mind was telling me. I couldn’t doubt her, not after the way I felt about her. This was the woman I loved. Was I really considering that she could be lying to me? Had she betrayed my trust so much that I couldn’t believe her? 
 
    “Okay.” Where I’d normally kiss the top of her head I turned and walked away. Maybe she’d assume something was wrong. At this point I didn’t even care. Watching those lips around another man’s dick had me messed up. I had to release my anger, my hurt, and everything else I didn’t want to be feeling. 
 
    I knew I’d hate myself for doing it, but I picked up my phone and dialed the number anyway. There was only one thing that could take my mind off of what she’d done to me. She answered on the second ring, and the sound of her voice was already helping my mood. 
 
    “Hey, I tried to call you last night.” Star wasn’t just on my jock tonight, she’d been clear that she’d drop everything if I’d give her the time of day. She saw me as her meal ticket out of this town, thinking that my intelligence would get me far in life. She saw dollar signs. Little did she know that my place was back at home. Sure, I’d like to have an engineering degree, but it wasn’t where my heart was. 
 
    “Sorry. I was helpin’ a friend. What are you doin’ now?” 
 
    “Why? Do you want to come over?” 
 
    “I’m already on the way.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to eat. If you’re hungry you might want to grab something out.” 
 
    “I’m hungry for something else. Be naked. I’ll see you in five minutes.” 
 
    Determined to wash my mind of Christian, I planned to bury myself in someone else. It was the wrong choice, but the only way. She’d hurt me, forcing me to seek reprieve. I’d have to address the problem, but until I was able to do that, I had to get some release. 
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    Chapter 23 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get why all of a sudden he was leaving me alone. Out of nowhere he’d recalled something that was more important than being my shoulder to cry on. I waited until I heard the front door shut before walking inside. The first thing I noticed was that he’d left his laptop, meaning this wasn’t about school. Whatever my dear friend was doing had nothing to do with catching up on assignments. 
 
    I sat down as his computer and started researching sites about rape victims. It helped to read the stories and relate to each experience. In some ways it was more support than anyone I knew could have given me. The women, and even men, lost themselves because of vicious acts done to them. They knew what I was going through, having the knowledge of it happening to them. We all had a common goal of recovering, and no matter how many stories I read they all ended the same.  
 
    The victims wanted justice. 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought about Seth. I imagined how wonderful he’d been the night we first met, and how good of a time we’d had playing drinking games and retreating back to my room. I recalled all of his innuendos, which creeped me out. He was so gentle that first time, making sure he satisfied me first. How could one day have changed him so much? It was like he’d become a monster. Had me walking away from him, rejecting him, caused Seth so much rage that he’d found it necessary to rip me apart, leaving me like some piece of trash? 
 
    I tried to shake off my scenarios, but nothing would work. I felt abandoned by Ethan, and he hadn’t even provided me with an explanation. What bothered me the most was that he didn’t even kiss me goodbye. It was his brand, yet why in my most emotional state had he done that? 
 
    After going into a crying fit I closed out my internet box, leaving only his email left open. When I saw the name of the last sender my heart jumped. It didn’t take me but a second to click on it and see what it was about.  
 
    I think after the first sentence my mouth hung open. He’d taken everything and turned it around on me, making me seem like a liar. I got up and ran to the bathroom vomiting out the little amount of food I’d consumed. While I lingered there on the bathroom floor I cried out for God to help me through this, because without Ethan I’d have no one else I could trust. Sure, my parents were wonderful, but they only saw one way out of all this, and I wasn’t ready to let that be my only option.  
 
    Feeling discontent, I dialed Ethan’s number, prepared to do whatever it took to plead my case. Yes, I’d gone against our stupid little pact that we’d made years ago, but it wasn’t like he hadn’t been with a slew of women. He knew how I felt about him and went about flaunting his perversions to me every chance he got. He’s lucky I stuck around and tolerated it, because many other women in my situation would have wised up and moved on.  
 
    After it rang several times his voicemail picked up. I knew for a fact that he never listened to his messages, so I hung up and redialed the number. I continued repeating those steps until he finally answered the call, out of breath. “What?” 
 
    “I know why you left, Ethan. I saw the video and I can explain. I swear I can. Please just hear me out before you make any assumptions.” 
 
    “Like what, Chris? Like assuming that you weren’t really attacked at all? I can’t stop seein’ you with your lips wrapping around his -.” 
 
    “Stop it! Please don’t even talk about it.” 
 
    “Why? It looked like you were pretty into it. It’s why I’m havin’ trouble believin’ that a few hours later you were raped. Tell me how that works. Do you agree to give oral, but not ass?” 
 
    His words hurt me. “Why is it such a big deal to you? We made that pact years ago. It’s not like you want to be with me anyway. You’ve done nothin’ but tell me we’re just friends.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare change the subject.” He wanted explanations that I wasn’t willing to think about. I had no excuse for why I did that to Seth. I also couldn’t explain how in just a little amount of time I’d changed my mind about him completely. The man that picked me up and took me to that abandoned house wasn’t the same person I’d been intimate with. He was intoxicated, and had become violent. 
 
    “Well, don’t you dare walk out on me when I need you the most.” 
 
    “I’m hangin’ up now. Maybe I need some time to unwind before I come home. It’s best that I calm down so I won’t say somethin’ I could regret later. Right now I feel like I can’t trust you, and to be honest, it fuckin’ hurts. I always thought that pact meant somethin’. It was put into place for a reason.” 
 
    All of a sudden I heard a female talking to him in the background. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “She’s a friend, which is more than I can say for you at the moment.” It stabbed me right through my heart. Never in my life had I ever felt so broken. This was the man I loved, and I’d pushed him into another woman’s arms. If my life wasn’t over before, it certainly was now. 
 
    “Ethan, please don’t hang up. I need you.” 
 
    The line went dead, and I was left to suffer the consequences of yet another poor decision. Ethan was so angry with me, and I wasn’t used to that. He’d always been my rock. The idea of him not trusting me was almost as serious as everything else I was going through. 
 
    My crying fit was short-lived. A knock on the door startled me, sending me to peek out the tiny peep hole. Seeing my parents standing on the opposite side of the door made me nauseous. There was no way out of this. I had to go with them, and seek assistance, because my best friend wanted nothing to do with me. 
 
    When I opened the door I didn’t speak. There were no words I could say to make this any less awkward. I’d run away like a child, and now I’d been caught. “Where’s Ethan?” 
 
    “He had to run out.” As much as I wanted him by my side, I couldn’t tell my father where he’d really gone. My parents always assumed that he was it for me. In my eyes they were right, even when Ethan only wanted to be my friend. 
 
    “Get your things. We’re goin’ home.” My dad ordered. 
 
    “I don’t have much, dad. My roommates destroyed it the other day when this all came out. Nobody believes me.” I watched my dad clenching his jaw. It was obvious that he was pissed at this new information. He picked up his phone and was immediately connected to the nine-one-one operator. “Yeah, I need an officer to come to a residence so that my daughter can retrieve some personal items.” 
 
    He waited for a moment and then gave the address to the house I’d been living at for a short time. My mother hugged me, probably seeing that I was ready to jump out of a window and call it the end. 
 
    Five minutes later we were heading to the house, and with the little amount of talking my dad did in the car I knew he was about to go off the deep end. 
 
    Once we pulled up at the residence I was ordered to stay in the vehicle. My parents walked up to the arriving officer and they all went inside together. A few minutes later I spotted Becca walking outside on the front porch. I tried to duck down on the backseat to prevent her from spotting me, but it was too late. I saw her heading in my direction and she looked pissed. 
 
    She knocked on the window. “You had to get your parents involved? Bitch, you barked up the wrong tree. You’re lucky I don’t bust in there and beat your ass. Why don’t you get out and face me?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you, Becca.” 
 
    She opened her arms wide. “Come on, slut.” 
 
    “I’m not a slut!” I yelled from the other side of the glass. 
 
    “You’re just a liar. We’ve all seen the video. He showed everyone. You blew him in the movie theater, in public. There’s no way he raped you. He said he rejected you, and you got pissed.” 
 
    “He’s lyin’! I swear it. He took me to that abandoned house and forced himself on me. I begged him to stop.” 
 
    She shooed my comment away. “Just get your shit and leave us all alone. I should have known you were nothin’ but trouble.” 
 
    Before I could say anything another officer pulled up. He walked inside of the house, coming back out with my parents, who had their hands full of my belongings. I sat quietly in the car, stewing on Becca’s threats. She didn’t have to threaten me to leave campus, because it was the last place I ever wanted to visit again. Without the support from Ethan I was left to go through this alone. My parents would do as much as they could, but they’d never understand what it felt like to be lost. 
 
    Right before they climbed into the vehicle I heard Becca getting loud. She was up in my mother’s face, pointing at me. “She’s trouble. You ought to lock her up and throw away the key. That girl tried to take down my friend.” She pulled out her phone, and before I could react I saw my mom’s eyes widening. She covered her mouth with her hand and froze. “You still think she’s the victim?” Becca asked. 
 
    I jumped from my seat, running over toward them, but my dad stopped me. “I don’t know what this is about, but we’re leavin’ right now!” 
 
    I didn’t fight as he led me back to the car. There was no use. The damage was irrefutable. My mother couldn’t look at me as she joined us, and I knew why. She’d just seen my lips around my rapist’s cock.  
 
    I buried my head between my knees and cried the whole way home, feeling like there was no way they’d ever believe my version of the story again. I knew they’d protect me, but seeing their disappointment would literally kill me. Death had to feel better than this fate. As I considered that option I knew I’d given up hope.  
 
    The time of me wanting to fit in; to be popular and loved, was over. I didn’t deserve this result however it was exactly what I’d been left with. I was nothing, a loner who’d lost her faith in everything positive. Though I knew I didn’t deserve it, I’d been labeled as an outcast; who’d live out the rest of my days in solitude, because I’d rather be alone than face what else the world had in store for me. 
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    Chapter 24 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    Star knew what I wanted from the moment I hung up from my call. She’d unlocked her door anticipating my visit, and as I approached it, I knew she’d be able to settle me down, at least for the time being.  
 
    There was just one problem with that plan. 
 
    I wasn’t hoping to stop stressing about an exam, or something mundane in life that annoyed me. I was trying to forget about Christian; the woman I’d purposely pushed away because our timing was off. I’d been a fool to think that statistics should factor into my feelings for her. What kind of idiot prolongs being with someone because there’s a chance that it might last longer? 
 
    I did. 
 
    Yes, it was true that I was angry with her. A part of me wanted to ream her out for what she’d done. There was another part of me that remembered the events of the past week. Knowing her like I did, it was impossible to assume she’d been lying. Christian may have been highly intelligent, but she was a terrible actor, and horrible at lying, especially to me. I didn’t know every single detail of what led to her attack, but it had happened. I’d witnessed her break down right in front of me. I’d seen her react to being back at that abandoned house. I watched her fall apart during the group session. It wasn’t something she could fake. Her actions were heartfelt, painful to watch in fact. There was no way in hell she could make that up. 
 
    Star pulled me inside of her apartment and I immediately regretted being there. Her naked body pressed against me while her lips found mine. I closed my eyes and tried to respond to her initiation, but it was impossible. I’d abandoned my best friend, and it was crucial that I go back there and console her.  
 
    My mind went into a whirl as Star reached down my pants, gently caressing my limp dick. Within seconds I’d become hard, needing a release I knew I wasn’t going to get if I went home.  
 
    She tugged down my jeans, eagerly taking my cock between her lips. My head fell back while I persuaded myself to go along with it. The pact had been broken. Her doing this was now allowed, and I wasn’t about to stop her, besides, it felt better than I could have imagined. She hungrily lapped up my cock, savoring it in her mouth while sucking vigorously. In no time at all I was ready to explode down her throat. She’d satisfy me like she always did, which in turn made me come back for more.  
 
    Just as I was about to finish I heard my phone ringing. I ignored it, hoping to find closure with my current predicament, but it just kept blowing up. Finally I pushed Star off of me and answered, annoyed. “What?” 
 
    “I know why you left, Ethan. I saw the video and I can explain. I swear I can. Please just hear me out before you make any assumptions.” The last thing I wanted to talk about at the moment was her giving someone else head. It bothered me so much that I felt the need to get a few things off my chest. 
 
    “Like what, Chris? Like assuming that you weren’t really attacked at all? I can’t stop seein’ you with your lips wrapping around his -.” She didn’t let me finish. I saw Star backing up, wiping off her mouth. I knew the moment was over, even as I stood fully erect. 
 
    “Stop it! Please don’t even talk about it.” It was funny how disgusted she sounded, when all I wanted to do was kill the fucker, and gouge out my own eyes. 
 
    “Why? It looked like you were pretty into it. It’s why I’m havin’ trouble believin’ that a few hours later you were raped. Tell me how that works. Do you agree to give oral, but not ass?” I regretted saying it, more than she’d ever know, but I was destroyed by those actions, so much that I was lashing out. 
 
    “Why is it such a big deal to you? We made that pact years ago. It’s not like you want to be with me anyway. You’ve done nothin’ but tell me we’re just friends.” 
 
    Another kick to the balls, but she was right. We could have been together, and none of this would be happening. I’d been blaming myself for days. Reminding me of it wouldn’t change anything. “Don’t you dare change the subject.”  
 
    “Well, don’t you dare walk out on me when I need you the most.” 
 
    “I’m hangin’ up now. Maybe I need some time to unwind before I come home. It’s best that I calm down so I won’t say somethin’ I could regret later. Right now I feel like I can’t trust you, and to be honest, it fuckin’ hurts. I always thought that pact meant somethin’. It was put into place for a reason.” 
 
    Star said something to me, not that I was even paying attention. The next thing I know Chris is asking questions on the other end of the call. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “She’s a friend, which is more than I can say for you at the moment.” Those words left a bad taste in my mouth.  
 
    Insert foot! 
 
    “Ethan, please don’t hang up. I need you.” 
 
    I had to end the call. It took everything in me not to throw the device across the room. She had me so messed up. I looked toward the naked female waiting for me to reply to her question, still not knowing what the hell she’d asked. “I need to go.” 
 
    “You just got here,” she argued. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry I wasted your time. I’ve got shit goin’ on that I can’t really explain.” 
 
    She walked over as I was pulling up my pants. “You could come back later. We can finish what we started.” 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed her on the head, immediately feeling the connection that I’d always had to Chris. I needed to find her and apologize. She needed to know that I didn’t mean those things I’d said to her. I had to prove to her that she’d never be alone. 
 
    I raced back to my apartment, the whole time practicing what I’d say to her. I had it all planned out in my head, down to sentence structure. It was time for me to convince her that she was so much more than a friend to me. I needed not only to apologize for leaving, but for what I’d done with all of the other women. All of the cards had to be laid out on the table. No more lies. 
 
    As soon as I pulled up I noticed the lights were all turned out. I walked up the stairs to my level and unlocked the door. Once I’d traveled to my bedroom I discovered she wasn’t there. I called for her, looking on the balcony to see if she was outside. There was no note, and for the life of me I couldn’t figure out where she’d gone. 
 
    As fast as I could make it, I drove to the abandoned house. When she wasn’t there I headed over to her house. The police were pulling away. One of the girls was still outside, so I sauntered over to see if she’d seen Christian. 
 
    “You just missed her,” she said before I could ask. 
 
    “Do you know where she went?” 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what you are to her, but you should just walk away from that hot-mess. She’s trouble.” 
 
    “She’s my best friend, who was raped by your friend. Listen here you little bitch, my friend wouldn’t lie about what happened to her. You better check yourself, because once her family is done with that bastard, you’ll be visitin’ him in jail.” 
 
    I turned around, ignoring her slew of comments as I climbed back in my car.  
 
    My next stop was to the location that the last meeting had been, but the parking lot was dark and vacant. After beating on my steering wheel a half-dozen times I came to the conclusion that she didn’t want to be found. Even though we’d fought, a part of me worried that she might be in danger, especially after she’d been back to her old house.  
 
    I hated doing it, but I called her parents, hoping they could help me find her before something else happened. She was going to hate me even worse than she already did, but at least I’d know she was okay. I’d been an ass, and probably didn’t deserve her. I knew she’d push me away, but it wouldn’t stop me from trying. I’d keep at it, somehow proving that I’d be the man she needed me to be.  
 
    When her dad answered I swallowed my pride and prepared to tell him that I’d messed up and let her out of my sight. He’d go off on me, probably forbidding me to see her once we figured out where she’d gone. 
 
    “Mr. Mitchell, this is Ethan. I was wonderin’ if you’ve heard from Christian?” 
 
    “Yes, I have. We picked her up earlier, and I’m glad we did. It seems you left her all alone.” 
 
    “I can explain.” Really I couldn’t. Her dad didn’t want to hear that I’d been jealous and left to get a piece of ass to make me feel better. 
 
    “Now’s not the time, Ethan. We’re in the process of gettin’ Chris admitted for evaluation. She won’t be able to have visitors until tomorrow since it’s so late.” 
 
    “Thanks for lettin’ me know.” 
 
    After we’d hung up I finally sat down and tried to think about everything going on. If Chris was at the hospital she had to be petrified. This was exactly what she didn’t want to happen.  
 
    Against my better judgment I felt like I needed to do something to help the cause. Her parents were going to go after Seth, and nobody wanted him to suffer more than I did, except for Chris. She most likely wanted him skinned and hung for his assault on her. After obtaining my laptop off the table, I opened my email and stared at his message.  
 
    Then I replied. 
 
      
 
    Seth, 
 
    I’d like to hear your side of the story face to face. Meet me at the library at ten p.m. so we can work this out. 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    There was nothing to discuss. I wanted the fucker to pay for what he’d done, and I’d make sure he got what was coming, even if I had to use my fists to get the job done. 
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    Chapter 25 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    The white walls matched the floor. I didn’t know if that bothered me more, or what they had me wearing. Even in the hospital bed I was annoyed by the hospital gown being open in the back.  
 
    My parents sat next to each other beside the bed. During the ride they’d asked for details, which I wasn’t willing to pervade them to. Some things were better left unsaid, and in this case my sexual experiences, both good and horrible, were off limits. 
 
    I’d suffered enough in the past few days, and I knew I’d have to explain to the slew of doctors who were coming to evaluate me. I’d already been poked by a nurse who drew my blood and did vitals. An officer was on the way, but I wasn’t sure why because I’d washed away any ounce of proof, besides the fact that it could be argued I had consensual sex with him hours before. I suppose they needed my formal statement, which meant this was going to get ugly. Since I’d already been threatened, I didn’t want to think what else would come from this kind of publicity. In true family fashion my brother and Shalan showed up shortly after. I could tell his fiancée was reluctant to speak to me. She seemed uncomfortable, like he’d made her accompany him.  
 
    As much as I appreciated the support, I couldn’t help but wonder what they were all thinking. It made me feel weak like they were afraid they couldn’t leave me alone for even a few minutes. 
 
    The officer arrived, and much to my surprise it wasn’t a female detective. The man asked my family to leave the room while he took my statement. Since it was so involved I knew it was important to start from the beginning. If my parents were adamant about taking Seth down than I had to make sure they had every single detail. 
 
    Starting from the strip club I accounted every single moment I’d spent with Seth. When I struggled with some parts he waited for me to get myself together in order to continue. While he wasn’t a woman, I appreciated how sympathetic he was to my situation. He gave me statistics, and reminded me that it was never the victim’s fault, even if they taunted their attacker, which I hadn’t.  
 
    It didn’t stop me from crying halfway through, or feeling like a slut explaining what we’d done and where it happened.  
 
    Just when I thought he’d changed his mind about me he smiled and put his pen down then proceeded to assure me that I wasn’t the first person to fool around in a movie theater. It still embarrassed me, but at least made me feel like he was attempting to get me to feel better. 
 
    After nearly an hour of questions the officer left, and my family filled in the tiny room. They said their goodbyes, all of them leaving me to get rest. It wasn’t without a fight though. My mom wanted to stay, but I convinced her that I needed to sleep. After making sure the nurse was going to provide me with some kind of medication to help me relax, she followed the rest of my family out. 
 
    The moment I knew I was alone I located the phone and dialed Ethan. I didn’t expect him to answer, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to close my eyes and sleep if I didn’t at least leave him a message telling him how sorry I was. 
 
    If I’d known he’d react so angrily maybe I wouldn’t have done it. Even though I didn’t understand why it was so important to him, I appreciated that he cared enough to be upset.  
 
    Nothing surprised me more than him answering on the first ring. “Chris? Are you alright?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Are your parents still there with you?” He asked. 
 
    “No. They all left. Noah and Shalan were also here. I made them all leave so I could rest.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you’re restin’.” 
 
    I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me. “Yeah, well I have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “About earlier.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Ethan. I didn’t mean to hurt you. If I could take back everything I would.” 
 
    “I hooked up with someone when I left tonight.” His confession shocked me. “I know I don’t have to tell you what I do, but I felt bad as soon as it started. What you did pissed me off. No, it wasn’t just that. It hurt. I guess after all this time I felt like I’d always be every one of your firsts. It’s stupid now, because we’re both adults, but how many people can look back at their life and say that they shared everything for the first time with only one person? I wanted that with you, because no matter how mad I get at you, you’ll always be my best friend. You’ll always be the person I turn to; the one I can’t live without.” 
 
    I started to bawl. As if my life couldn’t get anymore messed up, I felt devastated over hurting Ethan. Nobody meant more to me than he did. “You’re my best friend too. That mistake ruined my life, Ethan. I’d do anything to take it back. I wish it never happened.” 
 
    “I think the hardest part was seeing it happen. I’m sure that was the plan though. Don’t cry, I’ve got a feelin’ that Seth is about to get what’s comin’ to him. Don’t you worry your pretty little head. We’ll get through this.” 
 
    “Why do you think that? Did you talk to my father? Did he tell you the police were here?” 
 
    “Your dad told me where you were. He let me know that I wouldn’t be able to see you until mornin’.” 
 
    “Okay. So your just bein’ optimistic?” I knew Ethan well enough to know when he was keeping something from me. I didn’t have to see his face. “Ethan?” 
 
    “I emailed him back, tellin’ him to meet me at ten. We’re goin’ to have a face-to-face and get things straight. It’s time that city boy learns what happens when he messes with a sweet country girl.” 
 
    “Please don’t, Ethan. The police are involved now. If you put yourself in the scenario it could be trouble for you. I’m beggin’ you to stay out of it. Please. I need you to be there for me, not locked up for avenging. I don’t need a hero.” 
 
    “This ain’t just about you, darlin’.” 
 
    “You sound like my father.” His sweet talking wasn’t going to make me change my mind. I didn’t want him going anywhere near Seth. 
 
    “Would you feel better if I called you once I’m back home?” 
 
    “No! I’d rather you not go and talk to me now.” 
 
    “Christian, from the moment I found out what that guy did to you I wanted to hurt this guy. He needs to pay for what he did to you. He needs to be taught a lesson; one that will make sure he never hurts another woman again. Don’t you get it? If I do nothin’ than I’ll feel like I didn’t do enough. This is as much for me as it is for you. He deserves much worse than a beatin’. You can’t lie in that bed and tell me that it wouldn’t bring a smile to your face knowin’ his pussy-ass is kissin’ the concrete of some dark parkin’ lot? There’s got to be some part of you that wants him to pay for what he’s done.” 
 
    “I do, but I can’t let you entertain this idea to seek out revenge. You’re not a superhero, or an idiot. He could come back at you with assault charges. I don’t feel like high-fiving you as we pass in a court room. Be rational.” 
 
    “I can’t. You can be mad if you want, but I’m goin’ out there tonight. He’s goin’ to learn that messin’ with you was the wrong choice.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes feeling like nothing I said was going to change his mind. “You sound like a jealous boyfriend. You’re makin’ no sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, well maybe that’s what I was. I got to get goin’, babe. I’ll come see you in the mornin’.” 
 
    When I realized he’d hung up I quickly redialed his number. When he failed to answer I knew there was nothing I could do to stop him. Ethan was going to do what he felt was necessary. I was so distraught, so worried he was making a mistake, that I couldn’t possibly close my eyes to rest.  
 
    As much as I appreciated him going out on a limb for me, I couldn’t exactly condone his actions. I continued trying to get him to answer his phone for nearly thirty-minutes. As the clock passed ten I knew it was too late. The night nurse came in and gave me medication in my IV. I could feel myself dozing. I knew Ethan’s meeting was out of my hands, but as my body let go, I prayed silently that when I woke up I’d see Ethan’s face smiling back at me. I didn’t know what I’d do if something bad happened to him, especially because it had everything to do with me. 
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    Chapter 26 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    There was only one thing running through my mind during my drive to the library parking lot.  
 
    Retribution. 
 
    Seth needed to pay for what he’d done to my girl, and I was going to make sure I was the one doing the punching. Once I’d put a hurting on him I’d let him know that if he ever laid a hand on a woman again I’d be back to give it to him double. 
 
    Christian’s pleas hadn’t made me feel bad enough to go back on my plan. I wasn’t going to be content with what happened until he’d felt everything he’d done to her. 
 
    When I pulled up in the dark lot I noticed I was the only vehicle. There was a chance that Seth hadn’t gotten the message, but there was also a possibility that he’d chosen to not meet me in fear of getting his ass beat.  
 
    My heart rate increased the moment I watched someone approaching my car on foot. I could tell it was Seth when he got closer into view. I didn’t hesitate when I jumped out of the vehicle and approached him. “I’m here, let’s talk.” He swung his arms open, as if to taunt me. 
 
    “I ain’t here to talk. I’m here to listen to you beg for mercy, because there ain’t no way my friend is lyin’ about what you did to her.” 
 
    Where I come from you don’t wait to be taken down. You make the first and the last move. At the very last minute I watched as he saw my arm coming around and lifted his to protect his face. I didn’t pause as I brought my arm back to send a second blow. His jaw cracked as my fist made contact with the skin and sent him down to the ground. “Get up!” I ordered. 
 
    He came after me, trying to take me out at my waist. “Fuck you! I didn’t rape your friend.” 
 
    I lifted my knee at the right moment, clipping him in the neck as his body made contact with mine. He rolled on the ground, clutching his throat. 
 
    I stepped forward, prepared to kick him while he was already down. 
 
    Seth covered his face with both hands again. “Wait! I didn’t come here to fight. You’ve got to believe me. She wanted it. She begged me to take her to that house. She didn’t want to get caught by my ex. I’ll take you there and tell you everything. Come on, man. You’ve got to believe me.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be fuckin’ kiddin’ me. Why would I want to go anywhere with you? I already know what happened. I’ve heard every detail.” If he thought that taking me back to where it happened was going to somehow make me change my mind, he was mistaken. All I wanted to do was crush every bone in his body. I wanted him to suffer an excruciating pain, reminding him every second what he’d done to my girl. 
 
     “We’re goin’ to head over to where it happened. You’re goin’ to give me a blow by blow, and then I’m goin’ to decide how to end this.” I wanted to laugh, but it was very obvious this guy was scared shitless. This was his idea first, and now he was cowering over it. 
 
    “You’re insane. I changed my mind. I’m not going anywhere with you.” Blood ran out of his mouth as he spoke, and he kept spitting it out onto the ground. “My friends know I’m here. They’ll call the police if I’m not back within the hour.” 
 
    “You think I’m scared of your friends, or the police? Look around, asshole. We’re out in the open. I just kicked your ass where everyone could watch. I ain’t scared of the cops, and I sure as hell ain’t scared of your threats. Now, if you know what’s good for you you’ll get in that car and drive us over to the abandoned house you raped my friend in. You can make this hard, or you can cooperate. It’s your choice.” 
 
    “Why would I be stupid enough to let you take me to that house now, when I know you’re planning to hurt me more? You think I want to die? Forget it. I’m not going. You can suck my fat dick.” 
 
    I grabbed him by the arm, pulling him to a standing position. “You’re going to explain your side of the story. Then I’ll leave. You have my word.” What I left out was yet to be determined. 
 
    This part of my attack was unnerving because I was acting on pure rage. I wasn’t being rational, and I didn’t know if I’d be spending the night in a cell for assault on this douche. I needed to teach him a lesson, and since I knew he was scared of what I could do to him, I had his undivided attention. 
 
    “Your word is shit.” He spit his blood at my feet. “Get the fuck away from me.” 
 
    I don’t know why he didn’t notice my fist coming around again. This time I got a good portion of his head near the ear. He went down again, this time covering his whole head from fear of another blow. “I’m not done.” 
 
    This second attack had been provoked. I knew I wanted to beat him to a pulp, and with each punch I felt a little better about my actions. He’d destroyed my friend, leaving her with a lifetime of fear. He deserved so much worse. 
 
    Seth finally followed my directions without a fight. He insisted we walk there instead of driving, and since it was only a couple blocks I didn’t protest.  
 
    Halfway there he started talking about Christian. “I should have known she was trouble when I met her. It was obvious she didn’t belong in that club. For what it’s worth she didn’t tell me she had a boyfriend.” 
 
    As much as I liked hearing someone call me that, I knew I couldn’t correct him. “Shut up.” 
 
    “No, you need to hear that it wasn’t all me. She invited me into her room. She knew what was going to happen. We talked about it first. I gave her time to back out.” 
 
    When we were both standing in front of the condemned house I knew I could have taken him inside and killed him. I was that angry. A part of me wanted to keep busting him up. Just as I was about to move inside, I froze. This could cost me Christian forever. If I took this guy inside and inflicted more pain on him, there was a good chance I’d go to jail. I’d be no different than this loser and his lies. 
 
    It was difficult to do, but I turned around and shocked the hell out of him. “We’re done here.” 
 
    “What? You believe me?” 
 
    “No! I won’t stoop to your level. If we go in that house one of us ain’t comin’ back out. I hate you that much. I know what you did to her in that room, on that dirty mattress. She told me every single detail. She begged you to stop.” 
 
    “I was drunk, man. If she said that I don’t recall it. We had a great day together. You saw what happened at the movies. I liked her.” He honestly triggered more anger. Finally he was coming clean, but it was too late.  
 
    “You need to leave now. If you ever lay a hand on another girl I’ll make sure you end up in a house like this one. Do you understand?” 
 
    I waited until I was a block away to call the police and report a possible rape. After giving them the description of what Seth was wearing and his full name, it would be easy for officials to pick him up. Even though they wouldn’t find any sign of an attack, I knew for a fact that he was always wanted for Christian’s assault. I was just pushing it along faster. This time they didn’t need a warrant for arrest. While that was being created and signed by a judge, I was getting that prick off the street. It was very satisfying. 
 
      
 
    I waited nearly twenty minutes before deciding to pull out of the parking lot to head back to my place. About halfway there I noticed three police cars pulled over and one wasn’t campus security. Handcuffed and being pushed into the back of a sedan was Seth. I recognized him immediately, and grew a smile while continuing on. It wasn’t until I’d passed my apartment that I realized where I was going. Nothing could stop me, not even the hospital guidelines. She needed to know she was safe, and I had to see her face when I told her. 
 
    When I reached the emergency room entrance I made a beeline for the security guard, quickly putting on a concerned face so he’d give me his attention. “Help me, please. My wife was brought in earlier with contractions. Can you tell me how to get to maternity?” 
 
    He handed me a visitor’s badge and pointed toward the elevator, announcing the floor number I’d need to get to. 
 
    Little did he know that I had no intentions of going to that floor, because I didn’t even know anyone who was pregnant. The directory was located at the main entrance, so once I’d gotten out of his view, I headed there first. 
 
    Once I’d located the floor she’d be on, I made it to the stairs, taking them instead of alerting the nurses on duty when the elevator doors opened. I stood and waited patiently for someone to walk through the double doors so that I could sneak into the restricted area. They’d dimmed the lights, making it difficult for me to see the room numbers; but luckily I knew where the room number was located and also the last digits of the phone number she’d called me from earlier.  
 
    I sneaked inside, closing the door behind me so they wouldn’t hear us talking. Then I saw her lying there on the bed. When she turned to see me standing there I watched her frown turn into a welcoming smile. “What are you doin’ here?” She whispered. 
 
    I rushed over to the bed, wanting to break the distance between us. “I had to sneak here to tell you somethin.” 
 
    “Why are your fists bloody?” She asked. 
 
    I stuck my hand in my pocket and smiled. “Let’s just say that I showed Seth how us cowboys handle someone hurtin’ our women.” 
 
    She raised her brow. “You didn’t?” 
 
    “I did, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat for you. Don’t you get it, Christian? Can’t you feel it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “What? Feel what?” 
 
    “That I’ve been lyin’ to you for a long damn time.” 
 
    She let out an air-filled laugh. “Yeah right. I’m on too many drugs to find your jokes remotely entertaining.” 
 
    I straightened my face and grabbed her hand. “It’s true, and it’s time I came clean about everything.” 
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    Chapter 27 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    “Came clean?” I was so lost. Had it not been for the valium I’d been given through an IV perhaps I would have been able to follow him better. All I was sure of was that I needed to know every detail of what happened with Seth. “First tell me about your hand. What did you do?” 
 
    “We met. We talked. I shoved him around a bit. Then I called the police and told them where they could find him. All in a day’s work, babe.” 
 
    Since I felt so woozy it was difficult for me to react the way I should have. Normally I would have freaked out, but because of the meds I was able to simply smile and feel proud that Ethan had done something so brave in my honor. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’d do anything for you. Now, are you goin’ to let me finish what I came here to tell you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you lied about, Ethan. Right now I don’t even care. All that matters is that you’re here, which means you forgive me for what I did on that video, at least enough to be here with me. I was so afraid that I lost you. I swore our friendship was over.” 
 
    He smiled, leaned forward and kissed me softly on the forehead. Then as he was pulling away, he found my lips. He didn’t push it and try to make it more. Only his lips pressed over mine; no tongue involved or groping hands. I wasn’t ready for that, not even with Ethan. His gentle embrace was short-lived, but enough to tell me that he wasn’t going anywhere. It was enough reassurance for one night.  
 
    The next morning the same officer stopped by the hospital to see me. Since my parents hadn’t yet arrived, I urged Ethan to stay with me. He held my hand as the officer explained to me what was going on with my case. “The truth is that the prosecution doesn’t have enough evidence to take this case. Without DNA or a witness, or someone else that can attest to being a victim of this guy, it’s your word against his.” 
 
    “So what does this mean?” 
 
    The man looked down as he spoke. “It means that he’ll be released sometime today.” 
 
    I sat up, immediately gasping for air. Ethan had gone after him, thinking he’d be locked up where he couldn’t get to me. Now the officer was telling me that he’d be released. “What if he comes after me?” My question was more for Ethan, but the officer answered for him.  
 
    “We don’t think he will. He’s going to lay low, in fear of us digging up new information. In the meantime I’m going to take a trip out to that house. We’ll take the mattress back to the lab and run it for DNA. I’ve got a feeling we’re going to have a lot of strains to go through, so be patient. It can take weeks, sometimes even months for that kind of extensive research.” 
 
    Everything out of his mouth was making me lose hope. “I understand.” 
 
    Ethan didn’t though. “What if you match their DNA. Can you arrest him then?” 
 
    “Again it’s a he said she said. With the video of their consensual encounter it will be difficult to prove she was assaulted only a little while later. I’m sorry I don’t have better news.” 
 
    I shook my head and wiped away residual tears. “I get it. In order to take him down I either have to be brutally left for dead, or have recorded the whole attack.” 
 
    “The key is collecting evidence. Had you come into the hospital on the night of the attack, we could have done the rape kit. It would have helped, but again, this case relies on hard evidence. There are a lot of fraudulent cases out there with women who only want to cause men problems. We have to consider each one to be real until we can prove otherwise. I believe that you were attacked that night, but unfortunately we have nothing solid to use.” 
 
    When the officer started to leave my parents were just walking in. He talked to them out in the hallway. Ethan and I watched through the glass as they were given the bad news. I knew they were pissed at me for not going straight to the authorities. They didn’t need to remind me of my mistakes. I had to live with them just as much as they did.  
 
    Ethan squeezed my hand. “We need to talk about somethin’, babe.” 
 
    “I can’t right now. They’re goin’ to come in and tell me they’ll be able to help me, but the truth is that we both know I won’t be goin’ back to school, not that one at least. I can’t face those people, and know what they’re sayin’ behind my back. I know the campus is huge, but I’m liable to run into one of them. I can’t handle it. 
 
    I think it’s best if I transfer to another school. Maybe I can take the semester off, get into counseling, and then start somewhere fresh. The only way I’m goin’ to get through this is if I start gettin’ help. I can’t live like this. It hasn’t even been a week and I’ve been through every emotion possible. I’m so tired.” 
 
    “I know. I get it.” He looked away, and I could tell he was upset. We’d made plans to go to school together, and now I had to break another one of our pacts. I couldn’t hate myself more. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ethan.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I’m not mad, not at you at least. I get why you can’t go back, and as hard as it is to hear, I know it’s for the best.” 
 
    I tried to make him lighten up with a joke. “At least now you won’t have to hide me from your late night visitors.” 
 
    He peered at me, his brows furrowed and eyes were frustrated. “I don’t give a shit about them.” 
 
    “Ethan, it’s time that we stopped pretendin’. The promises we made, the pact, we were children when we did that. We’ve grown together, and experienced so many things, but let’s be realistic. I only agreed to all of that stuff because I thought you’d one day change your mind and want to be with me. I thought that if I went along with that plan it would make you love me the way I loved you. I didn’t just want you to be my first. Back then I wanted you to be my forever.” 
 
    Ethan was a tough guy. Since he didn’t get emotional very often, I could tell that what I’d said had hurt him. It was extremely confusing, especially after he’d told me he’d gone out to get ass the night before. I couldn’t begin to fathom how breaking our pact could hurt him. He was mature enough to understand that what I was saying was true. 
 
    My parents walked in, making our current conversation too inappropriate to talk about. I think what really shocked me was right after that he’d got up and left. I figured he walked outside to give me time with my parents, but he never returned.  
 
    A few hours later I was discharged. My parents had changed their minds and decided to take me home where I could rest comfortably. 
 
    I slept a little on the ride home, and was welcomed by my family when we reached the ranch. After everyone made sure I was in one piece, they went off to go about their day. Even though she checked on me a little too often, my mom was the only person to check on me.  
 
    Throughout the day I checked my cell phone, hoping for a call or message from Ethan. I tried to reach him several times with no response. It hurt my feelings, but I knew I couldn’t focus on him being immature about our little teenage pact.  
 
    Every minute of every hour I’d been thinking about my attack. I’d thought about other women and what they’d gone through, and even considered going back to meetings until I felt comfortable enough to share my own story. I knew mine didn’t compare to some, but I’d been told that it didn’t matter. When a women says no it should be final. There is no maybe, or probably if you push me to it.  
 
    No is no! 
 
    Twenty-four hours went by and I still hadn’t heard anything from Ethan. My mom had made an appointment for me to meet with a new psychiatrist. Even as nervous as I was to talk about it all again, I somehow knew that each time was helping me cope. I wasn’t as shaken up as I was those first couple nights. I still didn’t like the idea of being touched, but being able to comfortably be in the room with a stranger was a step in the right direction. 
 
    The doctor looked to her paperwork before asking me the daunting questions that she was required to ask every new patient.  
 
    “Tell me how you’re feeling today, Christian. What was it like for you when you woke up this morning?” 
 
    This was an easy question, and I immediately felt less uncomfortable since she wasn’t jumping right into my attack. “Well for starters I woke up on the ranch. I could hear the sounds of the birds and nature. The smell of bacon and coffee filled the room. I felt at home. I felt safe,” I explained. 
 
    “Good.” She wrote down something. “How did you feel about coming to see me?” 
 
    “Reluctant. Worried. Afraid.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what you’re afraid of specifically?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I’m ready to go over the details again. I had to tell my best friend, my family, and everyone at the hospital. I know it’s helpin’, but it makes me uneasy. I want to forget that it happened, not keep it fresh in my mind.” 
 
    “What if I told you that you’ll never be able to forget? How would that make you feel?” 
 
    “Angry.” 
 
    She seemed intrigued by my answer as she made another notation. “Angry with me or -?” 
 
    I cut her off. “Not you. Angry with life. Maybe with God. Just angry in general. It’s not fair. Why do I have to live that moment forever? What did I ever do to deserve that to happen to me?” 
 
    “That’s a good question. The answer is nothing. You’re a victim.” 
 
    “If I’m never goin’ to forget, how do you expect me to heal? I don’t see it bein’ feasible.” 
 
    “It takes time, acceptance, and even forgiveness in some cases.” 
 
    “I’ll never forgive the person that did this to me.” 
 
    “You have to forgive yourself, Christian.” It was easy for her say. I didn’t exactly understand what she meant, to be honest. I hadn’t done anything wrong, except for sleeping with Seth. That was the biggest mistake of my life. I didn’t know if I’d ever forgive myself for that.  
 
    When I didn’t respond she took it upon herself to ask another question. “How do you feel about yourself?” 
 
    “Today, or in general?” 
 
    “Both. How would you describe yourself before all of this happened, and then now.” 
 
    After she explained I took a deep breath and thought for a second on how I’d answer. All of my life I had to overcome obstacles just to fit in. I’d never felt like I did, which made me even more awkward. If it wasn’t for Ethan, I don’t know how I would have survived high school. In fact, I didn’t know how I would have gotten through anything. 
 
    “Weak. I’ve always been weak.” 
 
    She jotted something down. “How so?” 
 
    “Well, for as long as I can remember I’ve been an outcast. No matter what was happenin’ I never seemed to fit in. I was never cool enough. My clothes were never the right style. I didn’t like the same things as the other kids. I wasn’t as pretty as the other girls.” 
 
    “You’re basing your answer on how you assume people think about you. Styles change, children grow up to be adults. What’s cool one day isn’t the next.” 
 
    “I’m weak because I can’t seem to find my in. It’s that exact reason that landed me here today.” 
 
    “I see.” The doctor tapped her pen on her cheek as she thought. “So today you feel weak as well?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    “Has anyone ever told you that life was what you make of it?” 
 
    “Sure. People say a lot of things to make me feel better.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. In order to get past your demons, and what happened to you, it’s important that you learn to love yourself. You have to love that you’re different, eccentric is a better word. I don’t know much about you, which will change in time, but from what I can tell you’re beautiful, intelligent, and looking for something you already have.” 
 
    “Which is what?” 
 
    “That’s for you to figure out. Until we meet again next week I’d like you to start a journal. Each night I’d like for you to write ten things you did that made you happy. It doesn’t matter if it was in the past or something you’ve just experienced. Underneath the ten items I’d like you to write about two things that make you sad. We’ll go over everything at our next appointment.” 
 
    I don’t know what I expected out of my doctor’s visit. I certainly didn’t think I’d walk out of there feeling confused. Despite feeling overwhelmed, I picked up a journal and promised myself that I’d write in it. 
 
      
 
    That night before bed, after another full day and no word from Ethan, I sat down on my bed and wrote down the ten things that I was happy about. 
 
      
 
    Things that make me happy: 
 
    1. My mom and dad. I’d been blessed with two parents that would do anything for me. 
 
    2.  My siblings. Like my parents I knew I could count on them always being around. 
 
    3.  My huge extended family. My cousins were annoying at times, but I was lucky enough to have a bunch of them. Some people didn’t get to have the kind of holidays that the Mitchell-Healy clan did. 
 
    4.  My first horse. There were many times that I spent my day out in the woods with him. Up until the day he died he’d only brought me joy. 
 
    5.  Getting good grades. Of course that made me and my parents happy. 
 
    6.  My ability to care for others. Each year I volunteered at local soup kitchens and homeless facilities. Helping people made me happy. 
 
    7.  My eyes. Even though I always felt awkward, people loved my eyes. It never got old hearing how beautiful they were. 
 
    8.  The ranch. It represented home. Nothing could make a girl happier than the safest place on earth. 
 
    9.  My gram’s smile. No matter how sad I felt, she’d always cheer me up with only a smile, and maybe an occasional cookie.  
 
    When I got to ten it felt like my whole world was crashing down on me. 
 
    10.  My best friend Ethan. 
 
      
 
    Things that make me sad. 
 
      
 
    1.                                            My attack 
 
    2.                                           Losing my best friend Ethan. 
 
    I stared at the piece of paper, realizing that my two sad things didn’t involve me fitting in with my peers. I read over the list, thinking of a bunch of other happy moments I’d missed. I began to smile, thinking about all of my firsts with Ethan, and even though I couldn’t change the past, there were still a lot of firsts that hadn’t been done yet.  
 
    I had hope.  
 
    It wasn’t pertaining to the attack, but more about having a new future. It was going to be a long road, I wasn’t an idiot. I’d probably never forget that night in the abandoned house with Seth, but I’d survived, and that was also something I should be happy about. 
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    Chapter 28 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    As impossible as I thought it would be, staying away from Christian wasn’t just painful. Every moment of every day I regretted walking away from her.  
 
    Despite the fact that I knew she was just a phone call away it hurt too much to imagine hearing her voice, and being drawn to someone that had pushed me away. 
 
    It was my fault. I’d been an asshole and let one mistake dictate my own selfish actions. Chris needed positivity in her life, and it was clear that I was only bringing her down. I didn’t blame her, but I certainly couldn’t agree with it, not when I knew that my love had always existed.  
 
    Two days turned into two weeks. I spent my time focusing on finals, and tutoring other’s so they could pass their courses. When I went home alone at night I was reminded of all of the times she’d sat on my couch, or laid in my bed. I pictured the way her hair felt between my fingers, and how her eyes captivated me, even after all these years.  
 
    I’d started running in the middle of the night to make myself tired enough to rest. If it hadn’t been for that then I probably never would have come face to face with the angel who would change everything for us. 
 
    It was after midnight, and I’d been lying down for nearly two hours, staring at the ceiling, counting sheep, and doing everything the internet said to help me sleep. Nothing worked. 
 
    I hated doing it, because it was pretty cold out, but I put on a jacket and a pair of shoes and headed out. Usually I ran this one course, but since they were decorating the campus for the homecoming I took another route around the older side of the property.  
 
    The brisk air hit my face, making me regret the decision to come outside in the first place. It almost hurt as the wind ripped through the air and slapped against my face. I kept my eyes squinted to prevent them from burning. 
 
    As I made it past another row of houses I came to the corner of where the abandoned one sat. An instant reminder of Chris was standing right in front of me. The last time I’d been there was with Seth, and thankfully I hadn’t seen him since the incident. Even if we passed by each other I wouldn’t have noticed. My mind was fixed on staying focused when I was out and about. I hardly ever made eye contact with people when I walked around in fear of what they might be thinking.  
 
    Since it was late, and I was alone, I felt like it would be okay if I stopped for a moment and ventured inside. I don’t know why I wanted to drudge up the past. I suppose a part of me wanted to feel some kind of connection to Chris, as messed up as that seemed.  
 
    Once inside I noticed the mattress was gone. The police had taken it a long time ago. Though still drafty, I felt warmer once I’d made it into the large living room.  
 
    “I don’t know what I was thinkin’,” I said to myself. 
 
    Right before I could turn around to head back out I heard someone sniffling. The room was dark, but I knew I wasn’t imagining it. “Hello? Is someone in here?” 
 
    I heard something clank, and then it repeated again and again. Finally my vision adjusted and I saw someone slowly coming down the stairs. I could tell it was a female, but that’s about it. 
 
    “Please don’t go.” I could hear that she’d been crying. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I went to walk toward her, but she froze in place. I halted and put my hands up in the air. “Whoa! I won’t hurt ya. I was takin’ a run and stopped for a minute. Somethin’ bad happened to a friend of mine here. I don’t know why I came inside. I guess I was curious.” 
 
    “She’s not the only one he brought here. I guess what I heard was true. How could I have been so stupid?” 
 
    She started to collapse so I ran to catch her before she fell down the last two steps. Once I had her in my arms I carried her outside, looking up and down the road for a car. She was in high heels, and there wasn’t a house or a vehicle in sight. She had to have been left there by someone. Since it was the middle of the night, and I couldn’t carry her all the way back to my apartment, I pulled out my phone and dialed for an ambulance.  
 
    While sitting there on the curb waiting for them to show up I felt something wet going through my clothes. That’s when I saw where the liquid was coming from. This female had slit her wrists, and she was bleeding out.  
 
    As my heart rate thumped like it was shooting out of my chest I looked down the road hoping to see the emergency vehicle headed in our direction. Finally, in what seemed like forever, I saw the lights and stood up to wave them in. They jumped out, immediately asking questions I had no answers to. An officer showed up as she was being lifted onto the stretcher. I greeted him and explained that I’d been out running and found her. I didn’t mention that I’d gone in the abandoned house. 
 
    I watched as they drove away, trying hard to save the poor girl’s life. I wasn’t thinking about the blood, or the fact that I’d discovered a dying woman in a condemned home. All that kept repeating in my mind was the fact that she’d said other women had been taken there and that intrigued me. Was she talking about Seth? Was this a place where other guys from that frat brought girls for ass? I had to know the answer, and the only way I was going to find it was if I was able to talk to her again. 
 
    I ran back to my apartment as soon as the officer pulled away. While shaking profusely I managed to change my clothes and get in my car almost as fast as the speed of light.  
 
    I lied to the ER nurse, telling her I was the brother of the victim. She was reluctant, but finally led me back to the waiting room. I was told that ‘my sister’ was being worked on, and that as soon as I was able to see her, they’d come and get me. Lucky for me I had a triage nurse that didn’t ask any questions, like what ‘my sister’s’ name was, because I didn’t have a clue. 
 
    The waiting room was empty, and unlike at home I fell asleep sitting up in a chair. A nurse shouted out a name, Amber Borella, and it took me a second to realize that she assumed it was my last name too. “That’s me. I’m her brother.” 
 
    “You can come back to see your sister now, but only for a second. Visiting hours are over, and she’ll need to be observed for the next seventy-two hours.” 
 
    I knew well enough to be aware that the seventy-two hours pertained to the mental ward. This girl had tried to commit suicide, and I needed to know why.  
 
    I thanked the nurse and went into the room, finally seeing the female in the light for the first time. She was blonde with a pretty face, even though she’d been through hell. At first I thought she was sleeping, but as I was about to sit down and wait, she opened her eyes. “You saved me.” 
 
    “I suppose I did.” 
 
    Her eyes filled with fresh tears. “I’m sorry I got you involved in this.” 
 
    I didn’t know what the girl was talking about, but something told me I needed to find out. “Do you know me? Did you know my friend? Her name is Chr-.” 
 
    “Christian.” She nodded. “I met her once. We hung out one night after my shift at the club.” She paused for another moment, and I could tell she was very weak. “I’m a dancer.” She started sniffling again. “Your friend is a really nice girl. I could tell she didn’t like bein’ there.” 
 
    “She’s the best person I’ve ever known. I miss her bein’ around.” 
 
    “Did she leave town?” 
 
    “Yeah. She had to. Nobody believed her, and she’s not real good about bein’ bullied.” 
 
    “I should have warned her, I just didn’t think he’d do it to someone else.” 
 
    “He? Warned her? You’re losin’ me here, darlin’.” 
 
    “Seth,” she whispered. “I used to do anything to get his attention. I knew he had a girlfriend, but I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was be with him.” 
 
    I handed her a tissue so she could wipe her face.  
 
    “We used to meet up at the old house in secret. I didn’t tell anyone, because I knew we’d have to stop if more people found out. I was okay with being the secret girlfriend for a while, but it started to get to me. I’d see them out together and they’d be all over each other. Then he’d meet me and tell me she was nothin’. The lies went on until I couldn’t stand it anymore. One night I met him at the house and told him I was done. As much as it hurt me I knew I couldn’t take bein’ second anymore. I deserved better.” 
 
    “Did he attack you that night?” I had to ask. 
 
    “No. We parted ways for a month, until one night he got drunk off his ass. He kept callin’ me, beggin’ me to meet up with him. He told me that he’d finally broke it off with Mila, and wanted a chance to prove to me that I was his number one. I caved and agreed to meet him. Seth may have been a cheater, but he’d never laid a hand on me. One thing I loved about him was his compassion. Anyway, he’s different when he drinks. Somethin’ happened to him that night. He started taunting me, tellin’ me he was lyin’ about the breakup. He said that he could fuck me whenever he wanted, and I wouldn’t be able to fight him. That night he forced himself on me. I kept tellin’ myself that he was drunk, and he didn’t mean it. The next mornin’ he didn’t even remember. He’d forgotten about the whole thing and called me because he’d seen on his phone that we’d talked.” 
 
    She wiped her face again. I couldn’t help but notice her bandaged wrists. “Five weeks later I found out I was pregnant. At the same time Seth kept comin’ around bein’ all buddy-buddy with my roommates to get to me. I moved out, knowin’ I couldn’t tell anyone what happened, and I didn’t want anyone knowin’ I was carryin’ his child. I managed to get a nice place, and take on another shift to pay for everything.” 
 
    She had to stop talking for a moment, because she literally started weeping, as if she were in excruciating pain. “It was a little girl. I felt her movin’ inside of me. I had a sonogram that determined the sex. I felt like out of somethin’ ugly was goin’ to be my most beautiful miracle.  I miscarried at twenty-four weeks. The doctors couldn’t tell me why. I had to deliver my dead baby. I got to hold her in my arms that night, and it broke me. It took everything I loved in life and ruined it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss.” It was the truth. I didn’t like hearing tragic stories. 
 
    “Maybe it was for the best. I wasn’t ready to be a mother, and I certainly didn’t want anything to do with Seth.” 
 
    “So you didn’t report the attack?” 
 
    “I never told anyone.” 
 
    “Can I ask why you tried to end your life tonight? I know it’s not my business, but nothin’s that bad to kill yourself.” 
 
    “I recently found out about your friend, but not how you might think. Seth asked me to meet him. He was crying, begging me to talk to him about somethin’. When I got to the old house I asked him where the mattress had gone. He laughed and joked that the police had taken it. I asked him if it was because he forced someone else and he lost it. He shoved me down and started screaming. I’d never seen him so angry. He told me that it was my fault. He said I’d ran my mouth and told Christian to go after him. I didn’t know what he was talking about. I ran out of there, hopin’ he’d leave me alone.” 
 
    “He didn’t?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” She started sobbing while trying to speak. “He showed up at my place, called my phone constantly, and waited for me outside the club. I had to change my shift to get away from him. I felt like no matter where I went he was there waitin’ for me.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you get a restrainin’ order?” 
 
    “I went to talk to Becca. We’d always been close, and I thought that if I came clean she’d help me. Instead she called me a liar, sayin’ I’d talked to Christian and because I couldn’t be with Seth I was tryin’ to ruin his life. Last week I got an eviction notice, because I had to stop dancin’. I can’t afford the place with no job. I’ve got nowhere to go, and no friends to help me out. Lovin’ Seth ruined my life. I hate myself, and I don’t know if I want to go on.” 
 
    In those last words I watched as she lost it. It was that very moment where I felt like I was standing there with my best friend. I placed one of my hands over hers. “Don’t give up because a scum bag like Seth made you feel like you weren’t anything. He’s a narcissistic asshole, who doesn’t deserve your compassion.” 
 
    She managed to form a half-smile across her face. “When I was lying there bleedin’ out I regretted it. I started prayin’ to God, beggin’ him to save me. Then you were there. I’ll never be able to repay you.” 
 
    I thought for a second, wondering if I even had the right to ask this fragile girl something so sensitive. “I lost the love of my life from all of this. I’d never make you feel obligated, but if you went to the police I think you might be able to get the closure you seek. He can’t hurt you if he’s behind bars.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m sorry. His family will take their money and make sure they bury the truth. I don’t have the means to take them on.” 
 
    I grabbed the paper off the nightstand and wrote down my number. “If you change your mind, here’s my cell.” 
 
    I had to get out of there. After everything, she wasn’t goin’ to help me. All she’d given me was hope, just to tear me back down again. This guy was a real piece of work. He had everyone thinking he was such a nice guy, when in fact he was the damn devil. 
 
    The sun was coming up when I headed out to my car. As tired as I was, my mind was fixed on one thing. Though we’d never gone this long without talking, I hoped she’d at least take my call. 
 
    As I scrolled down to find her name, I made a new pact to myself that no matter what she said I wouldn’t give up. I was nothing without her in my life, and it was time she knew the truth.  
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    Chapter 29 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    I’d gone weeks without a single returned call from Ethan. As much as I hated admitting it, worrying about losing him was helping me cope with everything else. I also needed to thank my psychiatrist. After the first two visits I could feel things changing for me. There was a long road ahead, but I felt more determined than I’d ever been. She was also helping me accept the things I couldn’t change. I needed to love myself before I could begin to heal. 
 
    My parents were overprotective at first, driving me to my appointments, and waiting on me hand and foot. I tried to explain to them that I wasn’t fragile. I wouldn’t shatter if I fell down, though they still insisted. 
 
    Driving to my next appointment made it seem like I was gaining some of my independence back. I made sure to obey all of the road signs, and speed limits, always checking my mirrors, for not only incoming traffic, but also the chance that my attacker was hiding out in my parent’s backseat. 
 
    Yes, I had a long road ahead of me. Accepting that was the biggest challenge so far.  
 
    When I arrived in the parking lot I checked outside of my vehicle several times before unlocking the door and climbing out. I knew I was being overly cautious, and maybe even taking a step backwards, but I’d rather look like a mental patient than be assaulted again. Cautious people were always aware of their surroundings. They made sure they were out of harm’s way.  
 
    Last week the doctor and I discussed carrying pepper spray and possibly taking a self-defense class. I felt like if I’d been able to defend myself in any way I would have been able to fight him off and run. 
 
    Since I arrived on time I was sent right in to meet with the doctor. She was sitting at her desk writing in a folder. As soon as she spotted me strolling in, she stopped to greet me. “Good afternoon, Christian. How’s my favorite southern girl feeling today?” 
 
    I liked how she treated me like a friend. I’m sure she was trained to know how to handle each case. For me, the personal connection was important. I needed to feel like I could trust her. After all, I was telling her all of my secrets, some of which I would never want my parents knowing about. 
 
    “I’m doing okay, maybe even good. I have moments.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. Did you bring your list for the week?” She asked. 
 
    I nodded and reached inside my purse, pulling out the journal.  
 
    “Things that make me happy: 
 
    
    	                              Pancakes in the mornin’. 
 
    	                             Lyin’ under a willow tree and listenin’ to nature. 
 
    	                             Dreamin’ of makin’ love in the rain. 
 
    	                            Learnin’ how to make my Gram’s apple pie. 
 
    	                             Swimmin’ with my cousin’s at their pond. 
 
    	                             Watchin’ my brother lovin’ all over his fiancée. 
 
    	                             Hearin’ that my sister is comin’ home from rehab. 
 
    	                            Watchin’ those romance channels where you cry because it’s so beautiful. 
 
    	                             Going to church and hearin’ my momma sing her heart out. 
 
    	                         Daydreamin’ about a life where Ethan and I are married and happy.” 
 
   
 
      
 
    “Things I don’t like: 
 
    
    	                              Seein’ my mother cry. 
 
    	                             Not hearing from my best friend for weeks.” 
 
   
 
      
 
    I put my head down when I finished, knowing she was going to ask a ton of questions that I may or may not be ready for. 
 
    “I would like to discuss Ethan. Would that be okay?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess. There’s really nothin’ to tell. I don’t even think we’re friends anymore.” It hurt to admit that, especially after being friends for so long. 
 
    “You care deeply for this man, yet you say he hasn’t contacted you. What happened?” 
 
    I twiddled my fingers, focusing on them moving as I spoke, as if it shut my emotions off. “We had a fight.” 
 
    “What did you fight about?” 
 
    This was already getting annoying. We weren’t talking. End of story. 
 
    “In high school we made this pact. It’s probably stupid, but we promised to share every single first with each other. Ethan was my first kiss. He was the first person that I had sex with. You get the idea. Anyway, when I went out with Seth we messed around in a movie theater. He recorded me givin’ him oral and sent it to Ethan. I didn’t think it mattered. He’d been sleepin’ with other girls since we entered college, and clearly didn’t have any intentions of bein’ with me as a couple. He’d made that blatantly clear.” 
 
    “He said he didn’t want to be with you?” 
 
    “Actually, he said that it would ruin our friendship and I meant too much for that to happen.” 
 
    “And you don’t believe him?” I was beginning to feel uncomfortable talking about Ethan. My heart ached for the empty spot where he’d always been. This was torture. 
 
    “Can we talk about somethin’ else?” 
 
    She paused and then jotted something down in her folder. “Tell me about your first sexual experience.” 
 
    “It’s too hard.” 
 
    “Close your eyes and put yourself back in time. Remember being happy and carefree.” 
 
    I did as she ordered. “It was my parent’s anniversary, and they like to go to this cabin in the mountains, so me and my sister were home alone. My family was only a short walk from the house, so we were never really alone, per se. Anyway, Ethan and I had it all planned out. He drove his dad’s old pickup truck into one of the barns, so my brother wouldn’t suspect anything. I’d spent the day decorating the hay loft with candles. Don’t worry. I used the flameless kind. I laid out blankets and brought some pillows from the house so we’d be comfortable. Despite the fact that it was our first time, I wasn’t nervous. We’d made out so many times, fondling, and exploring each other. I was ready to lose my virginity. I felt like it was going to make me a real woman.” 
 
    While I paused to prepare for the rest of the story I looked up to see her making more notes. “How did you feel when Ethan said you couldn’t be a couple?” 
 
    “Devastated.” 
 
    “Was the pain much like being assaulted?” 
 
    I hated her question. “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you implyin’ that they are equal?” 
 
    “No. I’m trying to grasp the emotional pull that your love for Ethan has on you. Could you try to answer?” 
 
    “Ethan means everything to me. Sometimes I feel like I can’t breathe without him. When I was assaulted he pushed until I confessed what happened, and he promised he wouldn’t leave my side. I get why he’s upset, but I feel destroyed. My attack was ugly, and I wished it never happened, but my love for Ethan is beautiful. I could never regret that.” 
 
    “Finish your story about your first time.” 
 
    After talking about my love for him, it was hard to close my eyes and replay that moment in time that was so perfect. “The ambience was romantic, and Ethan took his time. He kissed me until I stopped shakin’, and then made sure I was ready for every single step. I felt loved, respected, and above all consumed with confidence.” 
 
    “How would you describe your time with Seth?” 
 
    I swallow the immediate lump in my throat. “Drunken, stupid, a big mistake. I was desperate, and vulnerable.” 
 
    “Christian, you’re very young, and with that it means that you’ve yet to experience so much. I’m not saying that you need to go out and find partners. I’m saying that with age comes experience. It always helps with acceptance.” 
 
    “I’m tryin’ to understand that. I still wake up every mornin’ hopin’ I won’t think of my mistakes.” 
 
    “We’re human. We make mistakes. It’s how we repent our faults that make us indifferent. I want you to go home and share your happy list with one family member. I also want you to include the two sad items. Learning to express your feelings is very important in your situation. Having a good line of communication at home will not only improve your trust with others, but also them with you.” 
 
    It made sense. My parents were always trying to know my business. They’d be over the moon if I shared something so dear to my heart, especially about Ethan. Besides, I knew I was going to have to come clean about him if I ever wanted to be able to accept that he might not want to be my friend again. As much as it hurt to think about, I knew this was my only life, and I had to be thankful for having a second chance at finding myself. “I think I’ve always been afraid that they looked at me like I was different from my siblings. They’re so outgoin’, and easy to get along with. I always liked school, and playing by myself. My mom says she was like me, but I’ve seen her make friends easily. All she has to do is smile and they’re like magnets. I don’t have that gift. Maybe I have an invisible sign on my forehead that says I’m awkward.” 
 
    “You’re too self-conscious. You’re worried about what others think of you, instead of what you think of yourself. Remember we talked about loving yourself?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When you look in the mirror what do you see?” 
 
    This was the stupidest question. Obviously I saw myself. 
 
    She reiterated her question when I didn’t reply. “What kind of person do you see when you look in the mirror?” 
 
    “We’ve already gone over this question.” 
 
    “It’s important to answer again.” 
 
    “I see a lonely girl who longs to be loved.” 
 
    “Hmm, and what if I asked you to describe the woman you want to see in the mirror?” 
 
    This one was easy. I’d thought about this every single time I’d looked at my own reflection only to feel let down at what was really there. “I see beauty, strength, and happiness. I see a woman who isn’t afraid to go after what she wants. I see a woman who conquers all struggles, leavin’ no rock unturned. I see confidence. She’d have poise. She’d be skilled as a ninja so no one could ever hurt her physically.” 
 
    “Let’s back up a second. As much as I would like to see you become a ninja, for self defense, of course, I think it’s best that we focus on one obstacle at a time. Perhaps our main focus should be on that confidence. Tell me what you don’t like about your appearance.” 
 
    I kept my gaze low, trying not to see her looking at me, making me more uncomfortable with the question. “I don’t feel beautiful.” 
 
    “So if I told you that you were a beautiful, stunning lady you wouldn’t believe me?” 
 
    “I’d feel flattered, but question your judgment.” 
 
    She tapped that pen to the paper again, causing me to look up. When I did I saw that she was staring at me. “When did you start to feel as if you were unbeautiful?” 
 
    I tossed my hands in the air. “I don’t know. Maybe it was when my cousins started teasin’ me.” 
 
    “I know for a fact that you come from a very large family. It says in my notes that you have a large amount of cousins. Perhaps they were only teasing you because they knew it got to you.” 
 
    “Who knows? The damage is done. If they wanted me to feel ugly they’ve succeeded.” 
 
    “I want you to do something else for me when you go home. I’d like for you to call those cousins and ask them if you’re beautiful.” 
 
    “I’d say you’re crazy.” 
 
    “Please enlighten me here. This is my job to find the source so that I’m able to help you heal. Part of that is finding where this all stems from. Once we can determine that, you’ll begin to feel differently about yourself. That’s when we’ll have made the most progress.” 
 
    Even though I knew I’d follow through, because I was desperate for closure, I felt sickened by what she was asking me to do. I loathed my twin cousins, Jake and Jax. They’d picked on me my whole life. If I called and asked them a question so ridiculous I’d be a laughing stock. 
 
    With a new list of to-dos I left the office and headed home. I was eager to sit down with my parents and share my list. I think it was beneficial that they knew I trusted them. Calling my cousins was going to be a battle in itself. 
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    Chapter 30 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    My mom was eager to get my sister home. I think she secretly hoped that both of us girls would live with her forever. Even if we built a house on the family property, I don’t know if we’d be close enough in her eyes. 
 
    Being my dad had gotten the call to pick my sister, Addy, up from the hospital, he’d volunteered to drive out there to do it. It only took me a second to ask if I could ride along. 
 
    We gotten about five miles from the house before either of us said anything. I broke the ice knowing I had to share my feelings with my dad. We were alone, and of all the people on the planet his approval was most important. “Daddy,” I called him that when I wanted to be on his good side. Even in my twenties, he still got a kick out of it. 
 
    “Yes, darlin’?” 
 
    “I need to talk to you about somethin’.” 
 
    He reached over and grabbed my hand. I could feel how rough his skin was from years of hard work. He’d made sure we never hurt for anything, and for that I’d be forever grateful. “The doc says I need to tell you and mom about my feelin’s. I was hopin’ we could discuss them while we drive.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    I pulled the list out of my purse. “She thinks I need to tell you ten things that make me happy, and only two that make me sad.  
 
      
 
    Things that make me happy: 
 
    Pancakes in the mornin’. 
 
    Lyin’ under a willow tree and listenin’ to nature. 
 
    Dreamin’ of makin’ love in the rain. 
 
    Learnin’ how to make my Gram’s apple pie. 
 
    Swimmin’ at the North Carolina pond. 
 
    Watchin’ Noah lovin’ all over his fiancée. 
 
    Hearin’ that Addy is comin’ home from rehab. 
 
    Watchin’ those romance channels where you cry because it’s so beautiful. 
 
    Going to church and hearin’ momma sing her heart out. 
 
    Daydreamin’ about a life where Ethan and I are married and happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Things I don’t like: 
 
    Seein’ momma cry. 
 
    Not hearing from my best friend for weeks.” 
 
      
 
    My father was quiet, probably because I’d just given him a lot to ponder on. I watched as his face creased. “Darlin’, I’ve always told you how special you were. Your mom and I knew from the time you were born. We’d struggled for so long to get pregnant and just knowin’ that a miracle had happened healed a broken part of your mom. Watchin’ her hold you brought tears to my eyes, because she finally had that piece of the puzzle she thought was out of reach. Now you’ve grown into this young woman, who’s not only brilliant, but also beautiful. I’m so proud of you. I’m proud to call you my daughter; to know that out of all the people I’ve ever known, you hold the purest heart. Now I’m not talkin’ about your virginity, so don’t get uncomfortable. Besides, I’ve known all about your little riffs with Ethan in the barn. If you’re plannin’ on makin’ a love nest it’s best that you hide the evidence when you’re done.” 
 
    I felt so embarrassed. I tried to pinpoint when I’d forgotten something. Had it been after our first time? The thought made me queasy. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s a part of growin’ up. That bein’ said your mom did have to keep me from sayin’ somethin’ to that boy. He’s a good kid, but I wasn’t sure if he was the right match for my special girl.” He reached over and touched my chin. 
 
    I moved away feeling embarrassed. “Daddy, stop it. This conversation is just weird now.” 
 
    “Christian, you’re a woman. Remember that I loved your mother at your age. You remind me of her. . She was always timid, gettin’ into trouble because she wouldn’t speak up for herself. It was the main reason I fell so hard for her. I felt a pull to take care of her and then it all fell into place. Now we’ve got you three kids, and I’m includin’ your older brother, because we all know that even though he’s not her biological son, she’d never love him any less than you two girls. She’s a Godsend, and he couldn’t have asked for a better mother.” 
 
    “I know.” When my brother was three social services had brought him to the ranch. My father didn’t even know he existed, and my mom had just had a miscarriage. Instead of feeling like it was an omen for failure, she took Noah in her arms and never looked back. Their bond was unbreakable, and many times it made us all forget that she wasn’t his birth mother. Since we still shared our father’s blood, there was no trading him in for a sister. Besides, I enjoyed knowing he always had my back. “We have a fantastic family.” 
 
    “We need to thank God for that, Chris.” 
 
    “I know.” Sadly, I hadn’t thanked God enough lately. It was selfish of me, and I didn’t like admitting that I’d somehow lost a little bit of faith from my experience, especially since I’d been taught that he only gives us what he knows we can handle. 
 
    “Do you mind me askin’ what happened with Ethan?” 
 
    I looked out the window, hoping I wouldn’t lose it in front of my father. “I guess you could say that I loved him and he didn’t love me back.” 
 
    “Hogwash!” He immediately spat. “That boy’s been crazy about you for years.” 
 
    “Dad, we’re just friends. Well, we were. It’s all changed now.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. If you want somethin’ you’ve got to work for it, you’ve got to fight. It’s the chase that makes it better.” 
 
    “Talkin’ like this is uncomfortable,” I admitted. 
 
    “That list you made is beautiful. It warms my heart that you see things other people your age can’t yet grasp. What makes me sad is seein’ you unhappy. You deserve the world at your fingertips. Now I know we didn’t get justice for what happened to you, but God’s got a plan. I believe that, because I’ve seen miracles happen.” 
 
    All of a sudden I felt extremely emotional. I leaned over and let my head fall against my dad’s strong shoulder. I don’t know if it was the image of my mother going through her cancer treatments, or the fact that the past couple months had been hell for me. Sure, I was going out to bars and hanging with people my age, but that life wasn’t for me.  All I knew was that I was blessed to have the support that I did. “I love you, daddy.” 
 
    He kissed the top of head, immediately reminding me of Ethan. “I love you too, darlin’. You’re my sweet girl, you always have been, and you always will be. Don’t you ever forget that.” 
 
    For the rest of the ride I laughed and cried with my dad. We hadn’t been alone for a long time, and I appreciated the way he was so caring when he needed to be. Even though I’d watched him and my brother having it out, this soft side of him proved that he was the best dad in the world. Besides, my brother sometimes needed a good kick in the ass. 
 
    I hadn’t seen my sister since she’d gone to rehab. I remember her looking so fragile, with eyes glossed over. The girl that was walking toward us had put on at least ten pounds. Her hair was styled, and she was smiling. Though she still looked tired, I could tell she was thrilled to see us both standing there. We hugged her at the same time, and that’s where my emotions went awry. We never bonded like this, yet both of us needed each other more than we’d care to admit. “I’m sorry for what happened to you,” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Same here,” I said back. 
 
    My dad let us stand there embracing for quite some time. I could tell from his grimace that he appreciated the way we were behaving. He had tears in his eyes, which was a rarity.  
 
    He put his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s get you both home. Mom’s been cookin’ all day.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to eat something with taste,” Addy said as we began walking toward the exit. 
 
    In that moment I wasn’t thinking about myself, my failures, and what I hadn’t yet overcome. I was grateful for my beautiful family and content knowing that above anything else, they were what I needed the most right now. 
 
    I’d been looking everywhere for a best friend, feeling like nobody would ever understand, yet my sister, who was only one year apart from me in age, was right beside me, needing the same kind of companionship. It was a true revelation. 
 
    My love life was going to have to wait, because it was time for me to accept what I couldn’t change, and look forward to the person I was meant to be. 
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    Chapter 31 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t wait to tell her the news. I was both excited and worried. She was going to be so angry with me. Still, I felt like I had good reason to stay away. My timing may have sucked, but I needed to figure some things out for myself. Mostly I needed to come to terms that there were things in life I’d never be able to change. I couldn’t look at my friend and see someone fragile. I needed to be able to know for sure that without her strength she wouldn’t have come so far.  
 
    Pulling up at the ranch made me a bit leery. There was a chance that Chris had told her father to make sure I never stepped foot near her again, though I don’t think she’d still be leaving me messages if she felt that way. Still, my guilt over not being there stressed me. How was I ever going to make up for betraying her friendship? How was I going to look her in the eyes, knowing I’d loved her for so long, and tell her that my decisions had been the reason for everything that happened to her? I should have made better choices, and not relied on damn scientific results about relationship odds. How incredibly selfish I’d been to assume she’d wait around for me to wise up? 
 
    After I’d made it through the entrance gates, and found my way down the long dirt lane, I pulled up in front of the large log home belonging to her parents. Facing her dad was going to be a challenge in itself.  
 
    I looked in the rearview mirror at my reflection, trying to psych myself some courage. “You’ve got this, dude. Be honest with them.” 
 
    When I climbed the porch steps and knocked, her mother answered the door. She smiled immediately, giving me a bit of reassurance. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Mitchell. I was hopin’ to see Christian if that’s alright.” 
 
    She frowned. “It would be if she were here. Colt took her to pick up Addy. She was released today.” 
 
    I smiled, even though I felt disappointed. “That’s great news. I’m sure it’ll be nice to have them all home.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come inside? I haven’t seen you in a while, and could use the company.” I stepped inside as she continued to speak. “I’ve got some fresh tea made. Would you like some?” 
 
    “Certainly. That would be great.” 
 
    I followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the small table. She’d been busy cooking up a storm. There were pots of food on each burner, and the aroma was heavenly. “Here you go. I added some lemon, just like you always asked for.” 
 
    I guess there was a time when I was a fixture at the ranch. It was nice having her remember little things. It made me feel as if she didn’t have a problem with my visit. “How’s she doin’, Christian, I mean. How is she?” 
 
    “She’s improving every day. Sometimes it’s still pretty tough on her. She’s in therapy, and seems to be doing well with that. She misses you, Ethan, she doesn’t talk about it much, but I can tell.” 
 
    Right away I felt that guilt-punch again. “Mrs. Mitchell, I-.” 
 
    “Savanna. Mrs. Mitchell is my mother-in-law,” she corrected. 
 
    I smiled and continued on. “I never should have stayed away. I know that. It’s just that I couldn’t be the person she wanted me to be. It was a dumb decision, brought on by years of regret. The truth is I’ve been a coward, hidin’ behind what could have happened, instead of lettin’ it play out. My goals got pushed to the side, leavin’ me to make bad choices, and to push the one person most important away.” 
 
    She turned and leaned on the table, looking me right in the eyes. “Ethan, Colt and I have known you’ve been in love with our daughter for a very long time. If taking a break was what was needed for you to see that, then I’m glad you did it. It’s never too late to tell someone how you feel. Sure, you might not get the expected result, but you’ll feel better that they know. You can’t regret what you’ve never tried.” 
 
    Her kind words were reassuring, right at a moment where I was questioning my intentions. “Yeah, it’s taken me a while to get my act together I suppose.” 
 
    She got back to working at the stove as she continued to converse with me. “You should stay for dinner. We’ve got plenty of food.” 
 
    “It seems like tonight’s a celebration for family. I don’t want to impose, ma’am.” 
 
    “Ethan, you are family.” 
 
    “I don’t know if Chris would see it that way, especially now.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You’re staying. I insist.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to argue with the woman about a meal I knew would blow me away. Her cooking skills were amazing. She could make liver and onions taste like filet mignon.  
 
    We sat there for a time catching up on day to day life. After a while it felt like I hadn’t spent any time away from the family. 
 
    It wasn’t until we heard the vehicle pull up out up front that I started to fret. This wasn’t like seeing her mom’s welcoming smile. It wasn’t like two star-crossed lovers finally finding each other after time apart. I’d walked away from her, abandoning her after I’d promised never to do such a thing. There was a good chance she was going to tell me to go to hell.  
 
    I stood up as the front door opened, watching as Chris’ mother rushed over to welcome her family home. I stood there staring at the strength of one family, who’d been dealt several crappy hands all at once. Their union, and ability to strive together was what I longed to have someday with their daughter. Seeing her again was like looking out that old bus window on the  first, autumn day of school and seeing her climbing aboard. Even towards the rear I could see those green eyes glistening. There had never been a time where I felt so drawn to someone before, and even in my adolescent state, I knew I had to know everything about her. 
 
    It would have been nice to see her running into my arms, taking comfort in the fact that I was there for her.  She was too caught in up her family to notice me at first, and I didn’t want to take away from their important reunion. After a few moments her father looked up and spotted me in the room. He cleared his throat before greeting me. “Ethan. Where you been hidin’ at, boy?” 
 
    I shrugged, and put on a fake smile until my gaze met Chris’. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey yourself,” she replied. “What’re you doin’ here?” 
 
    “I was in the neighborhood,” I teased. 
 
    She took a few steps in my direction, never coming close enough for me to pull her into my arms, not that I would have been able to do that with her dad watching us. Something about that man terrified me, despite the fact that we were finally at eye level with each other. 
 
    “Are you stayin’ for dinner?” He asked. 
 
    “If it’s alright with Chris. I mean, your wife invited me already, but I wouldn’t want to make anyone upset by bein’ here.” 
 
    He walked over and put his arm around me, dragging me into the kitchen with him. “Nonsense. This is a day of communion. We’d be glad to have you, ain’t that right, Christian?” 
 
    I turned and noticed that she’d followed us into the room. Her arms were crossed in the front of her chest as she smiled. It wasn’t her happy smile, but more her putting on a nice face to appease her parent’s kind of gesture. I hated that.  
 
    For a few minutes the family talked to Christian, pretty much leaving me there to sip on my fresh glass of sweet tea. I didn’t mind, since I’d missed being around. Every couple of seconds I’d catch Chris looking at me. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or curious. I’d always been so good at reading her, but something had changed, and it bothered me not to be able to put my finger on it. 
 
    Since they wouldn’t notice me missing, I walked out on the porch to get some crisp fresh air. The fall leaves blanketed the ground in a hue of reds, browns, and oranges. It smelled like autumn as I stood there admiring the landscape. A horse neighed in the distance, just as the sound of the porch door creaking open behind me caught my attention. I didn’t have to turn to know it was her. Somehow I could feel her presence so close to me. With my hands on the railing I watched her come to stand beside me. She didn’t speak, but remained silent, as if she was waiting for me. “I missed you, Chris.” 
 
    “You’ve got a terrible way of showin’ it. Did you think it was okay to ignore my calls; to ignore me?” When she turned to look at me her eyes were filled with tears. “I needed you, Ethan, and you weren’t around. Do you have any idea what it was like tryin’ so hard to heal without you?” She shoved me. “Do you?” 
 
    My heart was being ripped to shreds and it was my own damn fault. I deserved this. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re sorry? Are you kiddin’ me? After all this time you come and say you’re sorry. You didn’t just break my heart. You shattered it. When I thought I couldn’t get worse, you drug me down to a level I never knew existed. You were all I had, my last hope at someone I could trust. How dare you come here and think that apologizin’ would fix things. I can’t even look at you. You took my hope away, Ethan. I loved you, and you cast me aside as if I meant nothin’ at all.” 
 
    “Chris, please.” I tried to reach out and touch her, but she batted me away for the second time.  
 
    “Don’t touch me. Don’t you ever touch me again.” 
 
    “You heard my sister.” Noah’s voice caught me off guard. I took a step back seeing him standing at the far end of the porch with his fiancée, Shalan.  
 
    I threw my hands up. “I’m not goin’ to touch her, man.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you, sis?” He asked. 
 
    “Not physically.” 
 
    Noah stepped closer. “I think you should go, Ethan. It’s obvious my sister’s in no mood for visitors.” 
 
    Since I respected this family, I knew I couldn’t make a scene. I had to walk away, even if I was leaving my heart on that porch. Christian didn’t want me near her, and I was not able to handle it. 
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    Chapter 32 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    I’d gotten the shock of my life and handled it terribly. The look on his face was something I’d never forget. It was strange to see him so vulnerable. Had I not been so angry with him, things could have turned out differently. 
 
    My parents said nothing when I headed back in the house, and I was pretty certain my brother knew I was a force to be reckoned with.  
 
    During dinner I refused to speak, letting my sister get all the attention. She needed it more than I did. While I silently chewed my food, hoping to disguise my trembling lips, I listened to her telling her struggles to my family. Ignoring my situation wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I’d have to face my demons, no matter how painful they were for me. It was part of moving forward, part of learning how to love myself. 
 
    After I helped clear the table and load the dishwasher, I retreated with everyone else to the living room. It felt nice to be together, but my thoughts weren’t on another happy moment to add to my list. They were focused on Ethan, and how I’d pushed him away for a second time.  
 
    I hated myself. 
 
    The anticipation of seeing him again had gotten the best of me. As much as I wanted to spend the evening reminiscing with everyone, I knew I wasn’t good company. That’s why I excused myself for a late night walk.  
 
    There was only one place I’d head, and it wasn’t far away.  
 
    The barn had always been a refuge for me, even when it wasn’t filled with horses. It was also where I’d lost my virginity. Since I’d pushed Ethan away, it was the one place I could feel close to him.  
 
    In all honesty I just wanted to be alone so I could cry in peace. My hopes were that I’d become exhausted and fall asleep on a bed of hay like I used to when I was distraught and hiding from the world.  
 
    It would have been nice if I were born immune to getting my feelings hurt, of being vulnerable. What was screwed up was that I’d forced Ethan out of my life, after jealousy had showed its ugly face. The severity of losing my friend hadn’t only stunted my recovery, but caused the pain to be so intense that I felt like I’d never heal.  
 
    I was finally beginning to feel better. 
 
    I was making progress with my doctor. 
 
    Then he showed up. 
 
    Now I was a wreck.  
 
    The lantern I’d always used was still in the same place I’d left it the last time. It took me a second to get it lit and secured back on the hook. The loft was a cozy place. On many occasions I’d climb up and read a book from cover to cover. I’d bring stray kittens in and feed them, and sometimes I’d hide when my cousins came to visit. Of all the places on the ranch this was my own personal private spot.  
 
    Just as I’d found a spot to sit down, I began to cry. My pent up anxiety from seeing Ethan had set me back. I knew I had to let it all out, so that in the morning I could figure out a way to get back on track. 
 
    It wasn’t too long after that I heard footsteps beneath me. I stopped sniffling and peered over the ledge. There wasn’t anyone there that I could see, so I backed away and attempted to calm down, just in case someone was listening.  
 
    I heard the footsteps again, this time confidant that there was someone else in the barn with me. That’s the moment when I looked down and saw who it was. He’d known where to look, and I honestly wasn’t surprised that he’d assumed that’s where I’d be. For a few seconds we just stared at one another. This was my opportunity to apologize for being insensitive. It was the time to admit that I’d overreacted; except, I couldn’t move. I had all of the words right there on my tongue, but they wouldn’t come out. Ethan walked over to the steps, but didn’t climb, not yet. “Did you think you could get rid me of me so easily?” 
 
    I refused to stop looking at him, at his dark wavy hair, and those deeply sexy eyes. I’d missed every detail of his face, and the way it felt when his hands were laced with mine. In that moment I knew I wouldn’t let him go away, even if a friendship was all he’d ever offer. “Honestly, no. Somehow I knew you’d be back.” 
 
    “I never left. I got halfway down that lane and pulled over. You see, I’ve had a lot of time to think. I know you think I abandoned you, but I didn’t. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “You’ve been MIA for weeks. You’ve ignored my calls. If that’s not abandonin’ me, then I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that, Chris.” 
 
    I hated that we were beginning to argue already. Here I’d thought I’d lost him again and I was right back to accusing him of things. If I wanted to make amends and have him in my life, one of us was going to have to give. “You’re right.” I was prepared to make that first move. “We both made mistakes. Maybe my life was a little too hard to keep up with. I know it was for me, so I can’t imagine how it felt to watch me goin’ through it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that. I can assure you. I’d never turn my back on you because of somethin’ terrible.” 
 
    He lurched forward, putting his hand on the ladder leading up to where I stood. With each step he spoke one sentence. “I told you before that I had a secret.” Step. “It’s time I come clean.” Step. In all honesty I figured he’d gotten someone pregnant. I knew he’d had other partners, but expected him to always use precaution.  
 
    Ethan was on that last step, staring directly into my eyes. My chest rising made it apparent that my breathing had increased. As much as I tried to contain my emotions, having him so close to me, in such a special place, left me vulnerable. “So what’s the secret? You’ve got me where you want me. I can’t run away. Spill.” 
 
    He climbed up into the loft with me, backing me up against the far wooden-planked wall, never taking his gaze off of mine. The moment was intense, but all I could think about was feeling his embrace again. I longed for it, as if it were the lost piece of my recovery puzzle. “I think I’ve loved you since that first day you stepped on the school bus.” 
 
    I shook my head. “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m in love with you, Christian. I have been in love with you every single day for as long as I can remember. God knows I’ve had a shit way of showin’ it, but it’s the truth. I love you, and I get that I don’t deserve it, but I’d like a shot at makin’ this more than just a friendship.” 
 
    I was frozen, completely unable to speak, more or less move an inch. Ethan brought his hand up to my face. I never pulled away from his touch. His warm palms sent a heat wave through my core.  
 
    Hot tears fell from my cheeks as I continued staring hopelessly into his eyes. “All this time. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I thought that if I waited we’d have a better chance at a real future. I wanted to be certain that I’d never lose you.” He paused and looked away for a second, furrowing his brows and seeming conflicted. “What happened to you broke me, Chris. It tore me up. No matter how hard I tried I knew I’d never be able to take it away. Because of my stupidity you’ll be tormented forever. I don’t know how to live with that, babe. It breaks me.” 
 
    “You love me.” I kept going back to that in my mind. I supposed I’d waited so long to hear it with meaning that it was messing with my ability to comprehend everything else. 
 
    He touched my face again, taking one step closer in my direction. With only inches separating us I could feel the air as he exhaled. In that moment nothing else existed. 
 
    There was no more pain. 
 
    There was no time missed. 
 
    There was no attack. 
 
    It was as if I’d left my body and entered a new one; given a second chance at happiness. I want to feel this rush of invigorating euphoria. I needed to know what it felt like to let myself fall, without being afraid of what I could lose, because I’d already lost too much.  
 
    This was my path to recovery.  
 
    This was my eternal escape.  
 
    This was my salvation; my reason for wanting to overcome my demons. 
 
    Our lips brushed ever so gently and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to get lost without fear. His touch was familiar, and welcomed. My body trembled for all the right reasons, and as his fingers laced in both of mine I knew he’d never leave me again. I could feel his intent as if it were my own. We were in sync, riding a new wave, but this time together as one. This was the moment where I found my happy place. It was the moment where I knew I’d be able to let go of my past and slowly move forward with my future. 
 
    This was everything to me. 
 
    Our kiss was short lived. I had to hear it again; a million more times before it would begin to be too much. “Tell me again.” 
 
    He pulled one hand up, rolling his thumb over my lips. “I love you, way more than a friend. I love you like I want to be with you for the rest of my life. I always have and I always will.” 
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    Chapter 33 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    Her kiss sent pleasure throughout my bones. No longer did I have to hold back. She was mine, like she should have been all along. Realizing how fragile she still was, I went easy, backing away from our kiss after only a few moments. I brushed the hair back behind her ears, never taking my eyes off of hers. “I don’t want to get carried away.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’d tell you if I needed to stop.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about you so much. It’s killin’ me to want you this bad.” 
 
    I could tell she needed a second to comprehend what I was implying. I’d never force her into a decision that could be damaging to her recovery, so I had to be patient and let her decide where this reunion was going to go. 
 
    “I want you too, Ethan. It’s just…I’m a little apprehensive. I know that I’m physically able to be with you, but mentally I’m scared it’s too soon.” 
 
    “I get it. Just know that these hands,” I held them up to show her. “Were meant to touch you. My arms were meant to hold you, and I know for a fact that my heart was meant to love you.” 
 
    Trying not to look disappointed in what wouldn’t come next, I leaned in and kissed her again. As it began to progress into something deeper; something more intense, we both stopped. “Maybe I should go.” I began backing away while holding one of her hands. I couldn’t get carried away. 
 
    She pulled me back. “When you talk like that it makes me crazy. Don’t go. Stay here with me, like we used to. I want to wake up in your arms, so I know this ain’t just a dream.” 
 
    Kissing her forehead was comforting. “It’s not a dream. You have my heart, Chris. You always have. I’m surprised you didn’t notice, especially after everything that happened. Couldn’t you tell how jealous I was? Couldn’t you see that it killed me to see you with someone else?” 
 
    When I said it I worried that speaking about her time with Seth was going to set us back, but she smiled, reassuring me that I hadn’t screwed up our moment. “You were actin’ weird, that’s for sure, but I believed you were always tellin’ me the truth. I think I wanted you to love me so badly that I couldn’t accept you actually might.” 
 
    “I should have told you the truth a long time ago.” 
 
    “You’re here now. My doctor says that I need to stop dwellin’ on what I can’t change. If everything led us to this very moment then I’m not goin’ to complain anymore. This is all I’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    She pushed me to the side and made her way over to the ladder. “Wait here. I’ll be back in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Where’re you goin’?” 
 
    A half-smile formed in the corner of her lips. “You’ll see in a few minutes. Don’t you dare leave.” 
 
    “I won’t!” I promised. 
 
    I watched her walk out of the barn, all the while with a huge smile on my face. I’d made a ton of mistakes. My immaturity could have cost me everything, but somehow I’d found my way back to my girl.  
 
    I knew I’d have to tell her about Amber, but for now I wanted our time together to be special. This place was sacred to us. I’d never ruin it with painful conversations about the past.  
 
    It took her a little more than ten minutes, not that I was counting. While she was gone I sat down on a bale of Timothy hay and took in the ambience of the loft. I recalled an array of lit candles, and the two of us tangled up together in one sleeping bag. Our first time wasn’t like other teenagers experiences. We took our time, exploring every inch of one another, with patience and compassion. I didn’t believe it back then, but our love was already so powerful. She owned me, utterly and completely. My constant battle to accept that had cost me dearly, finally proving without a doubt that everything I was experiencing was the proof I required.  
 
    I peered down watching her approach the ladder with both of her hands full. She lifted up a large duffle-bag, and stuck another one over her back as she began to climb. With a giant smile covering her face she starting unzipping each bag, revealing her intentions for the rest of our evening. 
 
    “Please tell me your parents don’t know I’m here.” 
 
    “My parents helped me pack all this stuff. Stop worryin’, Ethan. We’re adults. They’d rather know than not. Although, my dad did leave you a note in the lower, left pocket of that bag.” She pointed to the bigger bag. “He may have mentioned the removal of your lower appendages, but he’s probably kiddin’.” She giggled. 
 
    I squirmed as I unfolded the letter and began to read it out loud. 
 
      
 
    “Ethan, 
 
    It’s a difficult time for a father to accept that his daughter is a grown woman. I’ve watched her struggle throughout life, but she’s always had one constant. 
 
    It’s you. 
 
    Thank you for lovin’ my daughter. I’d appreciate it if you respected her, and promise that you’ll always be her best friend. 
 
    If you don’t, just know I’ll find ya. 
 
    Colt Mitchell, 
 
    Your someday-father-in-law” 
 
    Christian was already laughing. I shrugged and folded up the note, sticking it in my back pocket. “I reckon I better do as he says.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “So what’s in the bags?” 
 
    “Flameless candles, some snacks, a container of tea, two pillows, and two sleepin’ bags,” she explained. 
 
    “Are you certain that your dad ain’t goin’ to come out here with his rifle?” I just needed verification on that before I agreed to spend the night with the guy’s daughter. 
 
    “My father and brother know we’re out here together. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” 
 
    “I won’t be closin’ my eyes all night, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “That’s just silly. They want me to be happy, Ethan, even if it means bein’ a little more lenient when it comes to you.” She slapped me lightly, laughing again. I’d forgotten how good it felt to make her smile.  “Besides, I’m pretty sure they know I’m takin’ things slow.” 
 
    “Come here,” I ordered.  
 
    She nudged forward so I could pull her into my arms. “I’ll do whatever it takes, Chris.” 
 
    She took me by the hand and pulled us down on one of the sleeping bags. I knew I had to be gentle with her, even though the urge to take her was very apparent. Our kisses were slow-paced. I savored them, like it was the first time. Her body shook beneath mine, reminding me of her fragile state. When I pulled away to give her a moment to gather herself, she seemed disappointed. “What’s wrong.” 
 
    “Nothin’,” I answered. “I thought you might need a second.” 
 
    She haplessly stared at me for a second. “I know you’d never hurt me. Bein’ with you is natural. It’s always been easy.” 
 
    I pecked her before responding. “I will love on you all night long. I’ll hold you, and kiss you in every place imaginable, but I won’t do that. I can’t. Not yet. We’re goin’ to go slow, because we’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
    “Ethan, if I don’t give you what you want, are you goin’ to go out and get it somewhere else?” 
 
    “Hell no! That’s somethin’ you’ll never have to worry about. You’re the only woman I want.” 
 
    She smiled shyly. “Okay.” 
 
    “Good. Now let’s get back to that kissin’.” 
 
    As much as I wished this night could be more, I appreciated bein’ able to stay with her. I needed this just as much as she did.  
 
    A little while later I lay still with Christian wrapped in my arms. We’d climbed into an oversized sleeping bag and zippered up to keep warm on this particularly chilly night. Even though the barn kept out the wind, it had no insulation to provide us with any type of comfort. 
 
    She slept so peacefully next to me. Her warm body nestled up against mine allowed me to be content. We didn’t need intercourse to take us to another level. We’d been sleeping together for years. There wasn’t an inch of her that I didn’t know. I would wait to have her again, because I knew it would be well worth it. 
 
    While she rested peacefully, I thought about what was to come, where we would live, and how our lives would intertwine. Chris knew my plans to keep my roots grounded on a farm. She’d accepted that I never wanted to live in a busy city. I wouldn’t have to worry about taking her away from her dreams, because we’d shared the same one for as long as I could remember.  
 
    While the crickets sang, and the moonlight sky moved about the horizon, I finally closed my eyes. Even if her father or brother came to kill me I’d die a satisfied man. God had given her to me, and I knew I’d never take that for granted again.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to wake up to her beautiful smile, every single day until I took my last breath. That’s how life was supposed to be; simple and kind. We’d want for nothing as long as we had each other. 
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    Chapter 34 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    The sound of the rooster woke me up from a deep sleep. I realized right away that I was zippered in a blanket with Ethan. He opened his eyes noticing I was struggling to free myself. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m about to pee my pants,” I admitted. 
 
    He chuckled and helped free me. An immediate chill overwhelmed me, causing me to cover my chest with my arms.  
 
    “Holy hell it’s freezin’,” he complained 
 
    “Let’s go inside. I’m sure my dad’s already up,” I suggested. 
 
    “I don’t know, Chris. Maybe I should head home for a bit.” 
 
    “Get up and come inside with me. I promise you’ll survive.” 
 
    When I started to march away he caught my arm, pulling me back against his chest. “Hold up. I think we should properly say good mornin’ before we go anywhere.” His lips found mine, and I closed my eyes, savoring the gesture.  
 
    “This feels right,” I admitted. 
 
    “Yeah, it sure does.” 
 
    I led Ethan inside of my parent’s house, spotting my dad as soon as we walked through the door. “Good mornin’,” he announced. 
 
    “Sir,” Ethan replied. 
 
    “It’s chilly out there. I thought you might end up inside last night.” 
 
    “I didn’t notice,” I admitted proudly. 
 
    Ethan was very quiet, acting as if he was about to piss off my dad. I was getting a kick out of it, so I grabbed his hand and began to pull him up the stairs. “Where are we goin’?” He whispered. 
 
    “To brush our teeth. Mom keeps extra toothbrushes for when family comes, in case they forget. There’s a container under the sink in the hall bathroom. Help yourself. I’m just goin’ to change my clothes and brush my hair.” 
 
    “Alright then.” He entered the bathroom, leaving me to walk to my room. My sister opened her door looking like she was still asleep. “Hey, Chris. You just gettin’ in?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said proudly. “We slept in the barn.” 
 
    “I heard. Listen, I’m real sorry about what happened to you back at school. I feel like I should’ve been there for you and it hurts that I couldn’t. I messed up so bad. Dad and mom look at me like they don’t know what to do next. Noah’s not speakin’ to me because the wedding got postponed again. I feel like I can’t win. Anyway, I just want you to know that I’d trade places with you if I could. I envy your life, sis. You’re beautiful, intelligent, and you have Ethan, who’s crazy about you. I hope one day I can have that.” 
 
    I hugged my sister. “All that matters is that you’re home. I need you now. I need you to be well. We all do.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be that person anymore, Chris. I swear I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m not goin’ anywhere, Addy. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that the best place for us is here with our family. We can get through everything with their help. I promise.” 
 
    I didn’t like seeing my sister cry. I’d never known what it was like to be addicted to drugs. I wouldn’t understand the trials of withdrawals and the difficulties of bein’ around people after havin’ done so much wrong.  
 
    Despite the fact that we were different, we both needed the same kind of support. I’d be there for my sister, and she’d do the same for me. Together we could get through this. 
 
    Ethan met me in the hallway, but refused to come into my room when I changed. It was cute how worried he was about my father. Last night, before I’d come back out to the barn I’d given it to my dad straight.  
 
    He’d learned about Ethan sticking around, and how we’d made up. I think once he’d heard that he took a second to contain his concerns. With my mother’s assistance I was able to convince him that I was old enough to make my own decisions, and out of everything I’d ever done in my life, Ethan was always something I’d been serious about. 
 
    I think in some ways my current struggles helped him to be more lenient. In all honesty I never thought I’d see the day when he allowed any man to spend the night, even if we weren’t under his roof. 
 
    Ethan’s actions only reminded me how much he knew my family. He acted as if he was walking around on eggshells, and it was extremely amusing. 
 
    Once I’d changed my clothes and freshened up, I found my family, including my boyfriend, in the kitchen. My mom had prepared a large breakfast, and for the first time in a long time, she seemed happy.  
 
    My father kept pinching her butt when she walked by, winking when one of us would catch him. I placed my hand on Ethan’s leg once I’d sat down. He gave me this worried look, as if I was putting him in a lion’s den. I wanted to laugh, but respected his desire to stay in my dad’s good graces. 
 
    The five of us sat at our little kitchen table enjoying a meal together. I can’t even describe what it felt like to look around and see everyone in a good mood. 
 
    “This is nice,” I admitted. 
 
    “It is,” my mom agreed. 
 
    “We need to do this more often,” my father suggested. “Now let’s bow our heads and thank God for all he’s given us.” 
 
    “Can I do it, dad?” We all looked up to see Addy waiting for an answer. 
 
    My father got the biggest grimace on his face. It brought tears to my eyes as I watched him reacting to her request. “Go on, darlin’.” 
 
    While listening to my sister’s prayer, I silently thanked God for everything he’d given me. Mostly I thanked him for my second chance with Ethan, because somehow I knew his love would help me to heal.  
 
     Later that morning Ethan and I walked hand in hand out to the old willow tree, where most of us kids always liked to retreat to. The bright sky was shining through gaps in the trees, lighting the path to the clearing. Birds sang all around us, and it was the perfect definition of peaceful.  
 
    “It’s nice bein’ here with you, babe,” Ethan said as we continued on. “It makes me want to get done with school and come home. With what I’ve learned, I think I can increase our agriculture growth by fifty percent. Do you know what somethin’ like that could mean for my parent’s farm?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do.” 
 
    He chuckled and pulled me closer. “Yeah, I guess you do.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinkin’ about school as well. I’ve made my mind up about goin’ back. It’s probably a good idea if I put my last year on hold for a while. It’s just that even if I transferred, I’d have to leave home again. Right now this is the only place where I feel safe. My sister’s here and she needs me. I suppose there are a lot of reasons.” 
 
    “So if I were to take a plot of land from my parents and build a nice size house, would you consider movin’ a couple miles down the road, with me? It will be a while, so I don’t need an answer this minute.” His question was more than a dream come true for me. It meant forever. 
 
    “Yes.” There was no hesitation in my answer. “I would love to.” 
 
    We stopped walking and had another moment where we stared at one another. He took both of my hands and leaned forward to press his lips over mine. “I love you, Chris.” 
 
    “It makes me smile when you say that.” 
 
    “There’s somethin’ I think you should know. I meant to tell you about it last night, but we got a little lost in translation.” 
 
    “What is it?” I stepped back. “Is it bad?” 
 
    “You weren’t the only person that got attacked, babe.” 
 
    I began to worry, not about me, but whoever had been a victim. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It’s a long damn story, but let’s just say I met someone who happened to be in a bad way. She told me about bein’ attacked, gettin’ pregnant, and losin’ her child.” 
 
    I thought I’d feel like I wasn’t alone. I assumed that if someone else ever stepped forward I’d be able to connect with them. All I felt for this person was sympathy.  
 
    I sank down to the ground listening as he told me who it was, and what had happened to her, before I even came into the picture. As he finished, he took my hand and kissed it. “I didn’t tell you this to upset you. I’m tellin’ you because I feel like maybe you could help each other. Amber’s not like the other girls, Chris. She’s got a soul, and she needs a friend. She tried to take her own life because of this asshole. Together maybe you’ll have enough to take him down.” 
 
    Amber, the one girl I’d felt the most connected to. 
 
    I wondered why she’d hadn’t told me the truth, not that it mattered now. There was nothing anyone could do to change the past. 
 
    “If she wanted to press charges she could have a long time ago. You’re right. I would like to talk to her, because I think we could help each other, but I’m not interested in doin’ anything else. I want to put this all in the past, especially since I have a reason to work toward a future. Can you understand that?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. I get it.” 
 
    “I have faith that he’ll get what’s comin’ to him. In the meantime I’m not goin’ to let his actions hold me back. Everyday I’m makin’ progress, and now I’ve got goals I want to achieve.”  
 
    “Do you want to tell me about them?” He asked. 
 
    “How about I show you?” I pulled him along until we reached the old willow tree. Once we fell down underneath it, we immediately embraced in a deep kiss. Slowly, to make sure I was ready for what I was about to do, I let my hand slip down in his pants. It wasn’t surprising what I felt inside, but it was how my body naturally reacted to being in this situation with the man I’d always loved.  
 
    They say that time heals all wounds. I’d like to think that saying is true. I definitely wasn’t healed, not all the way. I had a long journey before I could claim that victory. For now I was prepared to gradually make progress with intimacy again, one kiss at a time. 
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    Chapter 35 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    When the next Thursday rolled around I couldn’t wait to tell my doctor how Ethan was back in my life. While he was at school, getting his work done before Thanksgiving break, I strolled into her office feeling like I could conquer the world.  
 
    I think she knew before I even sat down that something was different with me. I watched her give me a once over. “I can already tell you’ve made progress since our last meet.” 
 
    I crossed my legs and prepared to shock her. “Well, Ethan came back in my life this week, and he’s in love with me. All this time he said he’s loved me. I still can hardly believe it myself, but he’s been over to the house every day after school, and he spent the whole past weekend with me.” 
 
    She jotted something down like usual. “I see. How does it make you feel to have him back in your life?” 
 
    “I feel whole again. It’s like I know I’m goin’ to be okay, because I have my best friend by my side.” 
 
    “What about intimacy?” 
 
    Immediately I felt uncomfortable. “What about it?” 
 
    “You’ve had a sexual relationship with Ethan for years, so naturally one would expect that to start back up. Have you attempted to be intimate with Ethan since he’s been back?” 
 
    I looked down, as if she’d detected my conflicts right away. “We mess around and kiss all the time. He’s gentle with me. I know he’ll wait as long as it takes me.” 
 
    “How do you feel when you’re with him?” 
 
    “Obviously happy.” 
 
    “No. How do you feel when things start to become intense? Do you withdraw or does he?” 
 
    I twiddled my fingers. “I suppose it’s me. Sometimes he tells me to slow down. Ethan’s good like that.” 
 
    “Are you frightened by the idea of being with a man again?” 
 
    “Should I be?” 
 
    She looked up from her desk and dropped her pen down. I watched as her hands folded together. “I can’t answer that for you, Christian. Every patient manages trauma differently. I’ve had some patients that were victims who took years to overcome their complexities. Others prevail quite easily, going back to the life they had before they suffered their experience.” 
 
    “Is it possible that my love for Ethan is so strong that I’m able to move on so soon?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Sometimes I hated how shrinks turned things around. Why couldn’t they say what they meant, instead of making us solve some crazy mind game? “I think that when I’m alone with Ethan I want to take things to the next level, because it’s always been special. It’s a happy place for me. When I’m with Ethan, I don’t think about that night. Does that sound weird?” 
 
    “I think you won’t know until you try. It sounds like Ethan’s willing to be patient if you need him to. Why don’t you discuss it more with him. I know sometimes spontaneity is enjoyable. I’d make your first encounter a planned one. Set a date and work your way to it. If it doesn’t work out then we’ll know what we have to focus on.” 
 
      
 
    For the next hour I told the doctor my concerns. My fear was that I’d get halfway done with the deed and freak out. Perhaps I’d watched too many movies where girls acted that way. When I was alone I did think about that night, but I also thought about all of the other women who had it so much worse than me. Seth wasn’t a stranger. Even though I hated the mere mention of his name, I was making progress with being able to move past it. 
 
      
 
    When I left her office I felt better. It wasn’t like Ethan would walk away if I wanted him to go slow. I was fully aware that the final piece of being able to move forward would depend on this act. As much as I feared it, a part of me looked ahead to the new and improved relationship that I finally had with my best friend. Knowing he loved me had only given me the strength I required to pull it off. I was going to overcome this obstacle, because out of the evilness that besieged me, I knew I could see the light. 
 
    Since I had plans to meet Ethan back at the ranch, I didn’t waste time heading home. My eagerness to be with him wasn’t just to overcome obstacles. Every ounce of me wanted to be close to him, because even though I had issues with intimacy, I still felt the safest in his arms. 
 
    It wasn’t surprising to find my cousins arriving. My stomach knotted up at the mere thought of approaching them with my doctor’s suggestions. The last thing I needed was to hear them ridicule me to pieces.  
 
    With a steady focus I walked toward them, fearing whatever was to come out of their smart mouths. Jax spotted me first, just as he helped a female step out from the back seat. “Chris, you’re just in time to meet my girl. This is Reese.” I looked at the brunette, petite girl, with light colored eyes that may or may not have been gray, and smiled, even though I wondered what she was doing with my crazy cousin.  
 
    Then, before I could greet her, he cut in between us and wrapped his arms around me. I couldn’t for the life of me reciprocate. This was something that had never occurred before. I mean, my mom probably had pictures of when we were kids, but this wasn’t like that. “Are you ill?” I teased. 
 
    “I heard what happened, Chris,” he whispered in my ear. “I know you’ve got a brother, but if you need me to kick some ass I’d be glad to.” 
 
    I pulled away, wondering how I was supposed to react. “Thanks, but I’m just tryin’ to move forward.” 
 
    “I can tell. You look great.” 
 
    His girlfriend interrupted the compliment. “When you said she was pretty you didn’t do her justice. Girl, you are gorgeous!” 
 
    I was taken aback by her statement. My cheeks immediately became flustered. “Thanks, but you’re too nice. Jax would never say that about me.” 
 
    She looked back at him, and then toward me again. “No, really. He talks about you and your sister Addison all the time. You’re stunning. I’m surprised you don’t model. With your figure you could go places.” 
 
    All of the sudden I felt modest. My arms hugged my sweater across my chest, and I searched for what to say next. 
 
    Jax put his arm around me at the same time his brother Jake approached us. He too leaned down and hugged me. “How’re you doin’?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Did my mom put you up to this?” 
 
    “What?” Jake looked confused. “No. We talked about what happened to you on the way here. All fun aside, you’re our cousin. Neither of us wants to see you hurt.” 
 
    Reese walked over to the car and began pulling out her bags. I made sure I spoke so she couldn’t hear me. “I thought you guys hated me.” 
 
    They both laughed, as if my comment was preposterous.  
 
    “Seriously, you’ve made fun of me for as long as I could remember. Don’t be nice to me just because of what I’ve been through. I’m stronger than you think.” 
 
    Jake nudged his twin brother. “Look cuz, just because we pick on you doesn’t mean what we say is true. If we weren’t related we’d totally hit it,” he teased. 
 
    Feeling disgusted, I smacked him on the arm. “You’re sick.” 
 
    He swatted me away. “I was only sayin’ you were doable. Calm down. You know it ain’t like that. All jokes aside, you’re smokin’ hot. Our friends have been givin’ us shit about hookin’ them up for years.” 
 
    I could feel the burning developing in my eyes. This wasn’t just some kind of confirmation for me. This was life changing. My whole life I’d felt out of place. It was as if I couldn’t let myself see what apparently everyone else did. This wasn’t like hearing my boyfriend, or even my parents telling me I was pretty. It was like asking the most critical skeptics. Not that I’d ever base my life on anything they said, the twin’s honest response had left me speechless. I was literally stunned that this was taking place. 
 
    When I saw Reese moving toward us I decided to accept their compliments before I could feel embarrassed. “Thanks guys.” 
 
    Jax quickly reached over and started messing up my hair. “No problem, nerd.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “Yeah, don’t go tellin’ anyone we said you were pretty. We wouldn’t want the family thinkin’ we went soft.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but nodded anyway. I didn’t care if I was the only person who ever knew what they’d said to me. It was unforgettable. 
 
    I watched them gather the rest of their belongings and walk inside of my parent’s house. At that same time Ethan’s vehicle pulled down the lane. In that moment I felt more beautiful than I could ever remember feeling. It was then that I knew I’d be able to give myself to my boyfriend, both inside and out I knew I wasn’t a waste of space.  
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    Chapter 36 
 
    Ethan 
 
      
 
    Something was different about her. Even though I couldn’t put my finger on it, I knew it had something to do with her cousins. She’d always been sort of uncomfortable when they came around. Now, all of a sudden, she was full of smiles as they walked away. 
 
    After obtaining the bouquet of fall colored flowers I’d picked up on the way, I climbed out of the car to greet my lady. I still couldn’t get over how nice it felt to address her as mine. Her gaze filled me with warmth, as if to remind me that we were both finally where we knew we needed to be. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her, and although it was nothing new, everything felt changed; so surreal. “I missed you,” she said as she whispered against my face. 
 
    “Me too. How was your appointment?” I asked as I separated us enough to look into those green eyes.  
 
    “It was good.” 
 
    I paid close attention to her cousins disappearing into the house. “How about them? Did they give you any shit?” I’d been around the family enough to know how things went. Her cousins were bullies at times. They didn’t mean any harm, but she always took it so personal. Had I been in her shoes I’m sure it wouldn’t be hard to understand her methods of reasoning. 
 
      
 
    “Actually,” she looked down at the ground and I watched her face turn to a shy grimace. “They said I’m beautiful.” 
 
    I could tell she was touched by their term of endearment. My hand lifted and coursed over her cheek. “You are.”
Chris shrugged and looked away, as if she couldn’t handle the compliment. “It’s hard to believe sometimes. I’ve never looked in the mirror and saw myself that way. It’s intense.” 
 
    “I’ve always seen the beauty, both inside and out. Don’t you understand that? You’re the most beautiful, true, innocent, lovin’, honest person I know. Darlin’, you’re nothin’ but a treasure.” 
 
    She began to giggle and shove me away. “Stop it. That’s just weird comin’ from you.” 
 
    I tossed up my hands. “What? It’s the truth.” 
 
    “You’re just tryin’ to get in my pants.” I watched as she continued shaking her head at my comment.  
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m not goin’ to lie. It wouldn’t kill me to make love to you over and over until to the sun came up over the horizon, but that ain’t why I said it. I feel all of those things for you; I see them when I look at you.” 
 
    She stopped moving and just stared at me. It was impossible to stand so close and not reach out to touch her. Our hands laced together and with little effort I pulled her close to me. Her warm breath let me know she was near enough to kiss. I didn’t dawdle when it came to something so necessary. In that moment it was just us.  
 
    Our embrace was short-lived when we heard whistling, knowing it was coming from either of her cousins. She squeezed both of my hands as she spoke. “I want you to make love to me tonight, Ethan.” 
 
    “You know we can’t,” I replied quickly. “You’re not ready.” 
 
    “I am. The doctor says I’ll know it and I do.” 
 
    I refused to believe that she was. “I don’t expect anything.” 
 
    She pulled me closer so anyone lurking wouldn’t be able to hear. “You were my first for everything that matters. You showed me what it was like to feel completely loved when we are together. You’re my safe place, Ethan. Bein’ with you doesn’t make me feel nervous. It makes me feel alive again.” 
 
    I reached forward and kissed the top of her head, holding my lips there for a long amount of time. “I will never hurt you.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. Then, as if she wasn’t taking no for an answer, she continued. “Tonight. We’re goin’ to make love until the sun meets with the horizon. We’ll take our time, and when it’s all over I’ll have that last piece of myself back. I don’t just want this, Ethan. I need it. I need you. I need you to love me more than you ever have before. I need you to remind me that our love is stronger than anything that comes in our way.” All of a sudden I felt her trembling and noticed she was crying. It wasn’t a cry like she was in pain. It was more along the lines of being so determined that emotions were pouring out of her. I stroked her face and wiped away the residue.  
 
    “Okay, babe. You don’t have to beg. I’ll make love to you. I’ll give you my all with little effort, because lovin’ you is easy, it’s natural. My only concern will be you, and if you tell me to stop I -.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Chris shook her head. “I might need to pause, but I won’t ask you to stop. Every inch of my body wants to be with you again. I know I won’t want you to stop.” 
 
    “But if you do…I will. I’ll wait as long as it takes. Since I’m keepin’ you around forever, there’s no rush.” 
 
    “I’d rather not waste anymore time,” she said with an ornery snicker. 
 
    “Then I guess it’s settled. Tonight I’ll make love to you, and not because you asked me to, but more along of the lines of bein’ that close to you somehow completes me.” 
 
    “Keep talkin’ like that and we won’t make it to dinner.” With the vibes she was sending I was half-tempted to escort her somewhere private and get started. The last thing I wanted to do was hold in my excitement around her family. “I’m just teasin’,” I assured her. It was important to keep it together. 
 
    “No you’re not! Don’t forget how well I know you, Ethan.” 
 
    We kissed one more time after I pulled her close with a little jerk. She squealed and gave me a shocked look as she pulled away. “Yeah, maybe you do. All the more reason to take you to our special spot and get started.” 
 
    She pushed away full of smiles. While biting down on her lip she continued to step backwards. “When you’re sittin’ at the table near my father just imagine what you’re goin’ to do with me later. I might even give him a head’s up that we won’t be stickin’ around for dessert.” Chris took off running. Her laughter echoed off of the surrounding trees. 
 
    I stood there watching her go into the house, the whole time trying to rid myself of the image of being horny around her family. If they weren’t on high alert before we came out as a couple, they certainly were now. I imagined death by salad fork and almost cringed. Instead of eating, I was going to be clenching my silverware, hoping I didn’t have to use it for self-defense.  
 
    A couple hours later I sat there amongst her whole family with the idea of being intimate still lingering in my mind. I did my best to avoid eye contact, with not only Chris, but her father and brother. I only answered when addressed, and realized that they probably knew I was being ridiculously weird. It didn’t matter. As long as I could sit there at the table, and not think about how good it was going to feel to make love to my girl again, I’d be fine. 
 
    Unfortunately my girlfriend had other ideas. Her warm hand reached under the table as she carried on in a conversation with her brother. I forced my legs together to prevent a sudden growth beneath my meal.  
 
    While she continued taunting me, Chris would purposely include me in the conversation, expecting me to answer straight-faced. She was doing all of this on purpose and I couldn’t do anything to rectify the situation. It was quite obvious that I wouldn’t be able to get up and walk out of the room. The closer her fingers got to my crotch the more apparent it became. I started thinking long-term; how many extra minutes it would take me to calm down enough to be able to stand up.  
 
    For a moment I peered over and saw the fire in her eyes. Her cheerful mood lifted some of my anxiety, although it wasn’t enough to shake my fear of being forever known as the guy who got up from the Mitchell family table with a woody. Finally I came to the conclusion that I’d have to take matters into my own hands. As gently and not obvious as it could be, I removed her hand from my pants and gave her a look. She shot one back, but didn’t attempt to torture me again.  
 
    When everyone retreated to the living room for dessert I picked a chair that I could sit in by myself. It was vital that I have a good relationship with her family, since I knew I’d someday be a member.  
 
    Just when we all started talking about football, Chris came in with some kind of cake. It was covered in icing, and she was purposely taking her finger to draw up some and lick it off, all the while watching me react. I slowly gulped down the lump forming in my throat as I turned to ignore her innuendos. Of course, it wasn’t fast enough to defer wandering eyes. “Hey Ethan, you alright over there?” Noah asked. “You look like you’re about to bust a nut.” 
 
    As shocking as his remark came out, I watched as the room filled with laughing bodies.  
 
    “Whatever!” I spat out and crossed my legs. Directly in view was my girlfriend, steady eying me up. She was never going to hear the end of it if I made it out of the house alive. “Pick on someone else, Noah. You ain’t gettin’ me in trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll let it go, if you tell me when you started bangin’ my sister. You see, you never asked us for permission. We don’t take that kind of action lightly.” 
 
    Chris stood up and started marching toward me. “Shut up, Noah. You should have asked him that question a long time ago.” 
 
    I was petrified to look in the direction of her father, especially when she came to sit on my lap. A part of me wanted to run out before they located the hunting rifles. 
 
    “He’s just messin’ with ya, Ethan,” her father explained. “You have our blessin’, you know that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks, sir. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Boy, quit your worryin’. I think we all knew you two would end up together,” Noah teased. 
 
    Chris wrapped her arms around my neck. Her smile was comforting until she leaned up and whispered in my ear. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I pulled away and looked at the vast amount of eyes staring at me. With little nerve left I refused to respond. Chris seemed annoyed as she waited for an answer. Out of nowhere she jumped up and went for the stairs. I watched as she climbed each one, never looking back at me. 
 
    “Now you’ve gone and did it. She’s pissed.” 
 
    “She is not,” I exclaimed, even though I didn’t know. 
 
    Not even a minute later she came downstairs with an overnight bag strapped to her shoulder. She walked over and kissed her dad on the cheek, whispering something in his ear, the whole time he was staring at me. Then he nodded.  
 
    She called out to everyone that we were leaving and took my hand. Before I knew it we were out on the front porch. “What are you doin’?” 
 
    “What’s it look like?” She asked. 
 
    “Chris, we can’t just leave.” 
 
    “We can. I asked my parents if we could sneak away and they said it was fine. Stop bein’ a worry wart. Don’t you want to be with me, Ethan?” 
 
    I sighed, feeling like I wasn’t in control at all. “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
    Ten minutes later we were at the main house. The house was quiet as we entered and charted up the long staircase in the direction of the left wing. Chris took my hand and pulled me along the way until we reached the last bedroom in the hall. Since they were expecting a ton of family to come in, all of the rooms had been made up. This particular one was my girlfriend’s favorite.  
 
    She tossed her bag down on the king-sized bed and turned to face me. “I’m goin’ to take a bubble bath.” She began to back away. “Do you want to join me?” 
 
    “Does your Gram know you’re here?” 
 
    “Yep. We have the whole wing to ourselves tonight.” 
 
    Knowing we’d be alone me feel better, so I followed her toward the master bathroom. She kissed me slowly when I caught up to her, leading us both onto the cold, ceramic tiled floor. “We don’t have to go all the way, Chris. I’m puttin’ it out there, so you know.” 
 
    “Take off my clothes,” she whispered against my lips. 
 
     I think this was the moment I knew she wasn’t going to back down. I felt her determination as our lips pressed together, and from years of being with this woman, I was sure she wasn’t going to tell me to stop. 
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    Chapter 37 
 
    Christian 
 
      
 
    I could feel him entering the room behind me. His presence allowed me to stay motivated with my plans. First I lit a few candles, placing them around the tub. Then I set the temperature of the water and poured in a little bit of soap to create the bubbles.  
 
    That was the easy part. The next steps would require me to be confident. In my honest opinion this task would be harder than intercourse.  
 
    Even though he’d seen me naked a hundred times, I trembled at the thought of revealing myself to him. Within a few steps he was up against my body, his hands clenching the fabric to my shirt. My chest rose and fell rapidly as I anticipated it being lifted over my head.  Ethan peered into my eyes, saying nothing when he raised it up over my breasts. Even with a bra on, my nipples were tingling. I couldn’t contain my heavy breathing.  
 
    When the shirt came off of my head completely I parted my lips, accepting another kiss from Ethan. The taste of his tongue lingered on my own when he pulled away.  
 
    It took me a second to open my eyes, even when I felt his hands reaching around my back. With little effort my bra strap was unfastened. Ethan kept his focus on me as he pulled it away to fall at our feet. I kept my hands at my sides, watching him step back and take me in. The way he made me feel was indescribable. It was so obvious that he was consumed by undressing me. The lump in his pants was only half the proof. His heavy eyes told me that he was high on the idea of continuing.  
 
    Very slowly Ethan crouched down and took hold of my pants. With a light tug they came down over my hips, sinking until they sat at my ankles. I stepped out of them while watching him looking up at me.  
 
    I expected him to remove my underwear quickly so that he could undress and join me in the tub, but Ethan wasn’t in a hurry. His eyes traveled down my body until he stared straight forward at my lace panties. I felt so warm, even with the cold tile beneath my feet.  
 
    The pressure of his initial touch between my legs almost made them buckle. It wasn’t only about the anticipation. My desire to make love to him, without regret, or worries, was causing me to shake profusely. I wasn’t afraid, but more excited. I knew it was important to be able to let go and get lost in the moment. His touch only sparked a fire that I knew would burn all night long.  
 
    I watched Ethan’s face slip forward until he was only an inch away from my covered pussy. He teased the elastic that clung to my hips, only to let go again. His hot breath blew over the fabric, heating between my legs. His eyes, focused on mine, blinked slowly as he leaned forward to drag his bottom lip over me there. It was just a trace, nothing with enough force to cause a reaction. Still, I found myself craving for it to happen again. 
 
    Next Ethan pulled down my panties, revealing my sensitive sex. He leaned forward and kissed my pussy, only to stand up as my underwear fell to the floor. I watched my boyfriend ripping off his shirt, followed by his pants and boxers. For a few seconds I wondered if we were going to make it to the tub before he tried to touch me again. Just standing there, seeing him so hard because of me made me feel desirable.  
 
    Ethan grabbed my hand before slipping it down in the warm soapy water. I stepped in after him, appreciating the temperature and the fact that bubbles would prevent him from seeing any imperfections on my naked skin. 
 
    I knew it was silly. Besides my parents, this man had seen all of me. He’d seen me laugh, cry, and lose myself. Hiding from him only meant I wasn’t ready to accept what I couldn’t change. Knowing how important it was for me to change, I stood up from the bubbles and sat back down on the edge of the large soaking tub. My skin glistened as the remaining suds began to pop, exposing more of me for Ethan’s viewing pleasure. 
 
    He adjusted in the tub, slipping his wet hands up my legs. When he reached my knees he stopped, and I got an inkling that maybe he was worried about how far to go. “Don’t stop,” I whispered. 
 
    Ethan inched his way up to my thighs, all the while watching my reaction. It was apparent that he was prepared for me to stop him, in which I wasn’t going to. When he paused I used my toes to push him away, not because I was done, but for the purpose of grabbing his undivided attention.  
 
    He sank down in the other end of the tub waiting for me to do something. Feeling completely out of my realm, I slipped my wet hands over my breasts, sliding easily over my hard nipples. I could feel an intense burning between my legs as I fondled myself this way. It had been a while since I was able to touch myself without cringing.  Ethan’s eyes watched me, while I continued massaging my body. I ran one hand down between my legs, coursing over my clit once before going back to my breast. I had to bite down on my bottom lip to keep from crying out loudly. This intense teasing was only making me hotter, so much that my body felt like it was burning up. “Touch me,” I managed to say. 
 
    He grabbed a washcloth that was folded on the ledge and lathered it with some scented soap. Starting on my left leg, he scrubbed my skin until he made his way to my inner thigh. I could feel that rag so close to my sweet spot, taunting me in ways that only Ethan could. When he pulled it back I felt disappointed. Then he rinsed it off, splashing the water all around my most private of areas. He peered at it, inching closer as if to touch it with his mouth. I gasped when I could once again feel his hot breath blowing over it. “I want you so bad, babe.” He kissed me there, slowly without tongue, letting his soft lips linger there. 
 
    It was almost too much to bear. My increased breathing was more obvious as I attempted to tell him to proceed. “Ethan,” his name played off my lips. “Taste me.” 
 
    His tongue felt like a million kisses all at once as it flicked over my clit. He slurped my pussy into his mouth, sucking it just enough and then letting go. My body arched at the moment I felt his warm tongue drawing circles over my bud. I tangled my fingers into locks of his hair, clenching them as he took me to places I never thought I’d go again. I could feel him pleasing me everywhere, in every crevice of my existence. I was losing myself in him, exactly what I knew would happen if I’d just let go. 
 
    Ethan didn’t let me come down from my euphoric high. He pulled me down into the heated tub, positioning my legs to wrap around his back. His stiff erection was apparent beneath me, and unlike the night before, I was prepared to take it to the next level. Nothing was going to stop him from sliding inside of me, and I was about to make sure of it. 
 
    While Ethan took his time, savoring each kiss, I obtained his hard cock with my right hand, scooting my pussy over it to the perfect spot. He halted me at the last second. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I couldn’t explain why it happened, but I felt the hot tears filling my eyes even before I could answer. “Yes. I love you, Ethan. I’m sure.” 
 
    He kissed me again, this time mingling his tongue with mine. I felt his fingers rubbing over my clit, like he was warming me up for penetration. My body reacted to his touch, and he knew it as well. Right before he slid inside, Ethan moved me to the side and climbed out of the tub. He located a towel and held it out for me. “I need you in bed, Chris. I want to fall asleep inside of you, just like our first time.” 
 
    My mind took me back to that night when everything was perfect. It was then that I secretly gave him my heart to keep.  
 
    I followed him into the bedroom, letting the towel fall before I made it to the mattress. Ethan sat down with his focus on me standing in front of him baring all. “God, you’re so beautiful.” 
 
    In this moment I felt it.  
 
    “Please make love to me,” I begged. 
 
    “Gladly,” he whispered as he pulled me onto the bed.  
 
    Ethan began at my feet, kissing my toes, then my ankles, and up to my calves. He massaged my knees and tickled behind them before moving up to my thighs. The anticipation of feeling him playing with my pussy sent me into a frenzy. I yearned for his touch again, and when it happened I couldn’t contain my enjoyment. He licked and then sucked on my clit again and again; each time giving me absolute pleasure. By the time he came up for air I could hardly breathe myself.  
 
    Ethan massaged my breasts as he lifted to suckle on each of my nipples. His gentle bite at the end caused me to cry out. I clung to his hair, pulling as I lost control over myself again.  
 
    By the time he made his way to my mouth I was unable to even consider that we hadn’t had intercourse yet. He’d satiated me to the brink of feeling as if I was flying. Then it happened. I could feel the pressure up against my sex. He was there; stiff, and ready. 
 
    This was the moment where he stopped moving and waited for my permission. I kissed him eagerly, tasting his sweat over his lips. The salty residue glistened over his cheeks as I searched for his eyes. Once I met his stare I knew what I wanted; what was about to happen. 
 
    I let one hand reach up and graze through his thick hair. “What are you waitin’ for?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s not possible.” 
 
    Then it happened. With careful precision he entered me, filling my channel with his familiar love. Like our first time together, it felt tight in the beginning. I clung to his body, digging my nails into his back. Beads of sweat covered our bodies as we continued grinding together. He gripped my hair and pulled me into a deep kiss. At the same time I could feel my body losing control. He slowed his pace to allow me a few moments to catch my breath.  
 
    We flipped positions with me on top. Our hands laced together as I began rocking my body over his. The friction caused jolts of vibrating sensations from my lips to my toes. He held onto my hips, guiding me to a perfect stride. Then I felt it happening. He’d held out for as long as he could. I didn’t want him to stop, because being with him felt so right, but I knew it was his turn. Then he tightened up and exploded. 
 
    Just like he’d given me, I waited a few minutes before attempting to move around. He pulled me down over his chest and wrapped his arms behind my back. I didn’t care that we were sweaty. Being with him made everything worthwhile. It was all I’d ever wanted. He was gentle, caring, and above all patient.  
 
    We spent a little while lying there together talking about what was to come. We spoke of the bad times and he held me close when I had to cry a little. Speaking to Ethan about what happened wasn’t like talking to my doctor. He saw into my soul, and was the only person able to reach in and comfort me back to life again. He gave me hope, and promises that I knew he’d keep.  
 
    I’d overcome my biggest hurdle, and all I could think about was being with him again, feeling him pleasuring me until I lost myself in momentary bliss. 
 
    He didn’t push me away when I persuaded him for another round. In fact, with only a simple slip of the tongue I had him at my beck and call. I’d never felt so empowered, and perhaps it’s what he wanted me to feel. At any rate, he knew what I needed, and I was appreciative. 
 
    I could feel his overwhelming emotions taking over as we continued to make love again and again throughout the night. By the time the sun started to rise we were exhausted, both in mind and body. 
 
    Ethan had kept his promise, never taking a single moment for himself. The night had been about me, and I suppose it was important for my first time. The weird thing was that I never thought about Seth while we were intimate, and even in the hours afterwards. Being with Ethan occupied my mind, allowing me to savor each and every moment we were together.  
 
    With the sun shining through the blinds I stayed wrapped in Ethan’s arms. He kissed me good morning and moved the hair out of my eyes. “Good mornin’, darlin’.” 
 
    I hugged him tightly. “I could get used to this.” 
 
    “I already am,” he replied. 
 
    “It’s a good thing you got my dad’s approval to date me.” 
 
    “Why is that?” He asked as he played with my hand. 
 
    “It’ll be easier when you have to ask for my hand in marriage.” 
 
    Ethan sat straight up and rubbed his face. I giggled, thinking my joke had gotten to him. “I’ll have you know that no matter what your family says you’re goin’ to be my wife. I’d like for us to wait until I graduate, but it’s goin’ to happen. You and I have a long road ahead of us. Besides, your dad sort of already gave me the go-ahead. I’ve got it in writing.” 
 
    “Well then it sounds perfect.” 
 
    He pulled my hand up to his lips. “It will be. I promise.” 
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    Epilogue 
 
    4 months later 
 
      
 
    Ethan 
 
    I hated waking her up, but after reading the text message I knew she’d want to know about this. It wasn’t every day that the person who attacked someone finally gets caught.  
 
    “Chris, wake up.”  She stirred and rolled over to my side, never opening her eyes. I walked over to that side, sitting down on the mattress beside her. After removing the hair away from her face, I leaned forward and kissed her. “Darlin’, wake up. I’ve got somethin’ to tell you.” 
 
    “Five more minutes, Ethan. I was up late studyin’.” Since she’d enrolled in online classes Chris had spent quite a few evenings buried in books.  
 
    “It’s important. You can go back to sleep as soon as I’m done.” 
 
    She sat up and cracked open both eyes. “This better be good. I was dreamin’ of us bein’ at the beach already.” 
 
    “It’s only a few weeks away, babe.” I waited for her to smile before continuing. “So I woke up and had a text message from a number I didn’t recognize.” 
 
    “Is it from an old girlfriend?” She asked as she stretched out her arms. Since moving back into my parent’s house, Chris had been staying with me. She hadn’t technically moved in, but it was only a matter of time before we made it official. I think I was more concerned about what her parents would say about it, but so far they’d been pretty cool. 
 
    “No! It’s not from an old girlfriend. It’s actually from that girl Amber. Do you remember her?” 
 
    Her eyes shot open. “Of course I do. What about her? Why is she sendin’ you messages?” 
 
    “Seth got arrested over the weekend. Accordin’ to Amber’s text he got trashed and attacked Mila at the frat house when he found out she was seeing someone new. Apparently he thought his friend was asleep in the room they were in. Halfway through the guy got up and started beatin’ the shit out of him until the police came. I don’t know the details other than what I’ve told you, but I’m pretty sure he’s not gettin’ out of this one. Amber said she wanted me to let you know the detective might be contactin’ you about your statement.” I waited for it all to sink in. While Chris remained silent I crouched down in front of her and took her hands. “I’m tellin’ you this because I know you’re strong now. If you want to pursue this we’ll do it together. If you don’t then we’ll go about our lives as if this conversation never happened.” 
 
    I could tell she was thinking about it. “Is Mila okay? She was a bitch to me, but nobody deserves what happened.” 
 
    “I guess. Amber didn’t go into details. She just basically said Seth was arrested and why.” 
 
    “I’ll testify.” Her answer was short and to the point. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “If the detective gets in touch with me I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure this never happens again.” 
 
    I pulled my girlfriend into a big hug, noticing right away that she wasn’t freaking out. She’d been going to therapy for months, and our relationship was also going strong. Chris was happy, and we both promised to never look back at what we could have done differently. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    She pulled away and looked right into my eyes. “I couldn’t have done this without you, Ethan. The other girls aren’t as lucky as me. They’ll need to find something to help them heal. It’s somethin’ they’ll never forget, but will be able to let go if they learn how.” 
 
    “You’re so beautiful when you’re strong and determined.” 
 
    The smile that followed let me know she felt as beautiful as I saw her. Out of something horrible my girlfriend had learned to love herself. I didn’t want to feel thankful for what happened to her, because it was awful, but I was glad that through it all we were able to come together and I was finally the person she needed me to be.  
 
    No matter where life took us we’d be together. From the very moment she stepped inside of that bus I knew she was my future. I’d spend the rest of my life making sure she knew it too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Look for Noah’s Wedding in All I Want (A Christmas Anthology) December 13th 2014, 
 
    and Jake’s Book Coming January 2015. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




A Merry Mitchell Affair 
 
    The characters in this novella are part of the  
 
    Mitchell –Healy Series, a spinoff of the Mitchell Family.  
 
    All original titles are available for purchase. 
 
      
 
    Written By: Jennifer Foor 
 
    Edited By: Pamela Snyder 
 
    My Fabulous Beta Readers: 
 
    Catherine Roberts, Emma Clifton, Kayla Kennedy,  
 
    Kristy Davidson, Julie Barley,  
 
    Special thanks to: Danielle Sanchez & all of my Foor Players 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Shalan 
 
    I didn’t mean to feel depressed, especially since I had so much to look forward to. There were certainly other things more important than a big wedding. Surely it was redundant to consider that everything would work out before the end of the year. We’d reached late November, and as the leaves on the trees turned autumn colors, I knew my hopes of becoming Mrs. Noah Mitchell before New Year’s was proving to be impossible. 
 
    I ran my hands over the chiffon fabric. At first I wasn't sure if white was the right shade for me. It was the most popular of choices. I'd read somewhere that the color only became favored after a queen wanted to incorporate lace with her own wedding gown. How it stuck was beyond me. It was the least flattering color on a woman, yet practically everyone chose it. 
 
    At least I was lucky enough to be blessed with a high metabolism and a cute figure, so I’ve been told. Don’t get me wrong, I love to eat. I prefer chips over vegetables and chocolate over pasta.  
 
     Reason number forty why I shouldn’t wear white, I was a sloppy eater. If I put something in my mouth, half would end up on or between my boobs. It never failed, and I  constantly had to pack double the clothes because of it. Noah always teased me that he was going to bring out a bib for me to wear at every meal.  
 
    I didn’t know why I was so worried about the color white anyway. My wedding had been postponed three times already, and once the holidays were over I'd leave the country to go back out on tour to promote my new album. By the time I got to wear this dress it would be out of style. 
 
    As much as I'd cried over it, I knew there was nothing I could do. My fiancé Noah's family kept having one catastrophe after another. First his cousin Bella got pregnant, and didn’t want me to have to change the style of her dress. Besides, with that pregnancy came a whole bunch of unforeseen drama. It took the whole nine months for her to get things figured out. 
 
    Since she’d become my closest friend, and obvious matron of honor, it was important that she was healthy, and less stressed to assist me in everything I needed help with. 
 
    It was my first wedding, and I wanted it all to be perfect. What bride doesn’t? With the family I was marrying into, there was no telling what kind of prank that one of the cousins were going to pull. In order for me to keep as calm as possible I needed all of my details to be in check, so that if I needed to kick some ass, I’d be capable of doing it well. 
 
    All jokes aside, I loved this beautiful family I was about to be a big part of. They’d showed me joy, brought me back to the lord, and given me back what I’d lost so long ago. I felt like I belonged, and my future mother-in-law treated me like I was her own daughter. I was in awe over them. 
 
      
 
    After Noah’s cousin had her baby, Sarah, we’d rearranged all of the details and sent out the revised invites for our big day. Everything was in order; the venue, the caterers, the entertainment, and the guest list. Then Noah’s youngest sister Addy had to go into rehab for a drug addiction. She’d been in trouble since the first time I met her, but I couldn’t imagine it had  gotten so out of control. I don’t think anyone could. She came from a big loving family, and had no reason to take the path that she did. Anyway, once she was feeling more herself, I’d promised her that we’d wait until she was all better, so she could still participate as a bridesmaid.  
 
    The second set of wedding postponement notices went out in the mail. It was terribly embarrassing for Noah and I, especially since everything we did ended up in a tabloid. Paparazzi speculated that we were on the outs, that I’d had a miscarriage, and that we’d both been unfaithful. If they could print a story, they’d use whatever would sell magazines, and unfortunately my life was open to speculation.  
 
     When things started to quiet down from that catastrophe, another reason to halt the ceremony came into play. 
 
    Noah’s other sister Christian was sexually assaulted, and there was no way that any of us could even mention a wedding, or being happy while she was in such bad shape.  
 
    After that it was like an omen. We knew we couldn’t celebrate being in love when such tragedy was surrounding us, even if we ran off and did it in Vegas. I couldn’t look at that poor girl that I’d come to love so much and see the terror in her eyes as she pretended to be happy for us. She needed to heal, and we were all going to be there to help her, no matter what we had to do. So even though it was what we both wanted, Noah and I promised everyone that we’d hold off. 
 
    They say all things come in threes, but after everything, it was hard for me to be able to even talk about a wedding in front of them. Settled with the idea that we’d just wait another six months, I focused on finally being able to take it easy at home, and maybe write another number one single for my new album.  
 
    When I heard someone climbing the hardwood stairs, I zipped up the dress bag and closed the closet door. I didn’t need any more bad luck when it came to getting hitched. At this rate we’d be old and gray before we made it down the aisle.  
 
    Strong arms wrapped around my waist, and my mood immediately lifted. I could smell the musky scent of his deodorant that still lingered after working outdoors since before the sun came up. His scruffy facial hair tickled my neck as he brought his lips up to my ear. “Good mornin’, darlin’.” 
 
    I turned around, lifting my arms over his head to rest on his shoulders. My lips craved a kiss, and Noah made sure I got one. The hint of coffee was still on his tongue, and since I didn’t see a pot brewed downstairs I knew he’d probably stopped by his parents.  
 
    Noah’s family ranch was so large that there were many homes built on the property. His Gram had the largest home that everyone called the main house. It was a huge white mansion located near the entrance. His parents had a tremendous log cabin built in the woods, down a long dirt lane. Before Noah had built our house, we’d lived in a double wide that was also on the property. We used golf carts and farm vehicles to get around, and had plenty of room for when their extended family would come to visit. 
 
    Since I’d lost my mom to cancer when I was a young girl, and grew up with an alcoholic father, I never knew what it was like to be overwhelmed by kin. Noah’s family hadn’t just welcomed me into their lives; they’d showed me more love than I’d had in all of my adult life. I didn’t know how I’d gotten so lucky, but I was sure to thank God every single night before I closed my eyes. 
 
    “How’s your mom?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s good. She’s got both of my sisters at home. I imagine she’ll be preoccupied for the next couple of weeks.” 
 
    “I bet she’s thrilled.” 
 
    Noah backed away and started undressing. It was probably inappropriate, but I sat down on the mattress and watched the show. He saw me licking my lips, craving the idea of joining him in a hot shower. “Mom said my aunts and uncles will be here tomorrow. I need to make sure Gram doesn’t need anything at the main house. Bells said that she and Rusty won’t be here until tonight. They don’t want to leave until the baby goes to sleep, that way they don’t have to keep stoppin’.” 
 
    His cousin’s little girl was the cutest child. She was always happy, and I couldn’t get enough of her. Noah seemed to get nervous when they were around. He said it gave me baby fever, and that having one right now wasn’t feasible with my career taking off.  
 
    I wasn’t in a hurry to have a child, but hoped to someday fill our home with the pitter patter of little Noah Mitchells. 
 
    “Are we still going to put the Christmas tree up before they get here?” I’d bought all new decorations, and couldn’t wait to see them out.  
 
    Noah sighed, standing there completely naked. He ran his hand through his thick dark hair. “I reckon I can add it to the list.” 
 
    “It’s not like you have to do it yourself. I’d like to help. It’s our first Christmas in the house. I’m just excited.” 
 
    He stepped forward and kissed my forehead. “We’ll get it done tonight. Why don’t you make us somethin’ easy for supper, I’ll run out and take care of some stuff at Gram’s house. When I get back I’ll do whatever your pretty little ass desires.” 
 
    I slapped him lightly on his backside. “Don’t tease me, Mr. Mitchell. My desires could take a while to fulfill.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry darlin’. I plan on takin’ my time when it comes to those desires.” 
 
    I watched him saunter into the bathroom, while I took a second look at his perfect physique. If I hadn’t just gotten out of the shower myself I would have joined him, which in turn would have kept him from his afternoon duties, and then me from my Christmas decorating. 
 
    For others, decorating for the holidays was something they’d always done. Unfortunately, after my mother got sick, we never even celebrated. Even after I’d gone to live with my uncle, I never had that excitement that children are supposed to have. I supposed most of the reason was that my only wish would have been to bring my mother back. When I lost her I thought I lost everything.  
 
    Noah hadn’t just saved that lost girl, he’d made my dreams come true, even if it was by accident. Our chance meeting had taken us to New York, and that’s where I met my agents. The rest was history. 
 
    Broken Love Darlin’ was a song I wrote about being without Noah. It climbed the charts, eventually going to number one. Never in my wildest dreams could I have envisioned it happening to me with my first single, but it did.  
 
    You can imagine how both excitement and sudden financial freedom allowed me to decorate my first home with lavish detail. I didn’t just love being there, and feeling at home, I appreciated every single item that it held inside. 
 
    For the past year all of my dreams had come true, and I couldn’t have asked for a better man and family to spend the rest of my life with. This was going to be my best Christmas, since we’d opted to have the whole Mitchell-Healy clan to celebrate at our new home. As much as I’d wished that I would already have the Mitchell name, I knew I had too much good to stay depressed about the wedding. It would happen someday; I’d be Noah’s wife, and then life would be perfect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Noah 
 
      
 
    We’d put our wedding on hold for so many reasons, but finally it seemed like it was going to happen. Even though a big event wasn’t important to me, I knew how much it meant to Shalan. Between her schedule, and the drama that always seems to transpire within my family, I was beginning to wonder if it was ever going to be the right time.  
 
    Shalan, a famous country singer, and my beautiful fiancé’ had been touring on and off for the past year. I’d hired several employees to take on my workload at the family ranch so that I was able to travel with her to some destinations. Many times I wished we could tie the knot without having to make a colossal deal over it. I wanted her to be my wife, and it didn’t matter how it happened.  
 
    We’d been living together for quite some time, and I’d even built a house for us to raise a family in. For someone that always said I’d never get tied down, my opinions on that matter had changed drastically. I was ready to have my woman at home, where we could fill our house with the sounds of little feet running around. 
 
    I think sometimes my cousin Isabella’s new baby brought that out in me. Each time I held that little girl in my arms I felt a yearning to have my own child to gawk at.  
 
    Ever since I’d met Shalan I’d become the man that my parents were proud of. I knew that giving them a grandchild would make them overjoyed, but we wanted to do it right. That required my woman to carry my last name first. If it were up to me we’d drive over to the little court house and make it happen. God knows I hated her going out on the road with all those single men pawing over her.  
 
    Shalan wasn’t just a looker. Her long black hair and bright cobalt eyes made her quite desirable. Add those features to her being half-dressed dancing around on the stage, while magic came out of her mouth, and you have the means for a bunch of trouble. My mind was never at peace when we were apart, which made me unable to keep up with my work the way I knew how. I was aware that a ring didn’t keep someone from straying, but at least it gave me more piece of mind, plus since she’d become so popular our wedding would be made public, and all the haters could keep on hating. She’d be mine in every way, forever and always. 
 
    I’d visited my parents earlier in the morning to discuss what else needed to be done before the ranch was full of visiting family members. Since it was getting cold out we needed to check on the pipes at the double wide trailers to make sure they hadn’t frozen.  We’d turned the heat up, and my mom  put fresh linens on all the beds. With both of my sisters being home, they were able to help our mom with the task of cleaning. As the family continued to grow, all of the extra room on the ranch was getting used.  
 
    Little did they know that not only were they signing on for Thanksgiving in Kentucky, but we were also hosting Christmas, and I was planning the biggest surprise that this family had ever seen. 
 
    It was going to take a lot of sneaking around, and some time away from my beautiful woman, but worth it so  I could give her the best wedding she could ever want. 
 
    For the time being only my dad knew about my idea. While the ranch helpers worked on the day to day chores, my dad I were revamping the barn that he and mother married in over twenty years ago. The building wasn’t in bad shape, so there was little to do structural. Shalan wanted a lavish affair, and I was prepared to make it happen. Not only were we working on the barn, which we planned to turn into a entertainment building after the wedding, but I'd designed a real sleigh that would bring her to the surprise.  It was large enough for two people, and my plan was to somehow get her to take a horse drawn carriage ride through the ranch. I wasn’t going to tell her that the family would all be waiting for us to exchange vows.  
 
    My choice to keep it a secret had been difficult.  As much as I knew she wanted to plan every single detail of our big day, I wanted to do this for her. My family had plenty of money. I could come up with something extravagant for her gift, but knew she'd treasure our wedding for the rest of our lives. There was a ton to do before Christmas Eve.  
 
    With much anticipation for what was to come, I stepped out of the shower feeling like a determined man. That was until I heard my favorite cousin's famous squealing. After pulling on a pair of jeans I found my way downstairs, locating the source of the mayhem.  My blonde haired, green-eyed cousin turned around and wrapped her arms around me. It had been a while since we'd seen each other, which was unfortunate. Life gets in the way sometimes, and with all the traveling I'd been doing it had taken a toll on them coming for visits. "Look at you," I said as I pulled her in for a hug. "You've finally done somethin' with that hair." Bells, who was really named Isabella, gave me a hard slap across my bare chest, while I turned to laugh with her husband Rusty. She'd never gone a day without dolling herself up until she became a mother. It wasn't that she'd let herself go, but more like she didn't have the extra time to dote around.  "If  I wasn’t so tired from driving all this way I'd give you a good kick."  
 
    "You weren't supposed to arrive until later." Shalan said as she came over to stand next to me with my niece in her arms as I buttoned up my shirt I’d just thrown on. 
 
    I couldn’t help but to snatch her up and shower her with little kisses. Suddenly my voice changed from a deep man to a young boy whose testicles had not yet descended. “How’s my favorite little girl? Are you a cute baby, Sarah? Yes you are.” 
 
    The three adults in the room stood there giving me strange grimaces as I ogled over the small child.  
 
    “Looks like Noah’s finally found someone to play with,” my cousin joked. 
 
    “My mom is goin’ to eat this one little up. Come on, let’s go over and say hello. Shalan, you comin’ with us?” I gave her a once over, noticing that she was dressed in cleaning clothes. She tightened her lips and smiled.  
 
    “No. You go ahead. I’m going to keep on working. Make sure you’re back to help me in a little while. I’m scared to get up in the higher windows to add the candles.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her lightly. “Don’t you worry a pretty little hair on your head. I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    Shalan was already decorating when we walked out, and even though I hadn’t admitted it, I liked that she was putting so much heart into our home. It made it warm and cozy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Shalan 
 
      
 
    While the large family packed onto the ranch like sardines, I was left to think about the family that I left behind. My dad was a drunk, we haven't spoken in years. That didn’t mean that I wouldn’t think about him, his health, and what he’d been up to. I often wondered if he thought about me, or maybe  had seen my success in the newspapers or on television. I wondered if he ever regretted not being a better parent to me, especially after the death of my mother.  
 
    When she lost her battle to cancer my whole world pretty much ended. My father turned his love for her to a bottle of booze. I was forced to fend for myself and not just money, but food and a place to rest my head. He’d gotten drunk and assumed I was my mother one night. After that I knew I had to get out of there. That was when I gave up on him. 
 
    Then there was my brother. We'd never been close. He probably didn't even care if I was dead, but it was surprising that he hadn't come looking for a handout when I became successful. The rest of my family consisted of my uncle and his wife. He'd been kind enough to take me in when I moved away from home, and had given me a job, but his wife hated me so much it was impossible for me to be happy there. Noah took me away from all of them and I’d forever be grateful.  He showed me what a real family was like, and  no matter what happened they'd always stick by your side.  
 
    With more  people showing up on the ranch by the minute, I found myself lingering around the new house wanting to finish decorating before they all came over. I was excited for them to see everything we'd done and all of the hard work Noah put into it. I was even a little stressed that I wouldn’t have time to finish before they arrived. I wasn’t worried about his cousins arriving early, because I knew they’d help out. There was just so much left on my list to finish. 
 
    After Bells and Rusty had put their things up in the guest room Noah had taken the three of them over to his parents house so they could say hello. His mother was dying to be a grandparent. She wanted Noah and I to start trying as soon as we were married. We had other plans though. When January hit I’d be on the road again, and that was no place for a pregnant woman to be. Our plan was that we’d wait until this tour was over, and then start trying, while I took some time for R&R and to enjoy my new marriage. It wasn’t how I saw our first year going, but it was my career, and he was willing to ride it out with me. This lifestyle was still surprising to me. I’d wanted to be  famous  my whole life, but now my priorities had changed. I could see myself sitting on the front porch with my husband, watching our children playing in the yard. I wanted to grow old with him back in our little wooden patch of heaven, where there were no cameras, and tabloids.  
 
    I wanted peaceful, and knowing that I could have it at any time made my life complicated. Noah was willing to let me go out and sing to the world. He was my rock, and biggest fan, but a part of me wanted to throw that career away. I wanted to trade it in for a more fulfilling life; one without drama, one that was filled with family, church, and serenity. 
 
    I wasn’t saying that I was a saint, or that I was ready to throw in the towel when it came to my singing career; but there was a part of me that wouldn’t have been upset if I had to give it up, because I knew how perfect my life could be without it. 
 
    After decorating the mantle with burlap and garland, I stood back looking at the finished product. It felt like a country Christmas, which was what I’d been going for. Seeing it complete made me light up with a smile. Van, Noah’s mom, was going to love it, since it had been her idea. I couldn’t wait for her to come see it. 
 
    After such a overwhelming feeling of satisfaction, I continued on my decorating spree, wrapping more garland on the stair railing, and placing candles in all of the lower windows. I knew we were in the woods, and only family and visitors would see it lit up, but that didn’t matter to me. It was the idea of it being ours that had me so excited. 
 
    I supposed I hadn’t noticed how long I’d been at it, because when Noah came walking inside of the house he startled me. “Shew. I didn’t think you’d be back so soon.” 
 
    He looked at the big grandfather clock that sat in the foyer. “Darlin’, I’ve been gone near two hours. I figured you’d be huntin’ me down.” 
 
    I giggled and then was reminded of something else I was looking forward to. “Speaking of that. Are you sure you want me to go hunting with you? I don’t want you to feel obligated.” 
 
    “Are you kiddin’? Bells and my aunt Miranda are goin’. Now, if you want to stay behind you’re more than welcome to, but I’ve got some ideas to pass the time while we’re waitin’ for that trophy buck to pass by our stand.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms tightly around me, kissing me with his rough whiskers. “I see you’ve been busy. It’s lookin’ great in here.” 
 
    I didn’t back away from his hold. “Thanks. You’re just in time to put the candles in the top windows. Be careful though, I would hate for you to fall to your death before we got married.” 
 
    He slapped my ass for being silly. “Don’t talk like that. It ain’t like you’d miss me anyway. My mom would adopt you, and hook you up with the pastor’s son. You’d forget all about what I used to do to you in the bedroom.” 
 
    “And out,” I added to the pun. “I happen to like all the other places we’ve ended up.” 
 
    Noah already started climbing up to the first window, since he’d gotten the little ladder out before he’d left. “Like the stream? That sure was a nice day.” 
 
    I sat down on the sofa while I watched him work, imagining being back to that day. We’d taken the horses out, and ended up naked in the mud. Even though we were all alone, there was something about being out in the open like that. It was so hot. In fact, every time we were together it was explosive. Noah was an amazing lover, and he always came up with new ideas to keep our spark ignited.  
 
    After staring at his ass while he applied the first candle on the window frame, I grabbed my iPod and turned on some Christmas music. Sure, it wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet, but it didn’t matter. I was in the spirit and nothing could be more entertaining than seeing my sexy man from behind on a ladder.  
 
    Unfortunately Noah got this brilliant idea to dance  around, and started shaking his ass. I watched as if it were slow motion; the ladder falling off to one side, sending my six-foot-four fiancé to the hardwood floor beneath him.  
 
    He lay flat on the floor, and just as I lunged over to reach for him I heard laughing. He leaned up on one elbow and began chuckling, while pulling me down on top of him. “That’ll serve me right for messin’ around.” 
 
    “I saw our future flash before my eyes,” I teased. 
 
    I wouldn’t have joked at all had I not known he was okay. “I tried to be graceful about it. I know how much you love this floor.” 
 
    I smacked his chest. “I don’t care about this floor. I care about your head.” I climbed to my feet and put my hands up for him to take. “Come on. I need to make sure you’re alright.” 
 
    He got up and stretched. “I’m fine, now watch out so I can do the next window.” 
 
    “Maybe we should wait and have someone else do it, possibly your cousins Jake or Jax. Didn’t you say you needed to pay them back for something?” It never failed. Whenever the cousins got together someone was planning pranks. Noah always tried to be a step ahead, but he failed almost always. At any rate, it was all in fun. By the end of the evening they’d all be friends again, laughing at who’d done the best job. It took me a while to get used to their humor, since some involved practical jokes that inflicted bodily harm. Over the summer they came to visit and almost burned Noah’s eyebrows off when they added a whole can of lighter fluid to the charcoal grill without telling him. He added more and threw in the match, coming inside the house with no hair left on his arms. What was even more disturbing was  they said they got the idea from something their father, Tyler had done to Colt, Noah’s dad. Most of the time I just shook my head and stayed out of it, because I knew at some point I’d be involved, and probably on the receiving end. 
 
    Noah began to move the ladder to the next high window. “I’d rather do this myself. They’re liable to break the damn windows. Now, how about you come hold the ladder this time, instead of makin’ me do all the hard work,” he teased. 
 
    I was glad to help, especially after the little scare he’d given me.  
 
    While he was on the ladder, I watched him, making sure he was secure. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do to get them back?” 
 
    He talked while he situated the little candle with the suction cup. “I’m hopin’ they bring another bottle of rum or vodka. I found a gallon of white vinegar at my Gram’s house this mornin’. She said I could have it. I’m plannin’ on replacin’ their bottle with one half filled with vinegar.” He started laughing at himself. “Can you see them takin’ a swig of that?” 
 
    I began to giggle. “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “All’s fair in love and Mitchell’s, darlin’.” 
 
    I’d been hearing that since he’d asked me to move in. It was his way of reminding me that their antics were never going to cease.  
 
    A knock at the door caught our attention. We knew it was family when they came right in. Christian and her boyfriend Ethan sauntered in. She had a bag in her hand, while he carried a box. “Mom said you might want some of this old stuff she found.” 
 
    She sat it down on the table, but I waited for Noah to come down off the ladder before stepping away. “What is it?” 
 
    She flipped through the bag. “Apparently it’s all kinds of crap he made as a kid.” She held up a few ornaments. One was made out of macaroni, and another was made out of cotton balls. “I’m sure you can’t wait to hang these on your tree,” she teased. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, they’re adorable.” I rummaged through the bag, pulling out all sorts of Christmas themed decorations, handmade by my sweet husband-to-be. 
 
    “Mom said she kept a few of her favorites. By a few she means like another whole bag full. She’s got one from all three of us kids, so don’t worry about our tree bein’ bare. Apparently she’s makin’ room for grandkids, which is why I volunteered to bring these over. Are you two keepin’ a secret from us?” 
 
    I looked at Noah. He smiled, while I seemed utterly confused. We’d talked about our plans. “No. There’s no baby.” 
 
    “Not yet anyway,” he added. 
 
    “Oh, well that sucks. I was all excited about it. I told Ethan we were goin’ baby shoppin’ if you were.” She seemed like it would be the best news she’d heard in a long time. I appreciated seeing her smile again. After being violently assaulted a few months back we wondered how she’d do being around the whole family. Ethan had been the biggest help. His support was helping her heal, and we all appreciated him for loving her. 
 
    “Sorry, no bun in the oven for me,” I reiterated. 
 
    “Oh yeah, this box is full of lights. Mom said you needed a few more for outside.” 
 
    Noah was already shaking his head. “This ain’t goin’ to be a Griswold house, Shalan. I’m tellin’ you right now, I ain’t stapling lights to the whole roof.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up! I would never decorate like they did in that movie. I’d be classier than that, with a little redneck style for you of course.” 
 
    I watched Ethan put his arms around Christian. It was still weird seeing them affectionate with each other. They’d been best friends since they were children according to Noah, but recently things had changed. Now they were hot and heavy, and weren’t hiding it at all.  
 
    “Did dad invite Ethan’s parents to Thanksgiving dinner?” Noah asked his sister. 
 
    “Yeah. They said they’d come. It’ll be like six of them, so we won’t even notice. Gram told me you’re thinking about havin’ it in the carriage house again.” 
 
    “We’ve outgrown every other space. Instead of packin’ in like sardines we figured we’d use a larger area. She arranged a party truck to deliver tables and chairs like last year. Dad put that old woodstove out there, so it’ll be nice and warm.” 
 
    “I’m excited,” I added. “I might just hang out at the dessert table all night. My mouth waters every time I think about how much goodness is waiting to be eaten.” 
 
    Noah squeezed my butt. “Don’t eat too much, or else I might have to use this as a bench next year, not that I’d be complainin’. Benches are useful, especially the portable ones.” 
 
    I slapped him and laughed. “Don’t listen to your brother. He’s full of it today.” 
 
    Ethan took Christian by the hand. “We better get goin’. You’ve got an appointment in an hour.” 
 
    “How’s that goin’?” Noah inquired. 
 
    She put on a subtle smile. “This will be my last weekly visit. The doctor thinks we are good to meet once a month instead.” 
 
    “Your sister’s a strong girl, Noah.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I think it might have to do somethin’ with all the support she’s gotten. At any rate, it’s good to see her smile again. I’m glad they finally nailed that asshole. He deserves whatever he gets in jail. I hope he’s sentenced to ten years of bein’ fucked up the ass by his cellmate.” 
 
    The three of us just stared at Noah. He threw his arms in the air. “Don’t even tell me none of y’all have thought about it. He deserves worse than that. He’s just lucky dad and I didn’t run into him first.” 
 
    “So on that note we’re just goin’ to head out. We’ll see you later at dinner.” 
 
    Once they’d gone, I turned to face Noah. “What was that about?” 
 
    “I thought it was funny. Ethan did too.” 
 
    “Noah, there’s some things you shouldn’t say.” 
 
    “My sister’s tougher than you give her credit. Besides, we can’t shield her. She needs to know that we ain’t holdin’ back to protect her. Chris hates that.” He pulled me back against his chest, making me immediately forget what I was upset about. “Let’s finish this decoratin’ crap so we can work on somethin’ else.” 
 
    “Like what?” I pretended I didn’t know what he was implying. 
 
    “Like, trimmin’ some of these here clothes off of you.” 
 
    “What about the tree?” 
 
    “I’ve got my own bush to trim,” he chuckled and coursed his palm over my crotch. 
 
    “I seriously doubt that it’s grown into a bush since this morning.” I snickered thinking about it. 
 
    “I’ll need to double check.” 
 
    “How about we check now, and decorate later?” 
 
    He picked me up with little effort, kicking the box of decorations out of the way so he could carry me up the stairs to our room. This was the life. 
 
    Home sweet home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Noah 
 
      
 
    She still got to me, so much so that I had to stop what I was doing and let her consume me. I craved her touch, even more when she’d been gone on the road. Seeing her putting so much effort into our new home made me feel things I never thought existed. The only thing missing was the wedding, and I was going to make it happen. 
 
    Since the family was already beginning to arrive, I knew I wouldn’t have her to myself much. That’s why I had to take her up to our room and give her a good lovin’. I wanted it to be her only thought every time her eyes met mine. 
 
    Our Christmas quilt had probably only been out of the package for a couple of hours. Now it was in a ball on the floor. The flannel sheets had been kicked down to the foot of the bed, after she climbed in naked. I took my time watching her before even removing my belt. I wanted to savor the sight of her smooth skin, imagining all the places I needed to tend to. When she noticed how long it was taking me, she opened her arms, welcoming me into them. Our lips connected, and within seconds we were all over each other. I pulled her supple thighs around my waist, feeling the urgency to enter her. This wasn’t about taking our time, or making love. Our afternoon delight was about release for both of us. Once I’d teased her a little with the tip of my hard cock, I pulled away and ducked down between her legs. Her hands dug into the soft sheets as she cried out from feeling my tongue flicking her little clit. The taste of her, so familiar, sent me into a frenzy. I kept going at it, not slowing down until I watched her body buckling up. She cried out and bit down on her bottom lip until it turned a white hue. Her breasts moved up and down with each of her heavy breaths. I’d succeeded in part of what I’d set out to do. Now it was my turn. 
 
    Shalan didn’t argue when I flipped her around, guiding her to bring her ass up in the air. Her face rested on a soft pillow while I held onto each of her hips. Her slick entrance beckoned me to fill her, and I refused to hold off any longer. The slippery friction gave me chills as I slammed my rock hard erection inside of her, over and over again. Each time I heard her making a sound it got me going. I wanted to hear the slapping as our bodies made contact. I needed to hear how much she loved it. 
 
    My name echoed in the room as she begged me to go faster. I clutched a chunk of her hair, pulling it back right as I began to lose control. I kept yanking on her head while I filled her with everything I had. 
 
    Slowly we both collapsed on the bed, out of breath, but full of smiles. “Now I’m hungry,” she said as she traced my lips with her fingers. “Do you want lunch?” 
 
    “I’d rather stay in this bed for a little while longer. Maybe we could take a nap, or just lay here naked, coolin’ off for a bit.” 
 
    “I can’t believe your sister thought I was pregnant.” 
 
    This was where I had to hold back my feelings. Shalan had a career and I was willing to accept that, even if we had to wait to have kids, but it didn’t mean that I was happy about it. The truth was that I wanted at least two or three kids running around. We had this big house and it was just the two of us. I knew it was temporary, but every time I was reminded of how long I’d have to wait, a part of me felt disappointed. 
 
    “How crazy would that be?” 
 
    “I’d have to cancel my tour and all of my plans for the next nine months.” 
 
    “Or eighteen years,” I suggested. 
 
    “True. Thank God I’m not, that’s all I’m going to say about that. I know your mom wants a grandchild, but she’s just going to have to wait a little longer. We still need to get married.” 
 
    “I can call an official to come out here right now and get that taken care of.” It was the truth. They probably couldn’t come out right away, but certainly within the week. 
 
    “Noah, we talked about that. We agreed we’d wait so it can be perfect.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I lied. She had no clue I had it all arranged. She was going to be so surprised when she saw what I’d done for her. “I’m sorry, darlin’. You know I’m only givin’ you a hard time. We’ll get hitched, and eventually we’ll have a couple of kids. We’ve got a lifetime to make it happen.” 
 
    Finally she smiled again, letting me know she was content with my response. I couldn’t lead on that I had a big secret. It was going to be the best day of our lives, so I didn’t feel bad at all about keeping it from her. She’d forgive me when she saw the whole family sitting in that barn waiting for her to walk down the aisle. I could hardly contain my excitement. 
 
    Our little nap was short-lived. Rapping at our door, followed by my mother’s voice got us right out of bed. “Noah, it’s me.” 
 
    “Be right down.” I looked over at Shalan, who was already rummaging around for her clothes. “Shit!” 
 
    “She knows what we’re doing.” 
 
    “She does not. Hurry up. Don’t come downstairs with a red face like you have right now.” 
 
    It didn’t matter to me if my mother knew what we were doing. We were adults, who lived together, but Shalan always wanted everyone to think she was so innocent.  
 
    I found my mother in the kitchen, paying us no mind at all. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    She never turned around from what she was doing. “I started this sauce for Shalan. All she has to do is add the macaroni and bake it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell her.” 
 
    I saw her walk back out of the kitchen without a second glance. “Oh, and Noah, if you’re goin’ to have quickies in the middle of the day, when the whole family is on their way, you should probably lock the door, or at least put a note on it.” 
 
    I scratched my head and watched as she turned around to face me, at the exact moment Shalan was walking down the stairs. I could see the horror in her eyes as she reveled in my mother’s words. “Thanks for the tip, mom. We’ll be more cautious. You know sometimes I just can’t help myself,” I knew she was going to kill me when my mother left. “She gets me all worked up. It’s all her fault.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You are your father’s child. That’s for sure.” She turned to head out. “I’ll see you both at dinner, and Shalan honey, you might want to put your shirt on the right side before then.” 
 
    When I looked over I saw her face as she realized her shirt was on backwards with the tag right under her chin. She sank down on the step and covered her face. “Oh my God. I’m so embarrassed.” 
 
    It was entertaining to me. She was so cute when she was worried.  
 
    “I can’t have dinner with them tonight. She’s going to tell your dad.” 
 
    “My uncle Ty told me that one Thanksgiving my parents were caught doin’ it in the pantry.” 
 
    Shalan looked up and let out a tiny snicker. “Really? They did that while everyone was around?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Apparently. I guess I get it honestly.” 
 
    “I better go get changed. I can’t look at your mom while I’m wearing these clothes. I might as well burn them now.” 
 
    I laughed as she marched up the stairs, feeling humiliated. 
 
    While I sat down waiting for my girlfriend to stop freaking out, I began going through the bag and box from my mother. It wasn’t surprising that I found a little present from my sister. Christian left a note that said, “Retaliation.”  
 
    I didn’t know what that meant until I opened the box to find a stink bomb, and not the kind that only lasted a few minutes. This was one of those that teens used in schools, causing hallways to have to evacuate. It was the kind of stink bomb that brought tears to the eyes it was so potent. I hadn’t seen one in a long time, and knew she had Ethan help her obtain it. I knew exactly what my sister had in mind when she wanted to retaliate, and the twins were in for a big surprise when we were done with them this holiday. This year we’d have the last laugh, and it was going to be bittersweet. 
 
    I could hardly wait to see them puking in the driveway. 
 
    This holiday would go down in history, and the inner child in me felt invigorated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Shalan 
 
      
 
    After being completely humiliated, I was reluctant to leave my bedroom. Sure, we were grown-ups, and it was obvious that we had sex, but she was his sweet mother. I went to church with her and his grandmother. Now they were going to look at me and pray for my sins. I felt dirty over it, which only entertained Noah. I think in some ways he wanted to get caught, just so he could brag about it happening.  
 
    When I finally found my way back downstairs I could tell he was up to something. His ornery grin made it obvious. “Whatever you’re up to, don’t. I can already tell it’s something bad.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, darlin’.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare darlin’ me, Noah Mitchell. I know that look. What’re you up to?” 
 
    He chuckled and pulled something out of a small container. “It’s a stink bomb.” 
 
    “For what?” I probably shouldn’t have asked. It made me an accomplice. “Never mind, don’t tell me. I don’t think I want to be involved. I can already see the wheels in your brain turning, and that means trouble when I know it involves your cousins.” 
 
    “No one will be injured in this prank though. It’s completely safe. Come on, you were all for the vinegar.” 
 
    I threw up my hands. “This is all you, babe. I’m not involved. I love you, but I’m not involved in this one. I can see it ending badly.” 
 
    For the time being, Noah put the item back in the box and got ready for us to go over to his parents for dinner. This would be the last night before we were overwhelmed with guests, so we needed to enjoy it. I collected two good bottles of wine before we left the house. While Noah and his family schemed against their cousins, I’d be content with my glass of red sitting by the warm fire with the older adults. After being caught red-handed earlier, I needed to be on my best behavior, since they were the only family I had left. I couldn’t stand to disappoint them. 
 
    Stuffed shells were one of my favorites, and Noah’s mother made them like no other. I ate four, and slowly went into a food induced coma afterwards. I was so full that after helping clear the table I plopped down on the couch and stretched out my body. It was a good thing I was wearing yoga pants, because I’m sure my jeans weren’t going to button. 
 
    Noah came over and sat down next to me. “You ate more than me. Are you sure you ain’t pregnant?” 
 
    I looked around the room, checking to make sure nobody heard him. “Would you stop? So what if I over ate? It was delicious. That doesn’t mean I’m with child.” 
 
    Noah leaned over so no one else could hear. I could feel his lips tracing the lobe of my ear, while I tried hopelessly to ignore the hot and bothered feeling it was giving me. “I’m in love with you. If you were carryin’ my child, I’d be ecstatic. You’ll be a beautiful mother, Shalan. I just know it.” 
 
    How was I supposed to respond to that? How could I look at him and argue with that kind of compliment. “I’m not pregnant.” 
 
    He snickered and took a sip of his beer. Once he turned his attention to the rest of the people in the room, I found myself daydreaming about being pregnant. It got to me so much that I kept to myself for the remainder of our visit. When we made our short ride home, Noah seemed indifferent. He never mentioned it again, and I wondered if he’d been teasing me all along. Still, I couldn’t shake the way he was pushing it.  
 
    After having one too many drinks, Noah was ready for bed as soon as we walked in the door. He made it to the couch and started snoring almost immediately. I managed to remove his boots before trying to convince him to come to bed. Even though he fussed at me, he finally followed behind, trampling up the stairs. We climbed into bed, saying nothing about our night, or anything else for that matter. 
 
    While Noah fell back asleep quickly, my mind pondered about being a mother. I loved holding our niece, and felt the urge to have my own child every time she was around. Maybe that’s what Noah was experiencing.  
 
    Then I thought about my busy career, and how being a family would become difficult. I’d have to give it up, or at least slow down and awful lot.  
 
    When I rolled over and looked at my sleeping man I knew I was willing to make sacrifices for him, no matter what they were. He was everything to me, and it pleased me so much to see him happy. Noah wasn’t about material things. He valued what one could keep close to their heart. It was one of the many reasons why I was  in awe of him.   
 
    The next morning I woke up to the smell of bacon. Since I’d had so much to eat the night before I still felt bloated, like I could be sick at any minute. The aroma filled my nostrils, making me feel like it was rancid, even though I knew it wasn’t. To alleviate the ill feeling, I turned on the ceiling fan, hoping it would air out the scent of the fatty meat.  
 
    After putting my head under the covers I was able to fall back asleep. Noah came into the room with a tray full of food. He no sooner sat it down on the bed when I got up and ran into the bathroom. I couldn’t stand the smell of the coffee, eggs, and especially the bacon.  
 
    I stood over the toilet dry heaving. I could feel him standing behind me, even before he handed me a warm washrag. “I ain’t goin’ to say what I’m thinkin’.” 
 
    In between my gags I warned him, “You better not!” It was obvious that I wasn’t very convincing. Noah said something smart behind me, while I began to hack again. I didn’t have the energy to ask him to repeat it. 
 
    A few minutes later I was back in bed, waiting for a cold glass of water. 
 
    He came back into the room and handed me a couple Tylenol and a tall glass with ice clanking around in it. “Were you sick overnight, darlin’?” 
 
    I shook my head before downing the pills and half of the drink. “No. My stomach hurt from eating too much.” 
 
    “Are you constipated?” He asked calmly. 
 
    I knew he was being concerned, but talking about bowel movements wasn’t my idea of a conversation I wanted to have, especially with him. Unlike his family members, talking about poop or anything fecal wasn’t my idea of a proper subject. “Noah, seriously? I’m sick from eating too much. I’m not used to that much cheese. Just give me a couple hours and I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “It’s Thanksgiving. We’re goin’ to be eatin’ all day.” 
 
    I ran to the bathroom two more times that morning. By lunchtime I’d begun to feel better. Noah made me some soup, which I managed to keep down. While I rested on the couch, he went out and made sure his family was arriving, and that they were all settled in.  
 
    Isabella and Rusty showed back up a little after that, without Sarah. Her grandmother had offered to take the baby for the night, so the two of them wound up staying at the main house for a little time alone.  
 
    We wouldn’t have bothered them. In fact our guest room was clear across the house. Though they had a whole wing at the large mansion, I suppose I couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    As soon as she came in and saw me lying around, instead of decorating or cooking, she knew something was wrong. “I was wonderin’ where you were. I didn’t see you at uncle Colt’s and aunt Van’s this mornin’. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My stomach is killing me. I threw up earlier.” 
 
    She raised a brow and gave me a once over. “Maybe Noah scared you so bad you’re sick.” 
 
    We both laughed. “I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    “I know he’s jokin’, but could you be pregnant?” 
 
    I was shocked that she’d asked me that. “What? Not you too? No of course not. We’re careful. I take the pill.” 
 
    “The pill isn’t one-hundred percent. When are you due for a period?” 
 
    “Bells, seriously? It’s Thanksgiving. I don’t want to discuss this. I’ve got food poisoning or a bug. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We all ate the same food as you, Shalan. None of us are sick.” Did she have to rub it in? I was beginning to get worried.  
 
    “I’m not pregnant. I know you all want me to be, but I’m not. I think I’d notice a missed period, or my body changing. I’m just sick. I ate too much food and it made me ill.” 
 
    Bells dropped the subject when she realized it was making me upset. She helped me prepare the food that I was supposed to bring for dinner, and together we loaded it up and took it over to the carriage house. 
 
    It took a while for me to greet everyone that had arrived during the day. One by one I either hugged or kissed every one of Noah’s family members, even his two twin cousins, Jake and Jax, who I knew he was planning on sabotaging during their visit.  
 
    After Noah’s dad led the family in a prayer, we all made our plates and started eating. Since I had no appetite, I found myself people watching.  
 
    It was fun to see the cousins communicating with each other. All of the ones that lived in North Carolina stuck together at one large round table. Bells and Rusty sat with her parents, and grandparents. Noah’s uncle Conner and his wife sat with his parents, while they kept their eyes on their sneaky kids, who always seemed to get into trouble.  
 
    Noah and I sat with his parents, sisters, and Ethan. I think Addy wanted to hang out with the younger kids, but knew it wasn’t a good idea. I’d heard the stories of them smoking pot behind barns before. She needed to stay away from that for sure.  
 
    The older family members had a table of their own. While everyone was busy consuming large amounts of carbohydrates, I sat there thinking about being Mrs. Noah Mitchell. This was the family that I wanted to be a part of for the rest of my life. Even though I couldn’t enjoy the delightful food, I found solace in knowing that this was my beautiful life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Noah 
 
      
 
    It was unfortunate that Shalan wasn’t feeling well. I would have liked for her to be able to enjoy herself. Mostly I wanted her to be around when I gave my cousins a little payback. No matter how old they got, they couldn’t leave well enough alone. Last time they were in town they put Vaseline on all of the car door handles. Then they put plastic wrap around all the golf carts. It was dark out, so when we were all ready to head back to our houses, we got a huge surprise.  
 
    They got their witty ideas from their dad, who’d played the same kind of pranks on my dad. I remember being a kid and watching my dad lose bets. I even remember one year where he was covered in flour. I can’t remember why, but the family still talks about it.  
 
    One person that they never expected to get involved was my mother. She’d grown up with my uncle Ty, and loved to get him back for all the grief he’d caused her when they were kids. I wasn’t shocked when she handed me a bag of uneaten shrimp cocktail wrapped in a brown paper bag. “What’s this for, mom?” 
 
    “Stick it in your uncle Ty’s bag. I’ll keep him occupied. Go up to his room and put it in the front pocket of his hunting bag.” 
 
    Of course I did as I was told, aware that when Saturday came around when we did our big family hunt for opening day, it would be rancid. 
 
    All I knew was that I wouldn’t be riding on the same ATV as him. As soon as I got back from pulling the prank for my parents, I spotted my cousins with their bottle of booze. It was going to take some maneuvering, but I’d fill that bottle up with vinegar, and watch them drink it. 
 
    Sure enough, everyone went outside to watch some fireworks my uncle Conner had bought. I stayed back and emptied  the rum onto the ground then replaced it with white vinegar. They’d been drinking long enough to not notice the pungent smell. I sat there waiting for what felt like forever. Finally Jax came over with an empty cup. I watched him pour in his Cola first, and then the rum, or lack thereof.  
 
    I could hardly keep a straight face as I sat there by myself watching him lift it to his lips. Instead of sipping, he took a huge gulp, swallowing it before actually realizing what was in the cup.  
 
    I lost it when he began to grab his throat and lunge around the room, as if he’d been poisoned. His face turned red as he picked up the cup and smelled it, searching the room to spot me.  
 
    It didn’t take a genius to figure out that I’d been the culprit, not that I’d hide that information. I wanted him to know.  
 
    “You dickhead!” He cringed and whined again when his mother came in. Bells spotted me and began to laugh. She knew I couldn’t contain myself when it came to giving them hell. 
 
    My dad came over and patted me on the back. “What’d you use?” 
 
    “Vinegar.” 
 
    “Wait until your uncle Ty gets a whiff of those shrimp.” 
 
    We both cackled in the corner of the room, knowing that by the time the family left, they’d already be scheming about how to pay us back. The game was never ending, and we’d be crushed if we ever had to stop.  
 
    When Jax and Jake challenged their father to a drinking competition I knew it was time to call it a night. We’d party until they all left on Sunday, and since Shalan wasn’t well, I knew she’d need to rest up in order to make it all weekend.  
 
    I think she literally undressed as she was marching up the stairs. By the time she climbed into bed she was in nothing but her underwear. I jumped in on the other side, thinking it was a sign that she wanted some loving. Instead she pulled my arms around her and closed her eyes. “I love your family, Noah.” 
 
    “We all love you.” 
 
    “I’m so tired,” she whispered.  
 
    I kissed her forehead and accepted that I wasn’t going to get any. She needed her rest, and I wanted her to feel better. Before going to sleep myself I said a little prayer asking God to heal her. Then, in that same request I asked for some help on getting her to see that a baby would be a blessing. I knew it was selfish of me to want one, but I couldn’t help myself. A part of me longed to be a father. I was ready. I just needed to convince my fiancé.  
 
    My internal clock woke me up before the sun was rising. I quietly climbed out of my warm bed and got dressed. My dad would be up, fed, and ready to work by the time I made it over to his house. That man was like a machine when it came to daily duties. Luckily we’d hired a lot more help, which meant we both had a lighter load on us.  
 
    For the most part we both oversaw that everything was moving properly. Since we knew that we’d be hunting on the following day, we’d be pretty busy making sure there was nothing that would be a problem while we were all out in the woods.  
 
    Hunting on opening day was a tradition. Women were never allowed until my aunt Miranda was born. She was adamant about doing all the things that my uncle Conner could do. In my opinion she was the better shot.  
 
    Once my dad and I set out for the morning, everything went as planned. We even had time to stop by and lock up the barn, where my surprise wedding was to take place. We didn’t want the younger teens sneaking off to explore and causing a ruckus that we’d have to repair later. I know I would have ringed their necks if they ruined something that pertained to my nuptials.  
 
    When I got back to the house, around ten in the morning, Shalan was awake, but she didn’t look good. She was sprawled out on the couch with my cousin next to her. “Hey ladies, where’s Rusty and the baby?” 
 
    “We didn’t know if Shalan was contagious, so he took her up to my mom.” 
 
    I sat down next to my beautiful girlfriend. “Everything alright, darlin’?” 
 
    “I’m still queasy. Bells thinks I should go to the doctor, just to make sure there’s nothing else wrong.” 
 
    I got this big smile on my face, because I could tell what she was thinking, even though she refused to admit it.  
 
    “Don’t you dare go there, Noah. I feel terrible. I don’t need your bad mojo making it worse.” 
 
    I tossed up my hands, as if to surrender the theory. “I said nothin’,” I couldn’t help but chuckle anyway. It was comical how we couldn’t find a happy medium when it came to a bundle of joy. 
 
    Was it so hard for her to see that I was that in love with her that I wanted to make a ton of babies? My father did the same damn thing. 
 
    “I was tellin’ her that she can’t go huntin’ with us if she doesn’t get checked out first. She can’t be out in those woods pukin’.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I added. “She’ll scare the deer away.” 
 
    Shalan lifted a blanket over her head. “You two are ridiculous. I’ll be fine. I ate a bad shrimp or something. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “It’s been two days. You should be feelin’ better, even if it’s food poison. Let’s go get checked out. We can go Black Friday shoppin’ while we’re out.” 
 
    I watched Shalan come out from behind the blanket with a curious smile across her face. “Fine. You talked me into it. Let me go get changed.” 
 
    While she went upstairs I sat down on the edge of the sofa. “You think she’s pregnant don’t ya?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. It’s probably not that at all.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to attest  her statement, but decided on biting my tongue instead. I didn’t want Shalan feeling pressured, and I knew my cousin would push the subject if I brought it up. “I only want her well. She’s lookin’ forward to huntin’ tomorrow. I even put cushions up in my stand so she’d be comfortable.” 
 
    Bells rolled her eyes. “Oh for the love of God, are you serious? It’s about bein’ one with nature.” 
 
    “You have a five gallon bucket with a trainin’ toilet seat on top of it, so you can shit properly. Don’t get on me about luxuries while in the woods.” 
 
    “I have a sensitive ass,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “You’re full of shit. That’s the real truth.” 
 
    She shoved me off the side of the couch. “Quit hatin’ on me, cuz. Ever since I did that you’ve all put one in your stands. You can’t be a hater if you’re goin’ to steal my ideas. You’re the one who hunts in a mini-house.” 
 
    She was right. Most of us had spent a lot of time on our spots to hunt. I’d closed my stand in, on account of having problems falling asleep. It was so quiet and peaceful that I’d felt comfortable. There were several times when I opened my eyes to catch myself falling out of a tree. Then I added a roof, so that I was able to hunt in the rain. My dad liked it so much he did the same to his stand. Since both of us finished work early in the day we’d spend our afternoons out hunting together. It was nice. We were bonding, but too far away from each other to hold conversations. It kept him happy, unless he chased a big buck in my direction and I took the kill. Then I never heard the end of it. 
 
    “Shalan’s goin’ to shoot a buck tomorrow. She’ll get that beginners luck, and we’ll mount it right up there on the wall.” 
 
    “Say what?” I watched her coming down the stairs. “Noah Mitchell, we discussed the hanging of animal heads in the living room.” 
 
    I put my head down like I was sulking. “Yeah, I know. They go in the den. You don’t have to remind me, darlin’.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed me goodbye before they left out of the house. I looked around at all the boxes of decorations I still had to put up. Then I looked down at the comfortable leather furniture. I could take a nice nap to pack in my energy for an early morning hunt, or I could make Shalan happy by decorating the whole house while she was gone. 
 
    I decided on the second choice, knowing she’d had a rough two days. I went outdoors to start  hanging the garland on all of the windows and entryways when I heard two familiar voices.  
 
    Jake and Jax were approaching the house on a golf cart. “What’s up, bitch.” One of them yelled. 
 
    I shook my head and kept on lining up a nine foot piece of garland. “I don’t have time for you two.” 
 
    “We came in peace, cuz. It’s too early for pranks. You need some help?” Jax walked over and helped secure the opposite end of what I’d been trying to hang. “We figured we’d be of use before we start drinkin’.” 
 
    Jake stepped onto the porch wearing a cowboy hat, a humiliating Christmas sweater that had actually bells hanging from it, and a pair of skinny jeans. “What the hell are you wearin’?” 
 
    “Tis the season, fucker. It’s my holiday cheer outfit. I’m wearin’ it every day until Christmas.” 
 
    Jax motioned with his index finger that his brother was crazy. “Ever since I got my girlfriend he’s gone a little wacko.” 
 
    “Because you traded pussy for a good time. We had a pact, man.” Jake pretended to be sad. I still wondered which one of them got the brains. It was always difficult to tell. 
 
    For the next couple of hours the three of us acted like normal family members and worked together. I loved my family, even when we were messing around. Still, it made things so much more fun when there were pranks being pulled. According to my father, it’d been going on since his dad was a kid. 
 
    Once we’d finished, we all sat in my living room drinking beer. Jax went on and on about his new girlfriend that we’d meet for Christmas, because he was planning on bringing her. Jake kept interrupting him, going on and on about her little quirks that drove him mad.  
 
    I could tell he was jealous, not that his brother was happy, but because he hadn’t found that same kind of connection. For their whole lives they’d worked as a team, and now they’d been challenged to do this separately.  
 
    I listened as they bickered amongst each other, as if they couldn’t find common ground. It was entertaining to me, since they’d always been a force to be reckoned with. Now that they were divided, I wondered how it would impact every part of their lives. Literally they spent every second together, on the field and off. I could see our family’s two football stars going in different directions.  
 
    “If you two don’t stop arguin’ I’m kickin’ you out. You’re messin’ with my buzz.” 
 
    “Noah, tell Jake how good it feels to get a kiss when you walk in the door at night. Tell him that being in love ain’t givin’ up on your manhood. I’m sick of this little prick draggin’ me down.” 
 
    “I ain’t sayin’ nothin’. Leave my relationship out of this completely.” 
 
    On that note Jake got up and went to the bathroom. Jax leaned forward so he couldn’t hear us. “I’m in love, bro. Wait until you meet her. You’ll see why. She’s perfect. I can already tell she’s the one. She makes me want to be better.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. I know the feelin’.” 
 
    “It ain’t like I’m choosin’ sides. I’m with Jake all the time. He’s treatin’ me like it’s the end of the fuckin’ world.” 
 
    “It’s got to be hard for him. How many years did you all use that sayin’, bros before hos?” 
 
    He shooed me away with his hand. “Whatever, man. He needs to get over it and be happy for me. I’m serious about her, and it ain’t going to change. She loves me.” 
 
    “Wow,” I took a sip of beer before continuing. “That’s a big word for you.” 
 
    “Piss off.” 
 
    Jake came out of the bathroom rubbing his hands together to dry them, although I was actually surprised he washed them at all, since their manners lacked so much etiquette. “Dad texted us. He wants us to meet him at uncle Colt’s house.” 
 
    The guys got up and hurried out like their life depended on it. While I sat there looking around at the finished decorating, I was happy they’d helped. Then I tipped my ball cap down in front of my face and settled in for a long awaited nap. 
 
    It wasn’t until my girlfriend got home that all hell broke loose. 
 
    “Oh my God! Noah, get in here!” 
 
    I jumped up, not even realizing she’d come home. My heart raced as I headed in the direction of her voice, the whole time wondering if she was in trouble.  
 
    Then I saw it; the reason for his dismay. 
 
    The room smelled of feces, and as I got closer I noticed that the toilet was filled with it. We both covered our noses as I flushed it again. More brown water flowed out, and that’s when I knew what happened. 
 
    “That little fucker is goin’ to pay.” I rushed out of the bathroom and headed straight for the door. 
 
    Shalan ran after me. “What are you talking about, Noah? What is it? How do we fix it? Is the plumbing broken? Do we need to shower at your mom’s?” 
 
    I turned to give her attention, while trying my hardest to remain calm as I spoke. “Jake did an upper decker in the fuckin’ tank.” 
 
    “What’s an upper decker?” She asked. 
 
    “It’s where you take a shit in the top tank, so that when people flush only shit water comes out. I’m seriously goin’ to kick his ass.” 
 
    They’d paid me back for the vinegar, and now it was on. That stink bomb was going in their car, and they’d have to drive home with the windows down for a month to be able to handle the stench. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Shalan 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t able to go hunting with the family, on account of the news I’d received at the doctors. I still didn’t know how I felt about it, more less how I felt with Bells knowing. I can’t say a part of me wasn’t excited. I was. Hearing the doctor diagnose my problem was enlightening. I had hope that my symptoms were only going to be temporary.  
 
    In eight months I’d have another reason for no sleep.  
 
    I was pregnant, and now I had a million things I needed to take care of. First and foremost I had to tell Noah the news. Since he’d been egging the subject on, I had a feeling that he’d be thrilled. My concern was that he wasn’t going to let me go out on the road, even if I cut my schedule in half. I was under contract, and would lose so many fans if I let them down, not to mention breaking the guidelines of my professional agreements.  
 
    Coming home to the house smelling like shit only made my sickness heighten. Noah ran around spraying air freshener, after I’d finally gotten him to calm down. Since they’d not just messed with Noah, but our new home, I was inclined to assist him in making sure they paid.  
 
    While he paced around the house, sharpening his mental knives, I focused more on our own situation. Inside of me was a little life. I felt an overwhelming amount of love. 
 
    I found my way upstairs to one of our empty bedrooms. My eyes took in the space, and I quietly imagined what it would look like as a nursery. I wondered if I’d decorate in a neutral color, or would Noah want some kind of farm theme, no matter if it were a girl or boy.  
 
    When I heard the sound of Noah coming up the stairs, I quickly removed myself from the room. I needed time to prepare him for the news. It was important that I focused on getting my career settled. I was going to have to cancel the whole tour.  
 
    Noah met me in the bedroom. I’d begun folding clothes to keep him from being curious. He came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my abdomen. His hot breath lingered over my ear. “What did the doctor say?” 
 
    “He said I’ll be fine. I’m just going to need to take it easy for a few days until my body can settle.” I absolutely hated lying to him, but I knew I’d feel better about everything if I had all my ducks in a row.  
 
    Since it was technically a holiday weekend, I knew my agents and manager wouldn’t want to have such a serious conversation. It would require them a lot of work, and probably some very angry event planners. I decided to wait until Monday to make that kind of call. In the meantime I’d lay low and stay quiet about my little bundle. A few days wouldn’t kill Noah. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. 
 
    Noah led me to sit down on the bed. “You didn’t even notice that I finished putting up all the decorations for you. Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    He was right. I hadn’t noticed anything, because I was in shock. “I noticed,” I lied. “After the whole bathroom episode I got sidetracked. I’m sorry, babe. I know you worked hard on them.” 
 
    “The twins helped. I’d prepare for somethin’ to go wrong though. There’s no telling what the two of them did.” 
 
    I grabbed Noah’s hands to get his undivided attention. It killed me to know that I had such a big secret I was keeping. “How about we spend the rest of the afternoon in bed?” 
 
    I could tell I’d distracted him. While biting down on my bottom lip I considered a good way to keep him occupied. Even though I’d been sick earlier, I was beginning to feel a little better. Knowing I’d be vomiting again in the morning, I quickly made the call to enjoy the time I had with my guy. “I love you.” 
 
    He placed his hands over my backside and pulled me close. “I love you too, darlin’. What’s up with you? You’re never like this in the afternoon.” 
 
    “I think I’m enjoying my time home a little more this season. It’s nice being around everyone, even with all the pranks going on. Your family is the best, Noah. I hope you know that. If we ever get to tie the knot, I’ll be proud to call myself a Mitchell. It’s beautiful what you all have together. I’ve always envied that.” 
 
    He cleared his scruffy throat. “They all love you already. You don’t need my last name to have that. Although, if I’m bein’ honest, it’s gettin’ harder every time we push that date back. In the back of my mind I keep wonderin’ if one of these days you’ll change your mind.” I hated that he was saying things like this. Didn’t he know that I was in this for the long haul? Now more than ever we needed to get married. We had a baby on the way.  
 
    “I won’t change my mind about being your wife. You’re too sexy to let go of,” I teased. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” He was taunting me. 
 
    “Yeah.” It was obvious that the mood in the room had shifted. “Why don’t I show you how hot you make me?” Our lips locked, but only briefly. I bit his tongue when he started to pull back, and from there I knew what was to come. He took no restraint as he lifted my sweater over my head. The next time our lips met the spark had been set. The rest of our clothes came off with little effort as we began to get lost in each other.  
 
    Noah took his time, kissing my tender skin. He sucked a nipple into his mouth, dragging his teeth over it before letting go. After removing his hat, I dug my fingers into the thick hair on his head while enjoying his actions. My knee came up and started rubbing against his already stiff erection. I was so turned on, and I could tell he was in the same position. “I want you bad. Touch me, Noah.” 
 
    He growled while sliding his hand between my legs. He separated my lips, traipsing inside of them with at least two fingers. The moment his touch slid across my clit my body jerked. He repeated the process, this time using more pressure. Our mouths connected again, this time in a more aggressive kiss.  
 
    He fucked me with his fingers, so hard at times I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath. My body began reacting to his groove. I swayed my hips to match his thrust. Move for move we worked in sync until I felt my body responding. My back arched as I succumbed to my greatest desire.  
 
    Noah grinned after knowing what he’d done. Feeling eager to return the favor, I took him in my hand, drawing his large girth toward my mouth. He lifted my chin before I was able to place my lips around him. “I’d rather you not hurl in my lap, darlin’.” 
 
    Since he wasn’t going to let me blow him, I felt the need to repay him in other ways. He steadied my legs as I stood up and hovered over him. Noah folded his arms behind his head as he watched me moving slowly over top of him. I let my hair down out of the ponytail it had been in, and shook it. With it dangling down over my breasts, I ran my hands over both of my nipples and then I trailed on down between my legs.  
 
    Noah loved to watch, and I was very aware that he hadn’t yet blinked. My body swayed around the bed, until I sank down, straddling him. I was so turned on, and completely ready for him to be inside of me. He wasted no time maneuvering himself. With little effort I felt him slipping in. He filled my tight walls, encompassing my channel with a slow groove. I took over, moving erotically over the top of him.  
 
    Noah laced his fingers with mine as we continued making love. After a few minutes I felt the need to lean forward and feel his lips on mine again. His kisses got to me; so much that it caused me to speed up our pace. While he attempted to slow me down, I kept fighting him, grinding my pussy as fast as I could move. He gripped both of my hands and tried to hold onto my ass, but it was too late. His eyes closed tight and I watched as he rapidly lost all control. Then I could feel it, his whole release filling me.  
 
    It was a moment like this that had created the tiny miracle growing inside of me. As Noah held me close, I traced his skin and fought with myself to tell him our news. That’s when it hit me. I knew it was going to be difficult, but I was going to give him the best Christmas present possible. My only problem was going to be convincing his cousin that we should wait a whole month to tell him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Noah 
 
      
 
    This was the first year that none of us got a buck on opening day of deer season. Jax and his dad managed to snag a couple doe’s, but the rest of us left empty handed. As the weekend came to a close I anticipated the moment that my cousins prepared to leave to head home. Since Shalan seemed to be feeling better, she rode with me and my sister, Christian, to plant the stink bomb in their vehicle.  
 
    “I can’t believe you talked me into this, Noah. After all these years I feel like we’ve made amends. If they find out I was here with you, there’s no tellin’ what they’ll do.” My sister was feeling guilty. I should have known she’d have trouble, since she was always wanting to keep the peace. 
 
    “Stop bein’ a sissy. You know it makes you feel good to torture them a little.” 
 
    She smiled, but shook her head. “Fine. Let’s do it.” 
 
    The smell was so strong that I started gagging before I could get the door shut. Then I felt so bad about it that I actually considered leaving the door ajar until they discovered it.  
 
    When Shalan reminded me of the shit in my toilet tank I quickly changed my mind. They deserved this for everything they’d put everyone through. 
 
    An hour, a whole thermos of hot chocolate, and a lot of laughs later we watched our cousins approach their vehicle with their bags, while we hid in a small patch of the woods. Since we were all three dressed from head to toe in camouflage I knew they wouldn’t be able to see us.  
 
    Almost at the exact same time they opened the doors and were taken back by the stench. I was laughing so hard that tears began to run down my face. The two of them started to gag, and then one at a time they backed away from the car and began vomiting.  
 
    Never in my life have I ever seen my sister laugh so hard. We were in such hysterics that none of us realized that the twins were still puking. The sound of my dad’s voice caught our attention. He approached the vehicle and covered his whole face with his jacket. We watched in silence as he stepped further away from it, unable to keep the vile smell from reaching him.  
 
    I was rolling around on the ground, laughing so hard that I felt dizzy. When I sat back up the girls pointed, showing me that my uncle Ty had showed up, only to walk away dry heaving.  
 
    Out of nowhere my sister held her hand up in the air to high-five me. After all these years we’d come out with the greatest victory.  
 
    While we remained hidden we watched as Jax started kicking his bag around, because they wouldn’t be able to leave until they figured out how to rid the awful smell from the car. Jake started arguing with his brother, which in turn resulted in them getting into it over Jax’s girlfriend. All the while the three of us sat there ducked down in the woods.  
 
    It took seven days for the smell to finally go away. They ended up riding home with their parents, because it wasn’t drivable in that condition. We all played dumb when the family approached us at first, but I came clean to my dad the next morning. I even paid someone to come out and detail the vehicle just to make sure it was no longer lingering. 
 
    The next few weeks were a little chaotic. Between working on my secret project with my dad, and Christmas shopping for our huge family, Shalan and I didn’t have much time to relax. It felt like she was being distant, but my cousin Bells assured me it was the season to be unpredictably stressed.  
 
    She also told me it was my guilty conscious getting the best of me. I mean, I was the one with the huge secret that I was keeping from the woman I loved.  
 
    By the time the twenty third came around I thought I was going to explode. We’d been tiptoeing around for weeks, and were finally down to the grind. I had twenty four hours to pull everything together.  
 
    The family started showing up that night, and since we were hosting Christmas, Shalan was a nervous wreck. She was all over the place with orders and seemed to be freaking out about everything. On top of that, she wouldn’t stop crying. Literally she cried about everything.  
 
    It drizzled and she cried. The sun came back out and she cried. I was honestly wondering if she was losing her mind. 
 
    Thankfully Bells and Rusty showed up, and with the assistance of my mother and grandmothers, Shalan got the help she needed.  
 
    My dad and I met all the guys in the barn. We’d gotten all the lighting set up, and put the tablecloths and centerpieces on all the tables. They were supposed to have been delivered a week before, but finally came in after being on backorder. My nerves were shot, but the place looked spectacular. I could see everything coming together. 
 
    My dad stood back and gave it all a once-over. “You managed to incorporate all of her ideas into this place. She’s goin’ to love it, son.” 
 
    I smiled, imagining her face when she saw it. “I hope so. I’ve waited for this day for a long time. It’s important for it to be perfect.” 
 
    “She could still change her mind,” Jake yelled from behind me. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him. He’s just pissed because he wants to bat for the other team and doesn’t know how to tell dad.” 
 
    We all turned to watch Jake punching his brother in the arm. “You’re an asshole. Just because I think your girl is a waste of space don’t mean you can give me shit, Jax. Back off, dude.” 
 
    “Geez, you can’t even take a joke,” Jax replied. 
 
    “Guys, come on. Knock it off. Jax, go hang out with Reese for a while. I’m sure all those women are making her nervous.” Uncle Ty did his best to keep them apart, even if it was using Jax’s girlfriend to make it happen. I didn’t know much about it, but from what I could see the new girl was causing all kinds of problems for the once inseparable brothers. 
 
    When Jax left everything got back to normal. Jake helped carry in a few more boxes, and we managed to get the entire area finished for the event. I could feel my nerves getting the best of me, so I decided to sit down for a second. My dad and uncle walked outside to grab a beer, but Jake stuck around inside with me. “You look like you’re goin’ to be sick, cuz. You havin’ doubts?” 
 
    “Na, it ain’t like that. I reckon I’m nervous about how she’ll feel about all this.” 
 
    “You think she’ll get on a horse and run, like that one movie?” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “No. Shalan wants to be my wife. It’s all she talks about. Here lately it’s been even worse. I’m just worried that she’ll be overwhelmed from this bein’ a secret.” 
 
    “What’s it feel like?” He asked. Honestly I had no idea what he meant, until he reiterated. “Bein’ in love. How do you know?” 
 
    I lifted my hands up feeling like it was hard to explain. “I don’t know. I guess it’s a feelin’. I know I want to wake up next to her every single mornin’. I want her to be the mother to my kids, and the thought of ever losin’ her makes me feel terrible.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” He looked down at the ground for a second. “If I tell you somethin’ can I count on you to keep the secret?” 
 
    Before I could agree to anything my dad and uncle came back in the barn. Jake walked out, leaving me more curious than I was before. 
 
    His secret was easily forgotten when I got around the rest of family. After a nice meal, a full house of people, and a lot of conversation, everyone retreated back to wherever they were sleeping.  
 
    The only people left in our house besides Shalan and myself was my cousin Bells, her husband Rusty, and their daughter. I watched as Shalan held our niece in her arms. She seemed like such a natural, and as much as I wanted to talk to her about starting our family, I knew I didn’t want to have any negative feelings when I was about to spring a wedding on her. It was important to make sure everything was perfect, even when I was dying to spill the beans. 
 
    That night while she slept peacefully beside me, I laid awake going over everything that was supposed to happen in the morning. I’d hidden my tux at my parents. Christian and Addy were going to get dressed there, and Bells was going to wait until the last minute.  
 
    My mom had come up with the idea to lure Shalan to the barn, by telling her that a professional photographer was coming to do photos of her in the fancy dress she’d chosen. Since I wasn’t allowed to see it, the plan was that all of the men were going out for last minute shopping.  
 
    Thankfully she’d fell for it, and was actually excited to be able to wear her dress. My aunt Miranda was going to do her hair and makeup, for what she called a practice run of how she’d do it for the real event. 
 
    That night I spent nearly half of it worried sick that something would go wrong. The other half I tossed and turned in the bed, unable to settle down. By the next morning I was a force to be reckoned with.  
 
    Like every day I got up early and left the house, except I wasn’t off to work on the ranch. I was off to get ready for my wedding.  
 
    The look on my mother’s face was priceless when I walked inside of her house. I found her waiting for me at the window, anxious for a few moments alone to talk. She brought out two cups of coffee to the front porch, and we sat together on the old porch chairs. “What’s up, mom? Is somethin’ wrong?” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head and stared into her mug. “It’s not every day that your son gets married. I’m a little nervous for you, and I guess for myself. We’ve been through so much this past year. It’s about time something good happened for a change.” 
 
    I took my mother’s hand and brought it up to my lips, kissing it. “Mom, I couldn’t do any of this without you. I hope you know that.” 
 
    She smiled confidently. “I appreciate that, Noah. I’ve done my best with you kids. Lately I’ve been feeling like it wasn’t enough.” She started to sniffle, even though she still looked happy. “I failed your sisters. If I’d taught them to be stronger…” 
 
    “Stop! You didn’t fail anyone. We have to learn from our mistakes, no matter how bad they are. You taught us that everything happens for a reason. If that’s true, and you believe that wholeheartedly then you can understand why I disagree. You’re everything a mom should be. We’re lucky to have you, and dad. I get that now. If I can have half the life that you and dad do than I’ll be content. I’m so lucky to be your son.” 
 
    She leaned her head on my shoulder. “Oh, Noah. I’m so proud of you. I know you’ll be a good husband and an even better father someday.” 
 
    I patted her hand. “I hope I can, but if I struggle I know where to turn for advice. It’s not like I’m movin’ away. We’re just down the path, and that’s where we intend on stayin’. Like it or not, you’re never gettin’ rid of me.” 
 
    “Of me either,” Christian added as she walked toward us. “I’m only movin’ up the road a bit. It’s still not for a while, though.” 
 
    Chris sat down on the other side of our mother. We both looked at the woman who’d raised us, who’d showed us what love was, and how to forgive. Our mother looked from me to my sister. “I can’t believe that you’re both grown. It seems like just yesterday you were little children. Where has the time gone?” 
 
    I lifted my hand to wipe away her tears. “I guess it’s time for a new chapter in our lives. Soon your house will be full of grandchildren, right, Chris?” I need my sister to go along with it, because I could tell our mother was a bit depressed. 
 
    “Of course. Ethan wants like ten kids.” 
 
    We all laughed. “And once I convince my wife to stop doin’ world tours, maybe we could add to the pile.” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy. I want all three of you to be happy.” She sniffled, but managed to smile. “I’m just very proud. Let me have this moment, for just a second. Let me pretend you’re little children again, running around the yard, playing with Sam. Do you remember how much you both loved that dog?” 
 
    My mother was rambling, and while I thought of ways to comfort her, I saw the one person who could do a better job. Our dad climbed the steps to the porch and came over to kneel in front of her.  
 
    “What the fuss about, darlin’?” 
 
    She shrugged. “They’re all grown up.” 
 
    “That ain’t nothin’ to cry about, love. It’s somethin’ to be proud of.” 
 
    She lifted her head and looked to our dad with tear-filled eyes. “I am proud. I just can’t stop crying.” 
 
    We all hugged her together. “Hey, what about me? Am I chopped liver?” Addy  walked out the door in a pair of flannel pajama pants. She joined in, putting her arms around our dad. We sat there for a few seconds, all huddled together. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d done something like this, and I didn’t know if it would ever happen again, so I savored every second of it, and I think they all did too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Shalan 
 
      
 
    The morning sickness had gone away, leaving me with only a queasy feeling when I had to look in Noah’s eyes knowing I had such a huge secret. Time had gotten away from me, and I’d been holding back the news that my tour had been postponed, indefinitely. I knew how the entertainment business worked. I’d be around one day, and gone the next. I’d had enough time to consider my options, and how I wanted to approach the people who represented me. However, at the end of the day my decision was final, with little to no regret. I was going to stay home and be a wife, and a mother. I’d write music, and hopefully be able to record it, albeit I wasn’t in any hurry. 
 
    My priorities had changed, and for some reason all I could see was the good that would come out of it.  
 
    Once I’d checked the house to make sure Noah was off doing whatever it was that he did before the sun came up, I hurried back to our bedroom to prepare his present.  
 
    What I was giving him didn’t cost me a cent, well not really. I’m sure at some point I would have made a pretty penny out on the road, but his was different. This gift was from the heart, and I intended to make it special.  
 
    After removing the sonogram picture from inside the center of a bridal magazine, I pulled out the fancy frame that I’d had made for Noah. Written on the bottom of it, in block letters displayed the name, BABY MITCHELL. I traced  them with my fingertips, all the while smiling with anticipation. This gift would be better than any fancy item that money could purchase. This was sentimental, and Noah was going to love it. 
 
    When I heard the front door opening and closing I began to panic, in fear that Noah had stopped by. I shoved everything under the mattress and turned to address him, only to see that it was his cousin, Isabella. “Bells, you scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “You haven’t even showered. The photographer is goin’ to be here at noon, and you’re never goin’ to be ready.” 
 
    “I just got up. I’ve got plenty of time. It’s just pictures. Who cares if I’m a couple minutes late?” 
 
    “My aunt Van will care, because she set all this up. My mom’s already on her way over to do your hair. Hurry up now, go get a shower.” 
 
    I rushed into the bathroom, climbing in the shower, while Bells got my dress out and ready for me to put on. 
 
    She talked to me while I continued washing my hair. “You better hope you haven’t gained anything in the last month. What if it doesn’t fit?” 
 
    “It was a little big to begin with. I held off on alterations.” 
 
    Once I finished with my shower she helped me get into the dress. It fit perfectly,  I worried that I’d have to have it taken out. “Oh no! This won’t fit me for much longer. What am I going to do?” 
 
    “Just don’t worry about that today. We’re goin’ to make you beautiful. You can worry about the size of the dress later.” 
 
    When we heard her mother coming inside we stopped talking about anything that would lead on to my pregnancy. She’d kept my secret for all these weeks, but only because she knew her cousin was going to be thrilled. Plus, it gave me time to make it through the first couple of weeks where miscarriages are more likely to happen. Since this was my first pregnancy it was important to prepare for anything. 
 
    Thankfully I was feeling better. After the initial sonogram we learned that I was further along than they first anticipated. In two more weeks I’d be through my first trimester. It explained why I’d been eating everything in sight for the past couple of months.  
 
    Noah’s aunt Miranda did my makeup first, and then finally my hair. She put half up and half down in ringlet curls. A thin headband wrapped around my forehead, and in the back held the removable veil. Seeing it all on, and how it would be when I actually got married,  was bittersweet. It made me want to get married immediately, as if I could call Noah over from working with the animals to come say our vows. I didn’t even care if he smelled like manure. 
 
    Okay, that’s not true. I was however, very excited for the real day when we could be married.  
 
    After thanking his aunt a dozen times, Noah’s mother came in and froze. She put her hand over her mouth and began to tear up. I couldn’t believe it. She was crying, and then I was crying, and then they were all worried about my makeup.  
 
    The photographer came in shortly afterwards. She started taking photos of me looking in mirrors and doing other things. Then we headed outside where I got the surprise of my life. 
 
    Sitting in the driveway, all decked out in garland and bows was a horse drawn carriage. I could tell right away that it was brand new. On the back it said ‘Mr. & Mrs. Noah Mitchell’. I turned to look at Noah’s mother, who handed me an envelope. 
 
    “Noah wanted me to give you part of your Christmas present. He said not to open it until you’re taking your ride.  Don’t worry. I’ll meet you there in a few minutes. I just want to grab my own camera from the house first. Enjoy your ride.” 
 
    Climbing down from the carriage was Noah’s father, Colt. He was decked out in a suit, and I’d never seen him look so sharp. “You look beautiful, Shalan. Do you mind if I give you a lift?” 
 
    “This is crazy. All this for pictures?” 
 
    He helped me up, and to get seated before climbing in beside me. “It is your present. He worked hard on this carriage. I can honestly say that we made it all ourselves.” 
 
    I was in awe. The pictures were a beautiful gift, especially after having to postpone the wedding, but Noah going out of his way to give me something special for Christmas was amazing. I had to concentrate to keep from crying and running the makeup down my face. Halfway there I looked down and remembered that I had a note to read. 
 
    I tore the envelope and pulled it out, unfolding the paper.  
 
      
 
    Shalan: 
 
    I wanted to give you something as beautiful as you are to me. I know we’ve had to wait for our perfect wedding, and it seems like everything keeps going wrong. I decided to take matters into my own hands, so that I could be able to give you the beautiful wedding that you deserve.  
 
    I made the carriage that you’re riding on, and when the ride is over, we’ll keep it around in the yard, or wherever you want to put it. I don’t care if you doll it up with your crazy glitter décor, just as long as when you look at it you think of our special day. 
 
    I love you, and if I could I’d give you the world.  
 
    I’ll be seeing you soon. 
 
    All my love,  
 
    Noah 
 
      
 
    P.S. 
 
    I was wondering if you’d join me and my family in the big red barn, because on this very Christmas Eve we’re going to tie the knot, in front of everyone we know and love. I’ll be waiting. 
 
      
 
    When his father saw me tucking the note back in the envelope he snickered. “We’re almost there, darlin’. You okay?” 
 
    “Am I dreaming?” 
 
    “Well, it does take a lot for me to put on a suit, but no, you’re not dreamin’. My son’s in that barn waitin’ on you. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d love to be able to walk you to him.” 
 
    I reached over and hugged Noah’s father. “Thank you for this, for everything.” 
 
    He patted me on the back. “Don’t you even worry about it. You’re already a part of this family.” 
 
    I don’t know what made me do it, or why I couldn’t wait to tell Noah. It just came right out of my mouth. “You’re going to be a grandfather.” 
 
    The man who I was about to call my father-in-law backed away. I watched his eyes gloss over as a smile as big as the horizon filled his face. “Does Noah know?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was going to tell him tonight. I just…I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “We’ll just keep this between us until you tell Noah. I’ve got to say, it’s the best Christmas gift I think I’ve ever received. I’m sure my wife’s goin’ to say the same thing, after she hugs you to death.” 
 
    We stood in front of the large red barn doors and that’s when it all hit me. “This is where you were married, isn’t it?” 
 
    He held out his arm for me take. “Yep, it sure is. Now I get to watch my son do it. I couldn’t ask for a more perfect location if I didn’t pick it out myself.” 
 
    I faced forward as we opened the doors together, getting our first glimpse of everyone inside waiting. 
 
    I couldn’t contain my emotions as we walked through the threshold. Seated all around the room was the entire family. They stood up to welcome us inside. Straight ahead, standing in a tuxedo, looking more handsome than I’d ever seen, was my beautiful future husband. I almost let go of his father’s arm and ran full-force toward him. This gift, this beautiful surprise was more than I could have ever dreamed. It wasn’t just perfect, it was magical.  
 
    From the lighting, to the music, from the tables to the linens, he’d gotten everything right. The flowers were the ones I’d picked out, and in the far corner was the cake that we’d driven a whole day in order to sample it in person.  
 
    His sisters, so beautiful in their matching dresses, stood next to their brother. He’d gotten every detail right.  
 
    As I continued walking it all hit me. I was about to marry the man of my dreams, the father of my unborn child. With shaking hands I reached out and found his. In his eyes were happy tears, as I continued to fight my own.  
 
    “Hey, darlin’. I’m glad you could make it. I was sweatin’ bullets for a while.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you did this for me.” 
 
    “I did this for us. I knew you wanted everyone to be here, and so with a little help I made it happen.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    Everyone got quiet as soon as the music stopped playing. The pastor from our church came out of the audience and stood before us. In the next fifteen minutes we recited our vows to each other, promising love, faithfulness, and a lifetime of being together. I never took my eyes off of Noah, and neither did he with mine. 
 
    We exchanged rings that we’d bought a year before, but never been able to use.  
 
    Then we kissed, and it wasn’t like those kisses that you see in the movies. It was long, messy, and probably way too erotic for the poor pastor’s eyes, not that we paid any attention. This was the happiest moment of my life.  
 
    I’d had a number one hit single, and not felt this kind of euphoria.  There was only one thing missing that could make it even better. 
 
    After pronouncing us man and wife, and everyone watching our seductive kiss unfold I took the microphone with one hand, and held on tight to my husband with the other. “Thank you all for this. I’ll never be able to say how grateful I am to all of you. I love you, and I’m happy to be a Mitchell. Now, before we get this party started, I have something I want to give to Noah and all of you for Christmas. You see, I’ve had a secret for a while now,” I heard his mother gasp, because she must have already guessed it. “Noah,” I looked him right in those gorgeous green eyes. “You’re going to be a daddy.” 
 
      
 
    The pastor leaned forward. “It must have been from all that kissing.” 
 
    Noah laughed, but I felt embarrassed, only for a second, until the whole family came up to congratulate us.  
 
    It was surreal. Every intimate detail of our perfect wedding was absolutely remarkable. He’d even convinced my agent and managers to come out on Christmas Eve to celebrate. They’d all kept it a secret from me. 
 
    It took us a long time before we could be alone. The sun had set, and the night sky full of stars shined down over us. The music was loud inside of the barn, but all I could hear was my own beating heart. “I don’t know what to say to this.” 
 
    “Were you pregnant this whole time? Since Thanksgiving?” 
 
    I worried that he’d be mad, but nodded anyway. I didn’t want our marriage starting out with a lie before the reception ended. “Please don’t be mad. I needed to wait until I had everything in order.” 
 
    “In order?” 
 
    “Noah, I canceled the tour. I’m goin’ to still write and record, but I’m getting out of my contract. I love to sing, and perform, but not as much as I love being with you. This baby helped me see that. It’s time I learned how to be a wife, and how to cook, because clearly we can’t keep eating at your parents every night.” 
 
    He chuckled and leaned forward to kiss me. “I don’t think my mom would mind.” 
 
    “So you’re not mad?” 
 
    “Shalan, not only did you marry me, but you’ve just given me the best present a man could ask for. I ain’t mad.” 
 
    “Merry Christmas, Noah.” 
 
    “Merry Christmas, darlin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Noah 
 
      
 
    Waking up on Christmas day next to my wife was a gift in itself. Placing my hand on her stomach and knowing that a part of me was growing inside of her was a blessing. I’d never in my life felt happier, and I knew we had so much to be thankful for.  
 
    It was a Mitchell family tradition to have pancakes at my Gram’s house. After cuddling half the morning away, we got up and dressed to see the family. For once I didn’t care about opening gifts or watching football with the guys. All I wanted to do was crawl back in bed with my wife and talk about everything that life had in store for us.  
 
    Breakfast was chaotic, although I think Shalan enjoyed that about our family. Her smile lit up the room, and everyone was so busy talking about the baby that I hardly got a word in edgewise.  
 
    I couldn’t stop looking at her, wondering if our child would have her features or mine. As long as he or she was healthy I’d be okay, and even if something was wrong, I knew we’d do whatever that child needed.  
 
    This was what my father wanted me to see about staying on the ranch. It was this kind of fulfillment that I couldn’t get anywhere else.  
 
    I looked around the room at my family. 
 
    My sister Christian was  in love. It was hard to imagine what she’d been through not so long ago. Addison, our youngest sibling had enrolled in art classes, and had also been clean for almost three months. She had a long road ahead of her, but we’d help her.  
 
    Bells and Rusty were already talking about having another child. My only regret was that they lived so far away. 
 
    Even my aunts and uncles, and all of my cousins seemed to be enthralled with contentment, with the exception of Jake. He stood in the corner alone, with a plate in his hand. I couldn’t understand why he was so bitter, but knew he clearly needed to get something off of his chest. 
 
    I pulled him outside where no one else could hear us. “Dude, what’s up with you?” 
 
    “You promise you won’t say anything to my brother? I mean it, Noah. This stays between us. No pranks or jokes. This is for real.” 
 
    I held out my hand. “It’s Christmas. You have my word, Jake. Did you do something wrong? Are you in trouble.” 
 
    He looked down at the ground, and I could tell this was serious. “It’s about my brother, well indirectly. You know that girl he brought; the chick, Reese, that he says is the one?” 
 
    I nodded. “Does she have a kid? Is she married or somethin?” It was obvious he had a problem with her, and clearly it would have to be something Jax didn’t know. 
 
    “I’m in love with her.” He looked right into my eyes after he’d said it. “I’m tryin’ real hard to keep my distance, but it’s not helping. How am I supposed to watch them together when I want it to be me?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer. “Jesus, Jake. I don’t know. He’s your brother. You can’t…It’s not like you don’t have to see him. You two do everything together. You’ve got to figure this out. It can’t come between you. No matter what.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “I think I just needed to tell someone. I’ll be alright. I’ll keep being a dick so she hates me. It’s the only way. I’d never intentionally hurt Jax. You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, cuz. It’ll be okay. You’ll get past it.” I didn’t know if that was the truth, but I had to at least make him feel better. My cousin was in love with his twin brother’s girl. He clearly wasn’t having a good Christmas.  
 
    Once I went back inside I found my bride talking to my Gram, and my other grandmother. They were all smiles as they discussed me as a small boy. Shalan was glowing. I winked to let her know I was watching. She blew me a kiss, making me wish we were back in that bed. 
 
    Later on, when we were heading back to our house, I pulled her close to me. “We haven’t talked about honeymoons. Is there any place you’d like to go?” 
 
    She pointed to the woods in the direction of our house. “I’d like to be locked up in a large cabin for the next few weeks. Do you think we could arrange that, Mr. Mitchell?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I think we can, Mrs. Mitchell.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Merry Christmas from the Mitchell-Healy’s and have a very Happy New Year. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Look For Jake’s Book In January 2015 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    “Blue, sixty-two hut hut,” Jax yelled as he spun around and lofted the football in my direction. There were eight seconds left in the last quarter to the playoff game, and as the leather ball reached my grasp I clung to it with all I had, racing down the field the remaining sixteen yards. The linebacker gave me a shove when he pushed me, attempting to take me down. In the split second it took me to hit the cold-dirt ground, the crowd was already to their feet. We’d taken the lead and won the game, thanks to the team work of the Mitchell twins, myself included.  
 
    Most of our lives had been like this moment. We’d done everything together, spending our childhood growing and learning as if we were one. Jax was my best friend, and in some ways my exact duplicate. No matter what happened he’d have my back, and I would do the same for him. We were inseparable, for lack of a better term, tied at the hip, so our family always said.  
 
    That’s what made all of this so incredibly difficult.  
 
    While the stands emptied from the fans rushing the field, my teammates were lifting me and my brother up in the air. Our parents were somewhere in the crowd, and other family members, some of which had come from Kentucky to watch us play. We’d spent our whole life in love with the game of football, knowing that it was going to lead us somewhere. It was no surprise considering that our father, and uncle had gotten scholarships for the same thing. It was in our blood. 
 
    While watching the ice being dumped on our head-coach, I looked to my left and saw her standing there; the one person who was going to ruin my life. I quickly turned my attention to someone else in the crowd, afraid that Jax would follow my stare and figure it out. For months I’d kept it a secret, avoiding being around him and his girlfriend at all cost.  
 
    Her presence left me vulnerable, and as much as I wished I could shake off the feeling, I’d already been unsuccessful more times than I could count. It wasn’t only her beauty, or the way her forehead creases when she smiles. It wasn’t even the way she cared for others around her. It was all of that and then some.  
 
    People talk about twins having a connection. It was no secret that Jax and I were close. What was difficult was being his go-to when he wanted to discuss every detail about being with her. I knew more about her than she probably knew about herself, which made it impossible for me to ignore. 
 
    It didn’t help that my brother was so pussy whipped. Where we used to go out and party together on weekends, he now would spend alone in her dorm room. We hardly ever hung out, and when we did, she came along. It was easier when we were in public places, like out to dinner, because they weren’t all touchy-feely. As soon as they were behind closed doors all bets were off, and that’s when I had to vacate. 
 
    I couldn’t stand seeing them together, so happy, and in love. We’d said that no woman would tame us, at least until we were set with futures. That pact was made with no regrets. We had been keeping up with it for our first two years of college, with little effort. Both of us loved being single, sampling all the fine pieces of ass on the campus. Since we had different tastes, and there was plenty to go around, we’d never been interested in the same chicks. Even if one was questionable, we’d flip for her, or even play rock, paper, scissors. Everything was fine until she transferred to our school.  
 
    I’ll never forget the first time I saw her; the day when I knew life was about to change. It was a Tuesday, and even though we weren’t allowed, my brother and I were tossing a ball back and forth in the cafeteria. We did this so often that everyone avoided the trajectory.  
 
    In prances this chick wearing the tightest pants to ever exist. The way she walked was so graceful, and for a second I could have sworn I spotted a pretty smile on her face. She swayed her hips as she moved with her food tray across the room. Unknowing our usual tendencies, Reese Miller walked directly in the path of the ball that I’d thrown, only a second before catching a glimpse of her. I tried to call out to save her from the blow, but she wasn’t paying attention to us, on account of having headphones plugged in her ears. After smacking her somewhere on the face, it made contact with her plate of tossed-salad, not to be confused with her real tossed-salad, which my brother has now bragged is an epic adventure. Ranch dressing-covered lettuce attached itself to her hair while she lost her balance and tumbled on the floor, ass first. I watched her shielding her face, and knew she was either embarrassed or in pain. 
 
    Maybe things would have been different if Jax was the one to throw the ball. Instead, he’d been the one to help her up, brush her off, and get the bleeding coming from her nose to stop. He whispered in my ear that he had the situation under control, meaning he knew what this kind of treatment would warrant him.  
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Apologizing wasn’t going to get me in her good graces, not while a paper towel was keeping the blood from pouring out of her nose. 
 
    “Don’t mind him. My brother likes to take extremes when meeting sexy women.” While Jax joked, the crowd of people laughed. I honestly felt horrible about what had happened, but I was outnumbered. Angrily, I shoved out of the entourage and left the cafeteria.  
 
    My mind was on that snicker of a smile that I’d caught right before the ball clipped her in the face. Everything about this girl was perfection, and I didn’t even know her name. Since Jax always went for blondes, I felt like he’d dipped into my pot. She never noticed that we were twins, because the moment she saw him everyone in the room disappeared, including yours truly. It was as if he was hooking up with her to spite me, but I knew that couldn’t be possible. We didn’t fight like that, not about women. 
 
    At that point in time I didn’t understand why it was bothering me so much. She was just a hot looking piece of ass. There were plenty of those on campus. I shrugged it off as a loss and went on with my day. I didn’t have any inkling that this one chick would come between Jax and I. That was impossible for anyone to do.  
 
    Throughout the day, when he didn’t return, I got random texts, most of which were from inside of her dorm room. They even took selfies together, one of him without a shirt. The caption said he was closing in on the deal. I couldn’t explain why, but I felt bitter about it. Sure Jax and I had our own games we played with women. We’d always been popular with the ladies, probably because there were two of us to go around.  
 
    Later, he came back to our room bragging he’d gotten her into bed, though they didn’t go all the way. A hint of jealousy struck me when I imagined all the things he’d be able to do with her that I wouldn’t have the opportunity to. We didn’t do sloppy seconds. Jax never slept with chicks I’d hooked up with, and I certainly didn’t want anything to do with the ones he’d taken to bed. 
 
    Figuring that he’d fuck her and forget she existed, like Jax often did, I carried on with my life. She was just some chick; nothing to write home to mom about.  
 
    If it had only been that easy.  
 
    We had classes together, and both hung out with my brother often. I think the hardest part for me was getting to know her inside and out. Reese wasn’t just a beautiful shell. She had so much to offer, and I understood why Jax couldn’t get enough. After she’d forgiven me for our first encounter, we became fast friends. While her physical relationship intensified with my brother, I was attracted to the other parts of her, the ones where she shared her hopes and dreams. We’d talk for hours, finding that we shared similar tastes. I appreciated her determination to see everything through, and often wondered how someone like her could even be attracted to clowns like my brother and I. 
 
     Our joint courses allowed for countless hours of private studying. Admittedly, I was studying much more than the course matter. The cool thing was that this enabled me to spend time with Reese without Jax, since he didn’t excel in academics. His courses revolved around what was easy, while I’d been an exemplary student. 
 
    Wherever I turned Reese was there, flashing her pretty smile around, making me crazy. I daydreamed about her while she sat beside me or even when she was a row in front of me. Reese always made a point to include me whenever she was with Jax. As much as I loathed seeing them so close, I knew I didn’t want to spend a minute away from her. I was fully aware that if I was around they were less likely to be intimate.  
 
    I’d become a cock block to my own brother, and was happy about it.  
 
    At night I imagined she was climbing in bed with me, instead of Jax. My fantasies expended me, to the point where I knew it was necessary to change. I was torturing myself knowing there would never be anything to come out of it.  
 
    It was horrible, and I hated myself for acting sneaky. That’s when I first knew something had to give. It was imperative to go to drastic measures in order to save myself, before I lost the one person who meant everything to me. I couldn’t continue a friendship with her, not when every chance I got she consumed my mind. No woman had ever gotten under my skin like this, and although it freaked me out, I couldn’t help craving the experience. 
 
    It was a Sunday dinner that did me in. It was the last straw.  
 
    That day was reserved for family. No matter what we were doing we would gather together to break bread. Even though our family was growing, it was a tradition that I didn’t see ending any time soon. Whether the meal was held at my parents, my sisters, or even my aunt and uncles, we were all expected to attend, unless someone wasn’t home. A lot of times one of us was in Kentucky visiting the rest of our kin, or some of my cousins were away at other colleges, because they wanted nothing to do with farm life.  
 
    My brother and I were different. We knew we’d take over the cattle business from our father, who’d done the same with his. It was a lucrative business, and we wouldn’t have to worry about going out and finding anything else. I don’t know about my brother, but for me, personally, I enjoyed the quiet life, kicking back with a cold brew after a long day’s work.  
 
    On this one particular Sunday we were gathered in the finished barn for our meal. Right before my Grandpa stood up to say the blessing Jax came prancing in, and he wasn’t alone. Hand in hand they strolled up to the table full of smiles. I knew him well enough to be able to tell he’d just gotten some ass. The shit-eating grin was plastered on his face, like the time he nailed our pastor’s daughter.  
 
    “Everyone, I’d like you to meet Reese, my girlfriend.” 
 
    His words still made my skin crawl. Not only had he never labeled a relationship, but he was bringing her home for everyone to meet. Every rule had been broken, and he knew it, because he refused to look in my direction.  
 
    He’d been keeping a secret from me, it was obvious why. He knew I’d be against it, just not the real reason.  
 
    We’d had this life plan for as long as I could remember. Our focus had to be on football, and then once school was over and we were done with our free ride, we’d settle back on the ranch, where we’d then find wives. What he couldn’t know was how much I envied that he’d found her.  
 
    I didn’t want to be my brother, but I most certainly wanted to be with Reese. 
 
    While my family gawked at the beautiful brunette, I withdrew from the table as soon as my plate was cleared. The worst part was that nobody even noticed I was gone. Where we’d always been the two that disrupted dinner, our play time had vanished, as if it had been nothing at all. 
 
    That night I sat in the entertainment area of the barn waiting for my brother to show up. I shot maybe twenty rounds of billiards alone, and still no Jax or Reese. The idea of them being somewhere together without me made me angry. Why was he leaving me out? 
 
    Finally I plopped down on the couch and closed my eyes, figuring that he’d wake me up when he came inside. 
 
    A low giggling woke me from my slumber. I tipped my hat and peered over to see Jax and Reese climbing up into the loft. It used to be for storage, but my dad had since turned it into a lounge area for us kids, so while they were playing cards below, we could all chill and play video games.  
 
    He followed her up the ladder then pulled her into his welcoming arms. I should have gone inside the house and left them to be alone, but I was so annoyed. My brother was being a little bitch. What was worse was the fact that I knew why. If I’d have been in his shoes it would have been me up there with her. I’d imagined her naked so many times I’d lost count. I wanted to savor her tender kisses, and feel the way my hands soared over her smooth skin. I yearned to satisfy her every desire, so much that it overwhelmed me. 
 
    The sound of them shuffling was disturbing, because I was aware of what was coming. They were undressing, and I wasn’t going to budge. I needed to know what the deal was. Did she have the most perfect tits? Was her pussy mouth-watering? Why the hell couldn’t I rid her from my mind? I needed to find some kind of flaw that would defer my reasoning. 
 
    Jax tugged off his shirt, and then hers. Without effort he went for her bra, unfastening the back and dropping it to the floor. He spun her around, and as my eyes focused on her tits, that happened to be more than a handful, I watched as she bent over. My brother tugged on her pants, bringing them down enough to manage with his intentions. He entered her, the room filling with tender cries.  
 
    Now I’d been in the same room as my brother when he was having sex. We used to take chicks out in the woods camping and share tents. Something about this encounter was different. I wasn’t into watching him normally, but the expression on his face said it all. He was trying to please her, instead of only himself. He reached forward and started rubbing her clit. She lifted one hand and pinched her own nipple, while slow moans filled the barn. I knew he was getting her off. The proof was hard to deny. 
 
    It wasn’t that the moment was romantic, or even gentle. I couldn’t stop staring at her, especially when she stood up and leaned back to kiss him, giving me ample time to take everything in.  
 
    I knew it was wrong, but continued. My dick started to react to seeing her that way, so I knew I had to get out of the barn. The last thing I needed was Jax to spot me sitting there with a huge stiffy. After a couple minutes I got up and left, neither of them even noticing I was there. While standing outside the building I listened to the two of them for a while, going at it like rabbits.  
 
    An hour later they came out looking as if they’d been wrestling around in the hay. She gave me this look as if she knew I’d been in there with them, but said nothing about it. I found it peculiar, but refused to bring it up to my brother. The best thing for me was to be as far away from her as humanly possible. I had to let Jax be happy. He was my brother, and I loved him more than I loved myself most of the time. I wouldn’t let my curiosity ruin our family. After all, she was just some girl. Her pussy wasn’t made of gold. My jealousy had to go away. 
 
    By the time Christmas came around, and the family went to Kentucky for my cousin Noah’s wedding, everything was worse. I’d been paired up with Reese in a study group, and my brother was adamant about us being the best of friends. He kept saying she was the one, and that he could feel it in every inch of his bones. Little did he know that every moment I spent with her I too had the same feelings. Getting to know her more was the worst possible mistake I could have made.  
 
    When he brought her to Kentucky it was the last straw. I knew what I had to do, because the direction I was headed was going to cost me everything. I decided to push her away, and pretend I hated her. I knew what the risk would be, but also what it would protect. My brother was more important. I wanted him to be happy, and I’d resolved myself to being okay with them having a future together, even if being around them crushed me inside. They obviously cared about each other, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about that.  
 
    I spent my holiday calling her names and making fun of her every chance I got. She withdrew from me, but only after attempting to confront me plenty of times. When I was alone I regretted everything, wishing I could somehow come clean, because even though I’d been known to treat women like shit, I couldn’t bear to do it to her. It was killing me inside. I hated myself for hurting her, even more than when I was sneaking secret feelings behind my brother’s back. 
 
    Telling my cousin Noah the truth was the first time I’d admitted my feelings out loud. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought it up, but I couldn’t stand seeing them holding hands and being so happy. Jax pulled me aside and told me he was going to tell her he loved her. He may as well have taken a knife and driven it right into my heart. I knew if he said those words to her that she’d be sticking around for a long time. He wasn’t going to let her slip away. Then I watched it all unfold. He took her for a walk, but only made it one-hundred yards away before sharing his feelings. They embraced, and I could almost experience my brother’s excitement radiating through me.  
 
    I couldn’t take it. For days I’d pushed, taunted and made sure she thought I was the biggest asshole on the planet, all the while wishing her lips were kissing mine.  
 
    Whistling brought me back to the crowded football field. Once again she’d consumed my thoughts, making my huge celebratory moment all about her. I refused to allow myself to simmer in misery. 
 
    It was the same feeling I got seeing her in the crowd at the game. There she was, dressed so cute in a warm jacket with ear muffs. Tears filled her eyes because she was so excited. Her ability to be sensitive was another reason I was crazy about her. My stomach knotted up, and it took everything I had not to walk up, like I had with every other chick, and tell her I wanted her, right then in front of everyone that mattered. 
 
    Then she approached me, and I thought back to all the times we’d been alone in a room together. I wondered if she’d ever thought about me, wondering what the difference was between me and my brother in the bedroom. Did she ever want to kiss me? Deep down had she fantasized, maybe even just once, about being with me instead?  
 
    I patted the people carrying me around to let me down. Standing face to face, I watched her licking her lips before she spoke. Even little movements like that had the ability to get me worked up. My adrenaline was already pumping, to the point where release of any kind would have been unimaginably fantastic. “You played a great game, Jake.” 
 
    I should have thanked her for the kind words, but I knew I couldn’t. Instead I furrowed my brows and looked away when I answered, as if she was wasting my precious celebratory time. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    She shooed me away with her hands and headed in the direction of my twin. I watched him jump down and pull her into his arms. I froze in place, unable to come to grips with how fucked up the situation was. My excitement was over, and it had been replaced with frustration. 
 
    After the playoff football game my family stuck around to celebrate. We headed to the locker room to get cleaned up. While in the showers my brother gloated about the things Reese agreed to do if we won. Though riddled with guilt, I imagined her doing all of it with me instead. As the moments passed I realized that Jax had been talking to me for a period of time without me ever noticing. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Fucker, I asked if you were ready to go? I need to get this family shit over with so I can be alone with my sexy woman. Get your head out of your ass and come on.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and put on a clean shirt. “Suck my dick. If you want pussy so bad then skip dinner. Nobody’s stopping you, bro.” Except maybe my mind.  
 
    “Yeah right. Mom would kick my ass if I stood everyone up. They’re counting on us both being there.” He flipped his duffle bag over his shoulder. “I wonder if anyone would notice if I finger fucked her under the table.” 
 
    I should have dared him to do it, because that’s the kind of things we’d always done. This time I didn’t want to think about him touching her at all. “One person drops a fork and your secret party under the table is over.” 
 
    I followed my brother out of the locker room to greet everyone waiting for us. We still had one more game to win the Championship, but the odds were good. Our team was unstoppable.  
 
    The first person standing there waiting was Reese. I felt a smile forming on my face and swiftly removed it, in fear of her seeing right through me. This charade was bringing me down from my high, and there was only one thing that would alleviate the guilt. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if scouts started seekin’ you out together. The two of you play in sync. Nobody can stop you,” Uncle Colt said in between bites of his appetizer. “When they came at me with interest I wanted to jump at every opportunity.” 
 
    Jax put his arm around Reese and glanced at her before answering. “It’s a good thing my girlfriend’s open to living anywhere so long as we’re together.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and looked down at my plate, clenching my silverware in both hands. Had my brother just stated that he wouldn’t go anywhere without Reese? I knew they were serious, but this was going above and beyond. They were talking long term, and though I’d known about it for some time, this included our whole family. My hopes of ever being free from my obsession were dwindling. Reese wasn’t going away, even if we were signed to the NFL. She was going to be a huge part of my future, whether I liked it or not. 
 
    “Winter classes start back up next week. That means spring and summer is getting closer. I was thinking about spending some time at the cabin, if it’s alright with you. I know I’ll have to do it when we aren’t seeding or picking the fields, but thought it would give me some time to unwind. Senior year is going to be hectic.” 
 
    My dad seemed concerned immediately. I caught him staring at me, trying to figure me out. I’d never been okay with secluding myself. Now I was wanting to go somewhere alone.  
 
    My uncle answered promptly.  Since it was his cabin, it was up to him. His ranch was much bigger than ours, and it required a lot more manpower to run. Lately I’d been wondering if moving to Kentucky would solve all my problems. North Carolina was a big state, but I needed to be further away in order to free myself from the hold Reese clearly had on me. “I reckon it’s fine. We won’t go until July. I think Chris and Ethan said somethin’ about usin’ it, but we can make a schedule if you want some time for yourself.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling appreciative that someone understood my need to get the hell out of dodge for a while. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we go up for a weekend? Reese has never been there. We could ride around on the four-wheelers, and play cards at night. Maybe you could manage to bring someone along to keep you company, Jake. Guy or girl, we won’t judge.” 
 
    The table filled with laughter, while I stewed silently. Of course he’d make a gay joke out of me being single. “I’ll have you know I’m going out after this.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he challenged. “With who, your hand?” 
 
    I stood up from the table, realizing immediately that I was acting out. “I’d rather have my hand than a clingy bitch.” As the words rolled off my lips I knew I’d damaged more than just my pride. Reese was so shocked. Her eyes widened while she swallowed and fought back embarrassment. I looked around at my family members, waiting for one of them to snap at me for being inconsiderate at the table. Instead my father stood up and yanked me out of my seat.  
 
    “Excuse us.” 
 
    Once we were in the men’s restroom, he shoved me against the wall, not hard, but enough to get my attention. “What the hell is up with you? First you say you want to get away from everyone, and then you act like an ass to Reese. If I didn’t know any better I’d say you were jealous of your brother.” 
 
    He didn’t have to see the look on my face to know the truth. I peered down at the floor, unable to deny it.  
 
    “Jake, you can’t.” He struggled for words, pacing around and running his hand through his hair at least three times. “Speaking from experience I can tell you you’re going down a road that will lead you nowhere.” 
 
    I sunk to the ground, covering my face with my hands. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    He crouched down and placed his hand on my shoulder. “This will destroy your brother. Whatever you’re feeling for that girl, it’s got to disappear. Do you get me?” 
 
    I nodded and looked up at my dad. “I’m trying.” 
 
    “Try harder, Jake. From the way your brother is talking they’re heading for marriage. I know it’s too soon to be sure, but-.”  
 
    I cut him off. “Dad, I get it. I know. It ain’t like I planned it. I’ve got to be around them all the time. I tried to fight it.” 
 
    “I’m telling you right now to forget about this girl. I don’t care if you have to screw twenty other women. Get it out of your system and move on, before you destroy any kind of relationship you have with your brother. Blood is thicker than water, son.” 
 
    He had a point. I couldn’t let Reese come between us, no matter how I felt about her. She wasn’t mine to have, and she never would be.  
 
    “I’ll keep my distance. I promise.” 
 
    My dad pulled me into a hug. It wasn’t a normal action for him, so I gladly accepted. “I love you boys. I don’t want you having to go through what your Uncle Colt and I did. It was hell.” 
 
    “At least you had mom. I’ve got nobody.” 
 
    “Stay focused on ball, Jake. You can go so far. Throw everything you have into school.” 
 
    We stood there for a few moments, allowing me to calm down. When I walked back out to the table I looked toward Reese. “I’m sorry for what I said.” Then I glanced around the table, avoiding eye contact with my brother. “I’m not really feeling that great. I think I’ll call it a night.” 
 
    My mom walked me out of the restaurant, not knowing what I’d discussed with my dad. “Jake, honey, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just tired. I didn’t mean to be rude.” 
 
    As I was apologizing my sister came outside. She wasn’t wearing a jacket and the two of them stood with their arms across their chests for heat. “What’s going on with you?” 
 
    My mother kissed me and left us to talk amongst ourselves. I kicked some stones as I prepared to lie to my sister. As I opened my mouth to speak she interrupted. “It’s that girl isn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t start, Bella. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “Ever since she’s been around you’ve acted different. Even Rusty noticed it.” She and her husband lived on the farm in our grandparents old home. Rusty, her husband, ran a veterinary clinic which was also located on the property. Since she’d had her daughter Sarah, she’d been content to stay home and be a mother, which also gave her plenty of time to gossip. Sometimes I wished she still lived in Kentucky with my cousin Noah and his wife Shalan, because she was so nosey. “You’re jealous that Jax has a girlfriend, aren’t you? I knew this moment would come. It’s the first thing you can’t share, and it’s killing you.” 
 
    “Shut up! It’s not that. I’m fine being alone.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit, brother. I don’t get why you’re letting it get to you. Mrs. Right will show up one day, and then you’ll see how he feels when he’s with Reese.” 
 
    I wished I could tell her that I already knew how it felt. “I’m just going to head out, sis. My leg is killing me,” I lied. 
 
    “If you need to talk about it more, I’m always home.” 
 
    I waved to my sister as I walked away. She knew I loved her, and appreciated her advice, even when it got on my nerves. If I trusted anyone it was probably her, but in this instance Noah and my dad knowing the truth was already too much. 
 
    I made it to my truck before I saw my brother heading in my direction. The look on his face couldn’t be mistaken. He was pissed, and there was no telling how far he was going to take it. If he had an inkling as to how I felt about Reese this could end badly. I turned off my ignition and stepped out the vehicle, prepared for whatever was coming. “I apologized already. Let it go.” 
 
    “Why do you hate her so much, dude? What did she ever do to you?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just don’t like her,” I lied. 
 
    He was frustrated. “Man, this is hard for me. I see you pulling away, and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Jax, don’t worry about me. I’m fine. I guess I’m not used to someone coming between us.” 
 
    “You’re pissed because I let you down, aren’t you? We said we wouldn’t get involved and I went ahead and fell in love. That’s it, right?” 
 
    I nodded, feeling like it was the only way out. “Yeah, pretty much. I’m disappointed.” 
 
    Jax’s stance relaxed and I saw pain in his eyes. “I didn’t mean for it to happen, but I can’t take it back. I love her, bro. She makes me a better person. I know she’s the one. I can feel it in every part of my body. She’s it for me.” 
 
    If I could only explain how much I understood that feeling. I placed my hand on my brother’s arm. “It’s all good. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed her on you.” 
 
    “Like I said before, it’s fine.” I looked back at my old truck, which had been a hand-me-down from my dad. “I’m going to head out. I’ve got something planned for later, and don’t want to miss out.” 
 
    His mood changed. “Really? Do I know her?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’ll see you when I get home, if I make it back tonight at all. This girl is crazy good. It could take a while.” 
 
    After saying goodbye to my brother I pulled out of the parking lot and took off down the road. I didn’t have a date, and I certainly didn’t know where I was headed. I just knew I needed to get as far away from everyone as possible.  
 
    I never planned on ending up back at my parents, or sulking my way into the barn. It didn’t occur to me that the memories of Reese and Jax would fill my mind, taking me back to that very day. I climbed up to the loft with a fifth of whisky and drank until the bottle was dry. After throwing it over the ledge, and watching it shatter on the newly tiled floor, I climbed down and began cleaning up the mess. If my parents or uncle’s would have came in and saw what I’d done they’d kick my ass. While stewing in my misery, the phone started to ring. I never expected her number to appear, but nothing could have kept me from answering, especially not after having spent the last hour drinking away my sorrows. “Hello.” 
 
    “Jake, it’s me, Reese.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Did Jax hurt your feelings?” 
 
    “No! It’s not that at all. Look, I don’t know what I did to make you so angry, but I’m sorry. I thought we were friends. What you said tonight hurt.” 
 
    I scrunched my face up, imagining being the reason she was upset. “I can’t be your friend, Reese. It ain’t possible. I tried to be nice because of my brother, but the truth is that I don’t have time to pretend anymore. What you and Jax do is your business.” 
 
    “Jake, please. I know that’s not true. Did you forget all those nights we hung out together? If you hated me I would have been able to tell. Jax and I want you around. We hate that you’re upset.” 
 
    “Jax doesn’t need me anymore. He’s got you to keep him in line.” 
 
    “It’s not about that. Just tell me what’s going on. Your brother doesn’t even know I’m calling you. It can be between us. I want to be your friend, maybe even your sister one day. I care about you.” 
 
    I couldn’t take hearing that. She could have said anything except that. The idea of her being married to Jax crushed me deeply, and the fact that she’d care about me as a brother. A part of me wished I could disappear. “You shouldn’t keep secrets from the man you love, Reese. It ain’t right. Don’t bother caring about me. I’ll be fine on my own. Now, I’m going to hang up this phone and get back to what I was doing. You have yourself a good night. Give my brother a kiss from me.” 
 
    “Jake, wait!” 
 
    I hung up the phone and put it back in my pocket, determined to push her away, no matter how bitter I had to become. It was the only way to protect my relationship with my brother. I’d sacrifice my happiness for him, because I knew he’d do the same for me.  
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    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I stayed at the farm that night, sleeping in the barn, instead of in my bedroom. With the exception of my father coming out to give me clean blankets, I was left alone.  
 
    During the night I awoke sober, first wondering where I was, and second trying to figure out if I had the energy to go inside the house. 
 
    While sitting on the couch I looked around the room, reminiscing about the memories I’d shared with the family, and especially my brother. At some point my cousin Cassie snuck into the room, hand in hand with her boyfriend. Her parent’s property was next to ours, and even though it was a pretty far walk, we’d all used this barn as refuge. She spotted me right away and froze. “Jake, what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “What are you doing? It’s three in the morning.” 
 
    She turned to look at her boyfriend, and then back to me. “Dad said I couldn’t see Quinn anymore, or he’d kick me out of the house. It’s all a misunderstanding. He didn’t steal that car stereo.  Anyway, I’ve got to sneak to see him. Don’t you dare tell my parents.” With her finger still pointed in my direction she asked a question. “Why are you out here anyway?” 
 
    “I needed space.” I stood up, knowing she wanted to be alone with her boyfriend. “If you get caught, I wasn’t here. I don’t need your shit on top of mine.” 
 
    At three in the morning my sister’s downstairs light came on in the old farmhouse. I knew she was probably up with Sarah, and since I didn’t want to wake my parents, I headed to her house instead.  
 
    We never locked our doors, because someone was always home. Besides, we lived in the middle of nowhere, and practically owned all the property on our road. I turned the knob and saw Bella sitting in her underwear, rocking her daughter back to sleep. Right away I covered my eyes, feeling like the image was going to be burned into my retinas forever. “Oh shit!” 
 
    “Jesus, Jake. You ever hear of knockin’?” 
 
    For so many years we’d teased my mom and Bella for carrying their Kentucky accents with them, but I was so used to them, having heard it all my life, that I never noticed. In this particular occasion her twang really came out. I suppose that her time living back in Kentucky had made it worse.  
 
    “Sorry. I saw the light come on.” 
 
    “So what? You were out roaming around in the dark? What’s wrong with you?” she whispered. “Are you a vampire or somethin’?” 
 
    “I wish. Then all the ladies would be on my jock.” 
 
    The creak of the stairs caught our attention. Rusty peeked down to see who’d come in. I waved. “What’s up?” 
 
    He shook his head and went back up the stairs.  
 
    “He’s got to work tomorrow, you know. That’s why I brought Sarah down here. I don’t know what woke her. She’s been getting up every night.” Bella yawned and wiped her eyes with her free hand. “I’m so exhausted.” 
 
    “I can watch her if you want to go back up to sleep,” I offered. 
 
    She let out an air-filled laugh. “Yeah right.” 
 
    “Seriously. I’m wide awake. She’s almost asleep. I’ll keep an eye on her and get her back to bed. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “What do you want in return? I know you. There’s no way you’d do me a favor without wantin’ somethin’ in return.” 
 
    “Just let me sleep on your couch, no questions asked.” 
 
    “For real?” 
 
    “Yeah.” For the record I’d never offered to babysit, not even once. The idea of holding little Sarah had always been scary to me, but she was older, and not so fragile. I knew I could handle it just fine. “Just give her to me.” 
 
    Bella handed me the child and watched as I got comfortable in a resting position on the couch. “I thought you had a date or somethin’?” 
 
    “Leave it be, sis. This here is all the date I need.” 
 
    “I’m too tired to decipher what you’re talking about. Don’t injure my child. If you do I’ll let Rusty kick your ass.” 
 
    “Goodnight. Love you too,” I whispered as she walked away. 
 
    For a little while I laid there watching my niece sleeping. Her life was peaceful, without sin. In so many ways I wished I could go back and do things over. Maybe if I would have come clean with my brother, instead of carrying on some secret obsession for so long I wouldn’t be such a mess.  
 
    After a while I felt myself falling asleep. Content on letting Sarah sleep on my chest, I wrapped my arms around her and closed my eyes. If she woke up before me I’d know it. 
 
      
 
    A scream sat me right up. I peered down at my empty chest and arms, realizing there wasn’t a baby in them. Then the smell hit me, immediately filling my nostrils with a pungent stench. “Jake, what the hell?” 
 
    “Oh damn, fuck me Friday.” 
 
    Rusty walked toward me and stared down at the couch. Brown shit was wiped everywhere, including all over me. I cringed and backed myself up, trying to figure out what was going on. “What is it? What did you do?” 
 
    “Oh my god!” My sister said as she came down the stairs. “Seriously, you told me you had it handled.” 
 
    I searched the room, finding my niece sitting without a diaper in the corner. She was holding it in one hand, while wiping it all over the trim and wall. Even in the midst of chaos, I caught a smile on her little face, like she was having a good time.  
 
    With my nose covered to prevent from being sick, I excused myself to the bathroom, where I could assess the damage. 
 
    My sister was steady cussing me out, while I attempted to use wet toilet paper to clean the feces off of my clothes. The door flew open and a washcloth was shoved in my face. “When you’re done, you can come out here and clean this mess up. I’m not doin’ it alone.” She closed the door and started yelling again. “It’s everywhere. How am I going to get it out of the furniture? We just bought this couch.” 
 
    The water ran in the sink, while I clenched the edges of it. Covered in baby shit, I looked at my reflection in the mirror. This wasn’t how I saw my life going. I was pathetic. School was starting back up, and I knew I’d have classes with Reese. We’d be forced to be together, and my focus would be affected. If I didn’t get my head on straight I was going to fuck up. 
 
    It was apparent that I needed to get away from everything for a while. I had to recover from this in order to carry on. Hurting Jax wasn’t an option. 
 
    Without helping my sister, I hauled ass out of the house. She opened the door screaming at me, but I ignored her. Not knowing what time it was, I charged into my parent’s house to find them sitting at the table together, sipping on coffee. They gave me a once over and I watched both of them noticing the stench. “What the hell is that odor?” my dad asked. “Have you been sleeping with pigs?” 
 
    “Sarah busted out of her diaper and played in it. I was asleep.” 
 
    My mom stood up and slipped on her shoes. “I’ll be back. She’s probably freaking out.” 
 
    With just me and my dad in the kitchen, I stood there prepared to tell him my plans. “I’m going to head to the cabin tonight. I’ve got two days off of football and need to calm down.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. You might want to wait until next week. They’re calling for snow tonight.” 
 
    “I’ve got four-wheel drive. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I could tell my dad was concerned about me. He opened his wallet and started pulling out cash. “Take this for necessities. I don’t know what your uncle has stored there.” 
 
    I shoved the money back into his hands. “I’m fine, dad. I’ve got money, and enough sense to pack the right amount.” 
 
    “Jake,” he said as I began to walk away. “I hope you get it all figured out.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, me too. If Jax calls tell him I’ll be back for practice on Monday.” 
 
    “Will do. Be safe.” 
 
    After jumping in the shower, and scrubbing my body until I was sure that no lingering smells would exist, I dressed and tossed a few outfits into a duffle bag. I went to locate my boots and realized that I’d left them at the dorms. Knowing I’d have to stop by and get them, I said my goodbyes, avoiding my sister’s house altogether. 
 
    I arrived at the dorms a while later, determined to grab my boots and get the hell out of dodge. I never expected to find my brother snuggled up with Reese in our room. She sat up first, waking him immediately. “Jake, dude, we were worried.” 
 
    “I said I was fine.” I located my boots and shoved them on my feet.  
 
    “Is it snowing already?” Reese inquired. 
 
    “No. It’s not supposed to start until later.” 
 
    Jax sat straight up and looked at me long and hard. “You’re going to the mountains aren’t you?” 
 
    “Just for a couple days.” 
 
    “We’re going too,” he stood and began grabbing things. 
 
    Before I could protest, Reese reached for him, spinning him around to face her. “We can’t go. You have that medical test. If you fail then you won’t be able to play next weekend.” My brother had a history of concussions, so it was mandatory that he get tested for damage.  
 
    Jax sulked and sat back down on the bed. “Damn. That sucks.” 
 
    I felt relieved. “Alright. Well I guess I’ll see you when I get back.” 
 
    My hand hadn’t even grasped the doorknob before he got another bright idea; one that would put me in an early grave. “I know. Reese can ride up with you, and I’ll come as soon as my test is done. She can help you get everything turned on and set up. What do you say, bro?” 
 
    “That’s a terrible idea.” I looked in the direction of Reese as if she had a disease and I couldn’t be near her. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” he addressed Reese. “Can you give me a minute with my brother?” 
 
    Reese smiled and exited toward the bathroom.  
 
    I sighed and waited for whatever was to come. Thinking she’d told him about our phone conversation I was prepared for anything. “What’s up with you? Why do you keep giving her a hard time? She thinks you hate her now.” 
 
    “Why do you care so much? We don’t have to like the same things in life, Jax. The world won’t end.” 
 
    “I’m asking you brother to brother to get along with my girlfriend. She’s a sweet girl, who doesn’t want to come between us. Can’t you be nice for me? Come on, I don’t ask for much.” 
 
    The last favor he’d asked for was me to take a test for him. After I’d passed it, he’d gloated how he’d busted his ass studying. I tried to not think about it. “You’re asking me to spend the next several hours cramped in a vehicle with someone that annoys me. You’re crazy. That ain’t a favor. It’s fucking torture.” 
 
    “Come on. You’re being dramatic. When did you become such a pussy?” 
 
    “Suck my dick, Jax.” 
 
    “I’m going to ask her to marry me,” he announced. 
 
    I could see the excitement rush over his face.  
 
    There was nothing I could do. If I pushed him away it could destroy our bond. He needed my support, even if I hated the idea of it. “I was hoping for some time to myself,” I pleaded. 
 
    “It’s two days. I’ll be right behind you guys. I’ll bring the alcohol.” 
 
    I hadn’t answered when Reese came back into the room. Jax took it upon himself to invite them on my adventure, and now he was taking it a step further. “Baby, go pack a bag of warm clothes and boots. You’re going to ride up now with my brother, and I’ll come as soon as I finish my makeup test. It’s going to be a blast, just the three of us.” 
 
    Reese flew out of the door, leaving me to stew alone. The next several hours would be hell. I’d have to be nasty, or the truth would show on my face. I didn’t want to hurt either of them, so it was imperative that I stand my ground. This would be my last weekend feeling sorry for myself. I was going to find flaws in her, even if I had to go looking. I’d cling to something that disgusted me about her, and use it as a weapon to steer clear. I’d give myself reasons to lose interest. When I returned to school on Sunday I’d be over Reese. It was the only way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Description: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:Twinsicon.jpg] 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    We’d only been driving for a half an hour. The snow was coming down heavier as Reese sat in the passenger seat trying to get my brother on the phone. I could tell she was frustrated with the whole situation, and what made it worse was the fact that I refused to converse with her while we were in such a confined space together. The cabin was big, but I needed miles between us. 
 
    When Jax still didn’t answer, she tossed her phone in a bag and covered her arms over her chest. “He said he’d be right behind us. What could be taking him so long?” She looked around at the road. “It’s starting to stick to the ground, Jake. Maybe we should turn around and go back?” 
 
    “I’m not turning around, Reese. It took me forever to pack all this shit into the truck. We’re going to make it there and get unloaded before it gets bad. Jax is coming.” 
 
    “How can you know that? Is it some kind of twin intuition?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
    “No, smart ass. I just know he wouldn’t leave you in the mountains all alone.” 
 
    She made a sound and looked away from me. “I’m not alone. I’m with my worst enemy, obviously. The way I see it, things can’t get worse.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. We could slide off the road and get stuck in a ravine, on top of each other.” It took everything in me not to smile imagining her being that close to me. 
 
    “I’d rather die.” 
 
    “Ditto.” My lies were piling up, and to hear her responses were like giant icicles falling into my eyes. They were agonizing. 
 
    For a little while the inside of the truck was quiet. We randomly fought with changing the radio stations, but I only did it because I liked seeing her react. Out of nowhere she must have either gotten bored, or a hair up her ass. “Why do you hate me so much, Jake? What did I ever do to you? Why couldn’t you talk to me last night when I called? I just don’t understand.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Your brother and I are pretty serious. Have you considered that one day we might get married?” 
 
    Hearing her say that was the last straw for me. If she married Jax it would ruin everything. I couldn’t be around her for the rest of my life. “That’s never going to happen.” Even though I knew it wasn’t true, I refused to discuss it anymore. All I wanted was for her to shut up. 
 
    “You’re such an asshole. Jax loves me, and we’ve talked about a future.” 
 
    “My brother says a lot of things he doesn’t follow through with,” I replied. 
 
    “Shut up! It’s obvious you’re jealous of what we have. That’s why you’re so mean to me. Even your brother knows it.” 
 
    Hearing that Jax had claimed I was jealous only pissed me off more. “If that’s what helps you sleep at night go on believing it.” 
 
    She made a growling sound and pulled her knees up to her chest. “Forget I even mentioned it. You’re not worth the breath. I’ve tried so hard to be your friend. To think that when I first met you I thought you were the kind one. I was so wrong. It’s obvious why you’re all alone, Jake. You’ve got nothing but a black heart.” I could tell she was annoyed, but no more than I was. It was taking everything in me to not pull over to the side of the road and tell her the truth. Sure, she wouldn’t feel the same way, but at least she’d known the real reason I couldn’t stand being near her. 
 
    For the rest of the drive I concentrated on getting us to my families cabin in one piece. As the snow continued to cover the ground I knew the chances of Jax making it up the mountain were getting slimmer. Once we’d pulled onto the road and parked in front of the cabin, we both exited the truck, and focused on getting everything unloaded before it got any colder. I carried as much as I could to the front porch and searched for the hidden key to unlock the door. Reese followed behind me, looking seemingly excited to be inside of somewhere that would eventually be warm. However, she did seem shocked when I told her the only form of heat was a woodstove. Hearing that she’d have to wait to be cozy made her upset. The boots she’d brought weren’t waterproof, and as soon as she’d climbed out of the truck her feet were soaked. I could see her teeth chattering as we continued unloading more of what we’d brought with us. At the same instance she and I grabbed the same duffle bag. Our hands touched, sending a shock through my body. She gave me a funny look, but said nothing as she jerked it away from me and headed into the house. “I think we should try to get along this weekend, for your brother’s sake.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for my brother, Reese. You might think I’m a piece of shit, but I’d never fail him.” 
 
    Since I didn’t want to get into anymore with her, I decided to start bringing wood in from the porch, in order to get a fire going. She must have spotted me through the window, because as I reached the door she was holding it open for me to come in. I smiled. “Thanks.” Being nice to her felt so good, so right, but I knew it wouldn’t last.  
 
    “How long will it take you to light it?” She asked while hugging the coat to her body. “It’s freezing in here.” 
 
    “Well of course it is. There ain’t been anyone here in months.” 
 
    “Does the water work?” 
 
    I looked back at her and raised my brow, amused that she didn’t have a clue. “The well system is turned off. Once I get this fire going I’ll go out and turn on the power. It’s going to take about an hour before the tank gets hot. If I were you I’d hang out in here. Take off those piece-of-shit boots and sit them to the side.” 
 
    She tilted her leg and looked down at her boots. “They have fur inside. They’re supposed to be warm.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Survivalist don’t care about fashion. Anything that looks like those ain’t worth a shit out here.” 
 
    Reese put her hands on her hips. “You’re so negative, Jake. I’m starting to wonder if you even know how to smile.” 
 
    I kept my focus on the tiny flames forming inside of the stove. I blew on it, watching the brightness increase. Soon the wood was engulfed, and I knew in no time the cabin would warm up. “Stay here and get warm while I go turn on the power. It’s going to be dark soon.” I stood and went to head outside and felt her grabbing my arm.  
 
    “Jake, do you think Jax is okay?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought about my brother, not the guy who was dating the girl I wanted. “If something was wrong I’d know it.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” She asked after I took a few steps. 
 
    “I reckon it’s a twin thing. I can’t explain it. I just get this feeling.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” She looked down at her hands.  
 
    “Yeah, whatever. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.” I almost ran out the door, desperately trying to get outside before she could talk to me anymore. Reese couldn’t know that every second alone with her was making me crazy. I’d spent so much time avoiding her at all costs, only to be stuck in a small cabin, out in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    I had to get in touch with my brother, and find out what was keeping him.  
 
    First I tried his phone, getting the voicemail three times. Then I called my dad. 
 
    “Hey, son.” 
 
    “Dad, have you seen Jax?” 
 
    “Last I heard you were off to the cabin. Did you run into trouble?” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying my best not to let a headache come over me. “No. The ride here was fine. Jax had to stay back and make up a test. He was supposed to be an hour behind us, but we haven’t heard anything from him.” 
 
    “Us? I thought you said you were going there to clear your head.” 
 
    “Yeah, well Jax had other plans. It’s me and Reese here now. He wanted her to drive with me in case I needed help getting the power on and stuff.” 
 
    “Jake, please make good choices.” 
 
    “Dad, it’s fine. I wouldn’t do that. If you hear from Jax, tell him to call me. I don’t want to be stuck here all night with his girlfriend.” I said it loud enough that Reese could hear me. When she headed to the bathroom, I felt content knowing we weren’t close. I needed her to steer clear of me. Being in this situation was a terrible idea. 
 
    After nearly thirty minutes I heard her crying. I knocked on the door softly. “The water should be warm now.” 
 
    She didn’t reply, although I heard the faucet turning on and knew she’d heard me. 
 
    Cell service was scarce, so I made it a point to go outside to get better reception. My brother’s voicemail picked up again. “Jax, it’s me. Where the fuck are you, man? The power’s on and we’re here safe. Call your girlfriend and let her know you’re alright.” 
 
      
 
    I knocked twice before entering, knowing damn well what I was about to get a peek of. After the long drive in the same vehicle I knew I should keep my distance, but couldn’t help myself.  
 
    She stood up shirtless, completely flabbergasted that I was staring at everything she had to offer. “What are you doing in here, Jake?” 
 
    “Enjoying the view, obviously.” 
 
    A towel came flying in my direction. “Get out of here, before I tell your brother you were spying on me.” 
 
    “Tell him whatever you want, if he even shows up. The snow is getting heavier. If the roads shut down you’re going to be stuck here with me all night, alone.” 
 
    “I’ll lock myself in my room. There’s no way I’m hanging out with you for another minute.” 
 
    I laughed, knowing that being snarky was only going to make her frustrated. I liked when her face reddened and she became angry. “Do what you have to do. Don’t call me when you’re scared. I wouldn’t get near you with a ten foot pole.” 
 
    She wrapped another towel firmly around her torso and busted past me. “I hate you so much. I should have never agreed to ride here with you in the first place.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” I lied. “All you do is bring my brother down.” 
 
    “Screw you. I love your brother.” 
 
    I lunged forward, breaking the distance between us. “Just stay the fuck out of my way and we won’t have any problems.” I couldn’t be in the same room as her any longer. It was impossible to look her in the eyes and hear her saying she was in love with my brother. I clenched my jaw and marched out of the bathroom before I could say anything else hurtful. If only she knew how this was killing me. If she could only feel my heart breaking each and every time she was around then maybe she’d know what it was like. She couldn’t understand that every moment I spent next to her made me yearn to reach out and make a move. It was torture in the worst way. 
 
    I went outside, pissed off as usual, to try and reach my brother. We’d been at the cabin for a while, but still hadn’t heard from him. As soon as I reached the porch my phone must have gotten service. It began to ring in my hand. Quickly I answered. “What’s up fuckstick? It took you long enough to call back. Are you almost here?” 
 
    “Dude, I wrecked the jeep. I’m calling you from the hospital.” He sounded terrible. For a moment Reese didn’t exist. My thoughts were with my brother. “I might not be able to play next week. I fucked up my knee. Mom’s here now talking to the doctors.” 
 
    “I’ll pack up everything and come home. I’m sure Reese is going to freak out.” 
 
    “No don’t. You can’t tell her I’m hurt. She’ll be upset, and the roads suck ass. I can’t even imagine what they’re like where you are. The forecast says it’s not going to let up until tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    A knot formed in my throat as I stood there realizing I was going to be stuck in the mountains with Reese. How was I supposed to manage for the next day or maybe two? “Dude, I ain’t staying here with her. You’ve got to be bullshitting me.” 
 
    I heard shuffling and then my mom’s voice. “Jacob Mitchell, don’t you dare try to drive home. I’m not having two boys in this ER. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Mom, I-.” 
 
    “Promise me, Jake.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, feeling like this was a terrible nightmare. “Yeah, I promise.” 
 
    “Good. Here’s your brother back. Take care of you and Reese, and make sure you stay warm. It’s going to get below zero tonight where you are. If I would have known you were going up there I wouldn’t have allowed it.” 
 
    “I love you too, mom.” I knew she was being protective. It wasn’t like I’d do something stupid. If I couldn’t drive in this weather, I wasn’t going to attempt it. 
 
    Jax got back on the line. “So here’s the situation. You’re stuck in the mountains with my girlfriend, and I’m seeing it as a good thing.” 
 
    “What?” I asked shocked. “Are you concussed?” 
 
    “No, dickhead. My head’s fine. Think about it. You and Reese can’t find a happy medium. This will force you to get along. She’s great, Jake. Give her a chance. I know you don’t want to be there with her, but can you try to make the best of it?” 
 
    I shook my head, knowing he couldn’t see me. “You fucking owe me for this, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Just be nice. I’ll call her in a bit when we get out of here.” 
 
    “She’s locked herself in the bedroom, so you don’t have to worry about me telling her anything. There’s a good chance she won’t come out all night.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, what did you say to her already?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I lied.  
 
    “God, this is a disaster.” I knew he was frustrated, though I didn’t know what to say. This was the last place on earth I should have been, yet a part of me was glad he wasn’t coming. Even if I couldn’t have her, this was one night where they wouldn’t be together. I had to make the best of it, even though it required me to apologize. 
 
    “I’ll be on my best behavior. I’ll respect her, and make sure she’s alright.” 
 
    “I appreciate it. I’ll talk to you later. See ya, bro.” 
 
    When we hung up I stood on the porch looking out at the snow-covered landscape. Even as the sun was beginning to set the falling snow kept the forest well-lit. When I heard the porch door creaking open, I knew she was standing behind me. I turned with caution, remembering our last encounter. “Was that Jax?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Jake, please stop with the sarcasm. When is he getting here? The roads are covered by now. It’s getting dangerous.” 
 
    I couldn’t look her in the eyes and lie. It was impossible to attempt. I’d reached my limit of betrayal when it came to hurting her. “He’s not coming.” I looked down and prepared for her freak out. 
 
    Sure enough her arms started flailing around. “You’re kidding, right? He wouldn’t leave me here with you. He wouldn’t do that to me.” 
 
    I took ahold of her arms to prevent her from hitting me. “He was in accident, alright? He’s fine, but his Jeep is too fucked up to drive. He just called me from the hospital.” 
 
    She put her hands over her face. “Oh my god. Is he hurt?” She started to cry and empathy was all I could feel. I kept my hand on her arm as I spoke. “He hurt his leg or something. They’re getting it checked out. Mom is with him.” 
 
    “So he’s really not coming?” I think she needed to hear it one more time to be able to believe it. I couldn’t blame her. I too was living the same bad dream. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. He wouldn’t make it up the mountain if he tried. He said the weather isn’t going to let up until tomorrow afternoon. We’re stuck here.” 
 
    “Together. You and I are stuck here together?” I could sense annoyance in her voice. She wasn’t thrilled. “Great.” 
 
    I let my hand fall to my side. “We’ll be okay.” 
 
    “My boyfriend is in the hospital and I’m stuck here with the Devil himself. How is that okay?” 
 
    When she rushed back inside of the house I remained outside. I created this tension between us to make it easier, but all I felt was regret. All I wanted to do was worship the ground she walked on. She didn’t have a clue.  
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    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Later on, when my stomach began rumbling, I opened a couple cans of soup and heated them up. Once they were piping hot, I took them into the living room and sat them down on the coffee table. Making my way up to the bedroom where she was staying was difficult. I wasn’t certain how I was going to turn off being an asshole without her questioning it. 
 
    I knocked twice. “Reese, I made you some soup.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry. Go away.” 
 
    “I’m going to keep knocking until you come out and eat. I promised Jax I’d take care of you.” 
 
    For a few moments it was very quiet. Then I heard the latch turning on the door. Reese cracked it open and stood on the opposite side looking up at me. “I’d rather you not pretend to like me. I’ll tell Jax you were kind if that’s what it takes to keep you away from me.” 
 
    She shut the door in my face, leaving me broken and frustrated. 
 
    Instead of eating my soup, I took both bowls and tossed them into the sink. She wasn’t going to come down and eat, and I’d lost my appetite.  
 
    To relieve stress, I bundled up and went outside to cut more firewood. The rule was that you replaced what you burned, and since we’d be using a lot I figured I’d get a start to rebuilding the stock. With a bottle of whiskey and an axe, I made my way over to a fallen tree. I sat down, appreciating the quiet. Nothing moved around me. There were no wandering animals, or chirps of birds. It was completely silent.  
 
    The warmth of the liquor forced me to keep drinking. I wasn’t doing it to get drunk. I was downing the hot whiskey in order to pass out, so I didn’t have to deal with a night of being alone with Reese.  
 
    Once I’d finished the whole bottle I began working on the log. I chopped at it a dozen times with no result. It was too frozen. Feeling like I was weak, I went inside for another drink. The only thing I could find was girly-drinks, and I wasn’t into all that. Since I knew where my uncle’s private stash was, I marched up the steps on a mission. She was going to be pissed, but I needed to get into her room.  
 
    I knocked. “Reese, let me in. I need something out of the closet.” 
 
    “Go away, asshole!” 
 
    “Please open the damn door. I don’t care if you’re in there with your vibrator. I’ll be in and out quick.” 
 
    “I heard that’s how you roll.” The door opened abruptly, while she smiled at her own comeback. “Your jokes are stupid and overplayed. Make it quick.” 
 
    I pushed the door all the way open, feeling intrigued by her witty reply. I couldn’t help but look at her with sentiment. She’d impressed me. The liquor cabinet was hidden in the closet, and apparently she hadn’t been nosey enough to look inside of it. I found the bourbon bottle unopened and formed a smile. This was going to do the trick. In no time at all I’d be spending time with the back of my lids. When I brought out only one glass she made a sound. “Seriously? You can’t share?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and fetched her a glass, pouring some into each one. She raised hers toward me. “Here’s to not killing each other.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    While I took my first swig I watched her staring back at me. For the first time I didn’t turn away. I just kept staring her down, waiting for her to look in another direction. 
 
    Her glass lowered from her lips. “If I come downstairs do you promise to be nice?” 
 
    I downed the whole glass of alcohol. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Reese followed me downstairs. After seeing that her soup had been dumped out, she insisted on making us both two more bowls.  
 
    “You don’t have to make me any.” 
 
    “Jake, I’m really trying here. I know you don’t want to be stuck in this cabin with me. You could at least pretend that I don’t disgust you.” 
 
    I started to reply, but was met with her body, smacking into mine, while a wailing scream came out of her mouth. I didn’t know how to react, or what had spooked her enough to come to me for support. Running across the counter was a mouse, probably coming in from the cold to get warm. Reese clung to me, screaming and looking behind her as if it was ten foot tall with fangs. “It’s okay. It’s just a mouse.” 
 
    I held both of her arms and observed the mouse run back into a hole. “See. It’s gone.” 
 
    “I hate those things.” Suddenly realizing she was in my arms, she backed up. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to -.” 
 
    I put my hand up. “It’s fine. It’s quite funny actually. I had no idea you were afraid of little mice.” 
 
    She refused to go near the counter, instead pointing in the direction of her soup bowl. “Can you just shut up and hand me that bowl?” 
 
    We sat side by side sipping on the food as it continued to cool. Once Reese was finished she played with her phone, even though I knew she didn’t have service inside. “He’s probably home by now. You should go outside and call him. He’ll want to know we haven’t killed each other.” 
 
    Reese walked onto the porch without a coat on. I tried to ignore it, figuring she’d come in when she got too cold, but as the minutes passed I started to worry more. She was too upset to think rationally, so I took my larger coat outside and wrapped it around her back. She turned and stopped talking to Jax, mid-sentence. Reese didn’t thank me, or say anything at all. I suppose she was in shock from me doing something decent. At any rate, I walked back into the house, in order to give her privacy. A few minutes later she came inside and hung up my coat. I could tell she was undecided about coming back over and sitting next to me. “Jax says he’ll be better before the game next weekend.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. It would kill him if he couldn’t play.” 
 
    “Thanks for the coat. It’s getting bitter out there.” 
 
    I was already pouring my third glass of the new bottle of bourbon. “Well, we’ll be fine tonight. You might have to sleep with the door open, but this woodstove will keep this place toasty.” 
 
    Reese filled her glass and swished it around before taking a sip. “I guess this wasn’t what you had in mind when you wanted to come here. Sorry you got stuck with me.” 
 
    I could feel the alcohol relaxing me. The more calm Reese acted, the harder it was to not be the same. “It’s fine. I think I’ll survive.” 
 
    “You never told me why you stopped talking to me.” She’d asked in the truck, but I hadn’t provided a good enough excuse, and she knew it. 
 
    “I have my reasons.” 
 
    “I deserve to know.” 
 
    “There are some things that are best left unsaid. I’m an asshole. That should be good enough for you.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the real you, Jake. Maybe you’ve forgotten that, but I haven’t. This new you is just a façade. I don’t know what changed you, but it can’t be permanent.” 
 
    I looked away, unable to face the truth. “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I am.” She downed her drink and sat it in front of her, expecting me to refill it. “I think something happened to you that you can’t share with anyone. You’re hiding something from everyone, aren’t you?” 
 
    Reese was majoring in psychology. I’d always been proud of her until this moment. “Don’t you dare try to psychoanalyze me.” 
 
    “I’m right, aren’t I? Your bitterness has nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “Why are you pushing my buttons? I’m not going to condone this activity. You’re being ridiculous. Just listen to yourself. I’m not broken, or disturbed. I’m just not a nice person.” 
 
    “You may have yourself fooled, but you’re not the guy you’re pretending to be. Even your brother says it. He says between the two of you, that you have the biggest heart. I’ve seen it before. Just tell me. There’s no one here, and I promise I won’t tell anyone. What happened? Did someone break your heart, Jake?” 
 
    If she only knew. “Maybe.” I sat back, feeling good enough to be able to feed her something to keep the time going.  
 
    “Do I know who it is?” Her curiosity was trouble. 
 
    “I’m not giving names, Reese.” 
 
    She giggled. “Of course you aren’t.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “No, I get it. The less I know the better, right? Jax feels the same way. In the past I’ve always been able to count on you for the truth though. It’s what I always appreciated about our relationship.” 
 
    She’d remember that detail about our friendship. It filled me with warmth. “I’m surprised you picked up on that.”  
 
    Reese smiled and sipped on her drink. “I miss hanging out with you. It’s not the same anymore. I mean, I know we’ve been on winter break, but when we used to study together I felt like we were the best of friends. That’s why I can’t understand why you pushed me away.” 
 
    I should have told Reese it had nothing to do with her, but I couldn’t. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Is that you talking, or the bourbon?” 
 
    “Both I suppose.” 
 
    “I want us to be friends again, Jake. Jax wants that too. We could be family one day.” 
 
    That’s all I needed to hear to be forced out of my seat. “Don’t go there, Reese.” 
 
    In my defense I was beginning to feel numb in certain places. A few more drinks and I’d be able to pass out for the night. I just had to get through the next half hour. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Why can’t I talk about being your sister? What the hell aren’t you telling me? Is Jax cheating on me? Does he have a girlfriend on the side? Is that why we’re here? Was this all his plan to get me away?” 
 
    I began to laugh. If only it were that easy to make her hate my brother. “No! Of course not.” 
 
    She spun me around, forcing me to look at her. Our eyes met and I was captivated, just like the first time I’d seen her. “Tell me then. Why can’t you talk about it? What gives, Jake?” 
 
    “You can’t handle the truth, so I’m not getting into it with you, or anyone else for that matter.” 
 
    Reese picked up her glass and pointed it toward me. “I’ll get you to talk. Watch this.” 
 
    She started walking outside, with no shoes and no coat. “Where are you going now?” 
 
    “I’m staying outside until you spill. It’s your choice. You can let me freeze to death and explain it to Jax, or you can confide in me, because you know I wouldn’t tell anyone. The choice is yours.” 
 
    I let her go outside, figuring she’d start freezing and come in, but she didn’t. The clock on the wall ticked, minutes passed, but Reese didn’t walk through the door. I made my way to the window, looking out to spot her leaning on the railing. She was covering her body, shivering. I knocked on the window and pointed toward the door, only to see her shake her head refusing. She was going to catch pneumonia if I didn’t get her inside.  
 
    I ambled over to the door, swinging it open to see her standing there. “Get in here.” 
 
    “No. You can’t make me. I’m not coming in until you spill. Enough is enough. We’ve got to get past this. Just tell me what it is. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. “Trust me, you’re the last person on the planet that can help me.” 
 
    She shoved me with all her might. “Screw you, Jake. I’m not coming in, no matter how mean you are.” 
 
    I stepped forward, breaking the distance between us. “You’re going to kill yourself out here just to get me to communicate? That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “I’m not going inside until you agree to tell me.” 
 
    “Reese, please. You’re being silly.” The liquor was causing my words to slur, and I regretted not eating more throughout the day.  
 
    “Talk to me, Jake. Give it to me straight.” 
 
    I heaved toward her, throwing her body over my shoulders before she could protest. In no time I had us both indoors. Her body was like touching ice, and I knew she needed to warm up before she made herself sick. When I sat her down on the couch I covered her up, rubbing the outside of the fabric to create more friction. Once again our eyes met. I watched her lips parting, and fought the urge to kiss her. This was my brother’s girlfriend. I couldn’t be in this situation.  
 
    While I attempted to stand and get away, she clung to my arm, pulling me back down. “Please talk to me, Jake. Why can’t you talk about us being family? I deserve to know why you hate being around me.” 
 
    Her hand moved slowly, finally letting go of my arm, but the damage was already done. Her touch had awakened something inside of me. Perhaps if I hadn’t drank so much in such little time I would have been able to refrain. I knew the risk I was taking as my mouth opened and words started coming out, but I said them anyway. “I can’t be like this with you. We can’t be close anymore.” The back of my hand stroked the side of her face, and for a second I swore she closed her eyes and accepted my touch. “I’m keeping my distance to protect you.” 
 
    Her eyes were once again focused on mine. “From what?” 
 
    I swallowed a hard lump and continued staring into her eyes. “From me.” 
 
    Reese froze, finally letting my words sink in. She shook her head, as if she were in denial, all while I remained calm and collected. Even though I was pretty buzzed I could still feel a sense of relief. It was short-lived when she pushed for more. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why would you be a threat?” Then it clicked. Finally. She knew it for sure. Reese was fully aware of why I’d pushed her away. “No. It’s not possible. You can’t. Jake, tell me this is a joke.” 
 
    I couldn’t respond. She saw it in my eyes that I wasn’t screwing around. I took a deep breath, knowing what had to be done. “Go upstairs and get under the covers. I’m going to drink until I pass out, and hopefully forget all about this conversation. I’m doing my best to keep my distance from you, Reese. I told you that you didn’t want to know. I told you it was to protect you. I won’t hurt my brother.” 
 
    “I never asked you to hurt Jax, but don’t you think we should talk about this? I mean, you can’t…Jake, you can’t have feelings for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve told myself the same thing since the first day you walked into my life, yet there they are. No matter how hard I try they won’t go away. Now I’m fucking stuck with you, because at some point we’re going to be family, right? You’ll marry Jax and we’ll all live happily fucking ever after. It’s fucktastic!” 
 
    Reese shielded her face, probably because she couldn’t stand talking about it anymore. I watched her get up and climb the stairs, never looking back at me. The cat was out of the bag. Soon my brother would know the truth. All I could hope was that he’d appreciate why I’d kept my distance. It was for the best. At least one of us could be happy, even if it wasn’t me. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I could hear her crying, yet couldn’t bring myself to climb the stairs to see if she was okay. I knew Reese enough to know she was trying her hardest to figure out a solution to my problems without hurting me anymore. Obviously it wasn’t going to happen. There was no resolve, other than getting as far away from them as possible. In a few short months I’d fallen hopelessly in love with someone for the very first time in my life. The downfall was that she was in love with my brother. I’d never be the person she thought about when she was alone. I wouldn’t be the guy she turned to when she needed someone to hold her. I wouldn’t be the man she would walk down the aisle to marry. I’d be the one on the sideline, watching what I’d never have. 
 
    When I couldn’t relax, I got out a deck of cards and began to play solitaire. I needed something to keep my mind occupied enough to not think about the huge mistake I’d made.  
 
    I knew she was coming down the stairs. Even as she tiptoed the steps creaked. I didn’t turn in her direction, in fear of looking into her eyes and only seeing pain. When the cushion on the couch moved I knew she was close. I kept my focus on the cards, determined to ignore her at all costs.  
 
    “Jake, we need to talk. It’s too early to go to sleep. Please will you look at me for a second?” I felt her touch my shoulder. A touch like that from her was dangerous. It filled me with emotion, then left me wanting more.  
 
    “I don’t know what else to say. I thought I explained it all.” 
 
    I shoved the cards in a pile, but refused to turn like she’d asked.  
 
    “I’m glad you told me. It makes sense now.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yup, now I get to watch you ruin my life.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” She asked. It was enough to get me to face her. She crossed her arms, and I couldn’t help notice she was in a tight t-shirt with a pair of pajama pants on. “Do you really think I’d betray your trust?” 
 
     “Not ordinarily, but this has as much to do with Jax as it does me.” 
 
    “I disagree. How you feel about me is irrelevant, as long as we can work through it together. Yes, I’m with your brother, but I’m also your friend. Even when you tried so hard to push me away, I still had hope that the real you was somewhere in there.” She tapped on my chest. It was enough to affect me. I had to close my eyes and look away.  
 
    “I need you to sit over there.” I pointed to the recliner. “I’ve had too much to drink to be this close to you, especially since you know the truth. I respect that you’re with my brother, so just go on over there and give me some space.” 
 
    “Jake, you’re going to need to control your feelings. Look, I don’t want to see you and Jax struggle because of me. Let’s take this time to work it out.” 
 
    “Do you hear yourself? You’re not a doctor yet, Reese. You can’t fix me.” 
 
    “How do you know that if you don’t let me try?” 
 
    I gritted my teeth before looking up into her eyes. “Because the only thing that’s going to fix me is out of my reach. I’ve tried everything, but yet here we are, alone in a fucking cabin at the top of a mountain where nobody can get to us. If that’s not bad enough, I’m sitting here picturing all of the things we could do without anyone knowing. You’re not just some chick I want to fuck, Reese. I could get lost in you. That’s how deep this is for me. You’re a curse.” 
 
    I had to walk away from her. My dick was reacting as I spoke about it. After grabbing my coat and boots, I headed outside, praying she wouldn’t follow. Not that it got me any resolution, but I threw the axe as far as my strength would allow, and then I howled and bellowed at the moon, as if I were a wild animal. So much frustration had built up inside of me. I didn’t know what to do, or how to overcome it. My heart was constantly breaking into millions of pieces, yet I couldn’t stop from loving her.  
 
    Now she knew the truth, which would only bring her problems, even when she denied it. We could never be friends. I’d always want more, while she’d struggle to hold in the biggest secret of her life. That alone would tear our relationship apart. There was no happy ending; not for me at least. 
 
    My cell phone began vibrating in my pants. I was reluctant to answer, knowing it was my brother checking on us.  
 
    “Hey, Jax.” 
 
    “How’re things going?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Reese is inside. I’m out cutting some wood.” 
 
    “Are you two fighting?” 
 
    “Not really. We’re keeping a  good distance between us.” 
 
    “Is she mad at me?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. She’s more worried. How’s the snow?” 
 
    “The roads are covered. It’s a state of emergency, but we made it home from the hospital. Dad had the Jeep towed to the farm.” 
 
    I looked through the window and saw her sitting there. In my heart I felt like I could trust her, and I wanted to be able to. At this point, it didn’t even matter if Jax found out. I’d deal with the repercussions and try my hardest to make it up to him. “Do you want to talk to her?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. That would be great. I miss her like crazy. I’m glad she’s with you though.” 
 
    Before the guilt could eat me alive, I opened the door and waved the phone around. “Someone wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Reese stood up abruptly, and while she walked toward me to fetch the phone, I took off my coat to put on her. She looked right at me as I did it, but said nothing as she lifted the device to her ear. I stepped out of my boots, allowing her to put them on so she didn’t get cold. Then I went back inside the house to give her privacy.  
 
    When the minutes passed I was sure she’d told him the truth and he was freaking out. I was prepared to go back outside and hear him tearing into me. It was shocking when Reese came inside and placed the phone on the table. “Thanks for the coat and boots.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I wouldn’t want you to freeze to death. I already told you that.” 
 
    “Jake, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    I lifted my head away from the fire. “What? Is Jax on his way to kill me?” 
 
    She folded her hands and shook her head. “I didn’t tell him anything.” 
 
    Suddenly something changed for me. She’d proven that she wasn’t going to tell on me. She was protecting my secret as if it were her own to keep.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell him?” 
 
    “I told you I wouldn’t.” She looked away, taking the bottle of bourbon and finishing the rest of it. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    I got up and sat down beside her, paying close attention to how uneasy she seemed. “Was it because you didn’t want to hurt Jax, or that you don’t want him to know at all?” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Jake. I feel like we’re making progress. Don’t get weird.” 
 
    My body felt like it was on fire all of a sudden. My hands were clammy, and I stumbled to find words. She kept staring at me, as if she had so much to say, but no way to tell me. “We’re never going to be alone like this again, Reese. When you’re looking at me the way you are right now I wonder if you’re thinking the same thing I am.” 
 
    “Even if I was, and I’m not saying I am, I wouldn’t tell you. We can’t. I won’t.” 
 
    Things were getting uncomfortable, and I knew it was up to me to make it easier. I stood up and turned on some music.  
 
    “Now what are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m trying to be a good guy. Shuffle the cards. Let’s play.” 
 
    “What are we playing?” 
 
    “Strip poker,” I teased. 
 
    She cocked her brow and laughed. “I know you’re joking, but just to be fair, I’ll play, only because I know I’m a better player than you.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “You’ve already seen everything I have, Jake. Even before tonight you’ve seen me naked.” 
 
    I played dumb. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh really? If I remember right it was the first Sunday dinner I ever attended. You pretended to be asleep, but I saw you, and you know I did.” 
 
    This shocked me. “I didn’t think you saw me.” 
 
    She started dealing the cards. “I didn’t know you were down there at first.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stop or yell something when you did notice?” 
 
    “If I tell you why, you can’t get the wrong idea. It’s not as bad as it sounds.”  
 
    I was so intrigued that I forgot to count my cards. “I told you my deepest secret tonight. Obviously I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything because at the time I wondered why you’d never noticed me before. We’d spent so much time together, even before I slept with Jax. Yet you never made a move.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me I had a chance with you, Reese. I can’t hear that shit. Jax claimed you the first day we all met. I never had a chance.” 
 
    “So that’s how it is. You don’t get a say?” 
 
    “I hit you in the face with a football. I felt like shit about it, and then I had to spend time with you in class knowing I’d hurt you. Even if I wanted to fight my brother for dibs, you wouldn’t have wanted me to.” 
 
    She took the remainder of cards and tossed them in my face. “You never tried. With everything we have in common, don’t you think I would have preferred to date you? I love Jax. He’s a good boyfriend, and he loves me a lot, but he was never my first choice. Why do you think it hurt me so much when we stopped talking? I felt rejected, not just because you weren’t interested, I’d already started having serious feelings for your brother, but because I couldn’t understand why you hated me. I’d done nothing but be a friend to you, and you pushed me away like I’d never meant anything.” 
 
    I pointed in her direction, ignoring the cards that were now all over me, and the floor around me. “Don’t you dare turn this around on me. You were with Jax after the first day. He told me you two fucked. I don’t want his sloppy seconds, no matter how sexy they are.” 
 
    “Oh great. I feel so much better now. I’m just disgusting to you. For your information I didn’t sleep with your brother for weeks. I made him wait, and he wasn’t happy about it, but he did. It’s part of the reason why I fell for him. He respected me, which is more than I can say for you. If you had any respect for me or yourself you would have told me the truth a long time ago, instead of when I was already in love with your brother.” 
 
    Reese began to cry, and it wasn’t just little sobs. She was bawling, holding her knees close to her chest, while reeling in emotional pain. I couldn’t hold her, or comfort her, because I wasn’t able to bring myself to share those feelings.  
 
    “I regret not telling you, Reese, but I’d never try to come between you and Jax. As much as I love you, and I swear I do, I love my brother too.” The alcohol was making me reveal things I normally wouldn’t. I knew they were inappropriate, but they needed to be said. The truth was that I’d bottled it all up inside of me for too long. Doing the right thing had consequences, and slowly they had torn me apart. 
 
    I reached for Reese, wanting to show her some kind of kindness. “Please say something.” 
 
    “I hate myself for saying this to you, and I know I’ll regret it in the morning, but I would have picked you. If I could go back I would have picked you, Jake. I love Jax, and it makes no sense at all, but I know in my heart you would have been my first choice.” She wiped away her tears and looked up at me. “I wish I never pushed you to tell me the truth. How are we supposed to get past this?” 
 
    My eyes began to burn. Not only was the bourbon making me talk, it was always causing me to be overemotional, so I liked to think, instead of admitting that this was the most heartfelt moment of my life.  
 
    I reached over and ran my hand against the soft skin on her cheek. “Please don’t cry. Just go back to hating me. I’ll be an asshole and all will be right with the world.” 
 
    “So you expect us to be like this forever? I’m just supposed to go about marrying your brother with this huge secret over our heads?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Do you want me to tell him? I can. He’ll be pissed, but I haven’t done anything wrong. I’ve never tried to be with you, not once.” 
 
    She nodded, agreeing that I’d never approached her that way. “You’re right, but what about me?” 
 
    “Just bury it.” 
 
    “I can’t. You know the truth.” 
 
    For the first time I ran my fingers across her lips. I’d been waiting so long to do it, and even though I knew it was wrong, I at least needed that much from her. She didn’t stop me, which I appreciated. “You have to. It doesn’t even matter now. You’re in a good relationship with someone who is crazy about you.” 
 
    “What happens when we get older and find we have nothing in common?” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You’re over-thinking this.” 
 
    “We’re sitting here plotting how to keep a secret from your brother. I’m not over-thinking anything.” 
 
    “We should call it a night. We’ve both said way too much. I don’t know about you, but I can’t keep talking about this. It’s making me want things that I can’t have.” 
 
    Reese opened her mouth to reply and then shut it without saying anything. She nodded slowly and stood up from the couch. “You’re right. We’ll figure it out when we’re both sober.” 
 
    Just as she was walking away I did something else I shouldn’t have. I grabbed her hand, stopping her from going any further. She let me rub my thumb over hers and she looked back at me. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for not calling dibs. I would have been good to you.” 
 
    Her smile faded as she closed her eyes and fell into my chest. I raised my arms around her back and held her tight, knowing this was all I was ever going to get. “I would have let you.” 
 
    When she climbed the steps to go to bed I silently sat back and thought about the things she’d said. If things had gone differently she’d be with me. I could have been marching up those stairs behind her with intentions of making love to her all night long. I wanted to know what that felt like; to love someone so much that sex was something other than just fucking. If I had a chance with Reese I’d spend the whole time satisfying her. I wouldn’t stop until she knew she was everything to me. I’d make her promises, and follow through with them, because keeping her happy would be my most important priority.  
 
    But she wasn’t mine, and she never would be. 
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    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    After cleaning up the cards, and adding more larger logs to the fire, I went upstairs to take a quick shower. Reese had left the door open to her room so the heat would go in, but I didn’t bother her. We’d already said way too much to take back.  
 
    The hot water felt good, but it was short-lived. The ten gallon hot-water heater ran cold, leaving me freezing and desperate to find warmth. I searched the cabinets, finding one small towel to dry off with. After putting on a pair of boxers and then some shorts, I hurried toward the stairs so I could grab a shirt out of my bag and get under the covers on the couch. I wasn’t about to sleep upstairs on the same level as Reese. The further we were apart the safer she’d feel. I’d overstepped too many boundaries already. 
 
    When I reached the last step I saw her sitting there on the couch, a full bottle of liquor sat in front of her. “I thought you went to bed.” She turned and noticed I wasn’t wearing a shirt. I watched her eyes taking me in. I crossed my arms so she couldn’t see. “Stop eye raping me,” I teased, hoping to clear the air. 
 
    “Come here, Jake. There’s something I need to say to you.” 
 
    I had no idea what was going to happen as I sat down beside her and looked in her direction. “What’s up? Are you trying to get drunk or something?” 
 
    She drank straight from the bottle. “It’s liquid courage.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid of being around me. I’ll keep you straight.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of being around you.” She slid closer to me on the couch. Her stare was fixed on mine. We were inches apart, but the invisible boundary was still up. I wasn’t going to make a move. I couldn’t. “I’m afraid of not being able to stop myself.” 
 
    She licked her lips, making sure I was still watching. 
“Stop what?” Was this the same girl from earlier? “How much have you had to drink while I showered?” 
 
    Reese giggled. “Enough.” 
 
    “So what are you stopping? I’m a little confused. I thought you were going to bed.” 
 
    Her focus went to my lips. My heart was pumping so fast, while my palms continued to sweat. Reese was drunk and she was coming onto me. I wasn’t blind. “Reese don’t.” 
 
    She backed away, looking confused. “I need to know.” 
 
    “Know what? If we kiss the same? If we fuck the same? I’ll save you the energy, we’re never going to find out.” 
 
    She giggled, reminding me of the alcohol she’d had. “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Then how is it?” I knew that since she was drunk her argument would be ridiculous. “As much as I like the idea of ripping off your clothes and taking you up to bed, it’s never going to happen. Drunk or not, I won’t go there with you, even if I regret it forever.” 
 
    “What if I can’t be with him, Jake? What if I can’t love him wholeheartedly if I’m always wondering if I made the right choice? What if I love him because he’s the closest I’ll ever get to you?” 
 
    My throat began to burn. How was I supposed to fight the one person I wanted more than anything? Denying her was like holding my breath until I died. How was I supposed to push her away when I’d dreamed of this moment for as long as we’d known each other? 
 
    What if she was with him for all for the wrong reasons? Did she love him because she couldn’t have me? Had I really been her first choice? 
 
    “Reese, you’re not thinking clearly. You love Jax.” 
 
    She nodded. “I do. I love him. I know I do. Yet, I can’t explain how hearing you love me makes me feel. The more you push me away, the harder it is to not want you. You’re willing to sacrifice your own happiness for your brother, but I don’t think he’d do the same for you, not to this extreme.” She laughed at herself. “You know, he once told me I wasn’t his type. He said everything about me was what you looked for in women. So what, do you guys stick to one type to avoid crossing lines? Is that how it works? Was I some screw up, like being served the wrong drink at a bar? Was I picked up accidentally by the wrong brother?” 
 
    “No. It’s not like that. Jax liked you.” 
 
    “I know about his past. My roommates talk. I know all about the both of you. Neither one of you has ever had a real girlfriend. So why me? Why would he finally want to settle down with me if I wasn’t even his type?” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know, Reese. I ask myself the same question, but then I know how I feel about you and it makes sense. He’d be a fool not to fall for you.” I couldn’t keep doing this. She wasn’t going to let up, and I had no idea how much longer I could push her away. “Please go upstairs and try to sleep. We can’t be together right now.” 
 
    “If you could be with me right now without anyone ever finding out, what would you do?” 
 
    She went there. She asked the one question that would break me apart. My willpower was about to shatter. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “Do what? I’m not asking you to sleep with me.” 
 
    “I can’t answer that. I won’t.” 
 
    “Why?” She wasn’t letting up. “Is it because you know you’d go through with it? Remember I said hypothetically nobody would ever find out. Answer me, Jake. Tell me what you’d do.” Her face was so close to mine. I’d never wished for her to be far away, but her mind games were going to get us into a heap of trouble. 
 
    Then I felt it; her hot breath so close to my face. She smelled of candy, and my mouth watered imagining the way her tongue tasted.  
 
    I just couldn’t help myself. I had to give her what she wanted. “First I’d kiss you with more passion than you’ve ever felt before.” Our lips brushed as I said it and began pulling away so I wouldn’t get caught up in the moment and lose control.  
 
    Her eyes opened and all I saw was intent. It wasn’t to walk upstairs and go to sleep. Reese was right next to me, offering to make all of my dreams come true. It was like sitting at a table with an angel on one side and a demon on the other. Both had viable arguments, but at the end of the day I could only choose one.  
 
    I didn’t have time to think about what my parents would say, or what I’d be risking if I took the chance. All I wanted to do was fall into that kiss.  
 
    “And then what?” She whispered. 
 
    “I want to fall for you in the worst way. I want to pull you down on that fur rug with me and take my time removing your clothes, because we’re not in any hurry. I won’t change my mind, because I need to remember every inch of your skin, and the way it tastes when I run my tongue over it. I’d savor every part of your body, making sure to appreciate the way you react to my touch,” I brushed my lips over hers again.  “And my kiss. Then I’d make love to you, for as long as possible, the whole time looking into your beautiful eyes so I can remember what it was like to watch the pleasure I bring you, again and again. I’d memorize your curves, and move slow, so it lasts all night. When it’s over I’d hold you tight, pretending that I’d never have to let you go.” I backed away from Reese, and watched as her body began to tremble. Her lips parted, but words wouldn’t come out. “That’s what I’d do, hypothetically of course.” 
 
    I stood up and walked into the kitchen. I couldn’t sit there for another moment so close to her. My dick was rock hard, and I was afraid what would happen if she got curious and tried to touch me. We’d already crossed lines. I didn’t know whether to drink more, or take off all my clothes and go outside and lay down in the snow to punish myself. It sure as shit would help me with the woody that refused go away.  
 
    Reese was relentless, but she didn’t follow me into the kitchen. It gave me a few minutes to replay what had occurred. I never would have known she’d be curious. I certainly couldn’t have planned we’d be in this situation. For one reason or another we were alone in a cabin. The night was still young, and I had no idea how we were going to get through it without avoiding each other.  
 
    I decided that the first thing I needed to do was put a shirt on. While heading toward my bag, I heard her sniffle. My reaction was to see if she was okay. In doing so I saw something that broke my heart. Reese was curled up on the sofa sobbing. Instinct forced me to rush to her side, because I knew I was the reason for her sorrows. “Hey now, don’t cry. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “No it’s not. I feel like I’m going insane. I hate that you told me how you felt.” 
 
    I backed away. “I thought you were happy about it? You said you needed to know.” 
 
    She nodded. “I did. What I can’t wrap my head around is how I can love your brother, but want you at the same time.” She shook her head. “I feel like such a whore. It makes no sense. I’m in a good relationship, and I’ve never slept around. I don’t cheat, and I’ve never wanted to. I’m a nice person.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” I sat close to her, offering her a pat on the back for comfort. “It’s one of your best qualities.” 
 
    “Jake, I’m thinking about awful things.” 
 
    “It’s the alcohol. It’s probably a good idea if we just stay away from each other until we sober up. How about I make us some tea?” 
 
    “I don’t want tea!” She replied rudely. “I want something I can’t have,” her whisper gave me chills.  
 
    Our eyes made contact and I could tell she was dead serious. “It’s not going to happen. As much as I want it too, we can’t go through with it. I’d never be able to look at you without wanting more.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She looked away. It was as if the pain she was feeling was radiating to me. I felt so alone, yet equally as close at the same time. I knew she was there, willing to give me the one thing I’d desired that was out of reach. I could have my way and give her the kind of pleasure I’d only dreamed of being able to give someone.  
 
    “This game between us needs to stop before someone gets seriously hurt. I didn’t tell you how I felt because I expected something from you. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, and gone on pretending that I couldn’t stand being near you. Seeing you hurt like this is killing me. I’m trying my hardest to be a good brother, but you’re wearing me down. I can’t take much more, Reese.” 
 
    When she covered her face again I pulled her into my arms. There was nothing sexual about the way I was holding her. She needed support. Even if it was the liquor making her say things she wouldn’t necessarily say, there was some truth to it. She was making sense, but also giving me false hope.  
 
    “Jake, I’m sorry. I know this isn’t how you saw your getaway going.” 
 
    I wiped away a few of her tears. “It’s fine. If I could choose one person to be here with, I’d pick you, even if we had to sleep in separate beds.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, do you know that?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. I treat women like shit, drink too much, and think I’m God’s gift to football.” 
 
    “No. You don’t see what I do. One day someone is going to come along and fall head over heels in love with you. I’ll be jealous of her, though I’d never admit it if you asked me again.” 
 
    “You’ll be around. I reckon you’ll be my sister-in-law.” 
 
    She nodded, but not in a sure kind of way. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Jax will be a good husband. I’ve never seen him act this way about a female. He’s ready to throw in the towel and make you an honest woman. You’ve tamed the lion. I didn’t see that happening.” 
 
    “You make it sound picturesque.” 
 
    “No matter what, you’ll be happy. We’ll be able to look back on this night without regrets. You’ll see.” While I filled her head with what she needed to hear, I knew it was all bullshit. I didn’t know if Jax would be good to her forever. Hell, I didn’t even know if either of us were capable of it.  
 
    “Jake, can you do me a favor?” She was still sniffling frequently. “Will you sit here with me for a while? We don’t have to talk.” 
 
    I wrapped my arm around her more and pulled her close. She felt so good up against my chest. It was easy to close my eyes and feel content. I’d been successful once again and not gone through with what I wanted. When I started to doze off I knew that finally the alcohol was doing the job that I required. I’d soon be asleep, and we’d be closer to going home by the time I woke up.  
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    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure of the time, or even if I’d slept for more than ten minutes. Reese stirred next to me, causing me to wake in a panic. My eyes searched for her to see what was going on. I’d somehow slid down on the sofa to be in a lying position, while she’d nestled herself in between my legs, with her head rested on my stomach.  
 
    For a few minutes I stayed still so I was able to take in what it felt like to have her this close to me. This was innocent and unplanned. It wasn’t about sex. It was beautiful. 
 
    While Reese slept peacefully, I reached down and ran my hand through her hair. She startled and lifted her head, looking around like a lost puppy. Even as she realized our position she didn’t shift. Instead she found me looking down at her, with an uncontrolled grimace of appreciation. I’d treasure this moment between us, never letting go of the way it made me feel to hold her. 
 
    “How long have we been asleep, Jake?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s kind of hard to tell with a body on top of me.” 
 
    She sat up more, leaving me cold and unprotected. I watched her shuffle her hair around and stretch. “It’s still dark outside. I wonder how much snow has fallen.” 
 
    Reese stood up and walked over to the window. Her gasp let me know that it was worse than she expected. “I can’t even see where the truck is. It’s covered.” 
 
    Since the fire was dwindling down, I slid off the couch to add more logs. When it started to light again I caught her watching me from where she stood. She twisted a strand of hair around, like she did when she was in deep thought. I refused to move when she headed in my direction, kneeling down right in front of me. I reached up and touched her shoulder, innocently, wanting only to seize her undivided attention. “You make me weak, Reese.” 
 
    The smirk on her face allowed me to prepare for a snarky comment in response. “You make me feel alive.” 
 
    I dropped my hand and looked away, fearing that we were about to have another intense moment. It was as if she were pushing my buttons, because her end game would benefit us both, but it made no sense at all. I knew she loved my brother. I also understood that Reese was not promiscuous. She was a nice girl; the kind I wasn’t used to being around. She didn’t hurt people for her own gain. Yet, here she was, so close to me. I could hardly keep my breathing controlled.  
 
    “I should probably get dressed and go out. The truck will be hell if I don’t keep the snow off of it.” Without giving her a second to reply, I stood up and moved toward my bag. Once I’d put on a shirt and then located a pair of jeans, she came into view.  
 
    “Is this an excuse to get away from me?” 
 
    It was difficult to lie to her at this particular time. We were alone, and so much had transpired between us. She’d know if I was bullshitting. “Maybe it is. Can you blame me for trying to be decent?” 
 
    “No. You’re a good man. I think you know that.” 
 
    “Do me a favor,” I said as I obtained a boot and placed it on my foot. “Turn the sink on to a little more than a drip. Make sure it’s on the hot water side. I don’t want the pipes freezing. I’m going out to the shed to find a shovel. Stay inside.” 
 
    She nodded and watched me finish bundling up. We both knew we needed to separate. The tension in the room was thick enough to cut it with a knife. 
 
    I became aware that she’d walked up behind me. Facing her was inevitable. I twisted around to see her standing there. Her hands reached out finding mine, while our eyes remained fixed on each other. “Kiss me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I know you want to. I’m giving you permission. Just one kiss.” 
 
    “You’re drunk, Reese. I’m not Jax.” 
 
    “I know that.” She was annoyed. I could tell from the way she removed her stare. I’d hit a nerve. 
 
    “When you look at me you see him. It’s obvious. We’re an exact replica.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Jake. I’ve always been able to tell you apart.” 
 
    “When you look into my eyes, the same eyes as my brother’s, you can’t deny that it reminds you of him.” 
 
    “When I look into your eyes I see something completely different looking back at me. You think you’re the same, but you aren’t.” She lifted my arm. “Take this tattoo for instance. Your brother’s is on his chest.” She let go and lifted her fingers to trail over the skin on my neck. “You have a freckle right here that Jax doesn’t.” She looked away for a second and returned her gaze grinning. “When I look into your eyes I don’t see your brother at all. Sure, you both have the same light-brown colored eyes, but you have more golden flecks in yours, where Jax’s are always smooth. I can keep going if it’s what you need to hear. From where I’m standing, you’re very different people.” 
 
    No one had ever compared our differences, probably because we never needed them to be heard, or perhaps we never knew they existed. Reese didn’t have to think about them. She knew what to say, as if she’s studied both of us. From spending time with her I’d done the same. She had a birthmark behind her ear that was light and in the shape of a crescent moon. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I’m going outside now. It’s probably best if you head up to bed. I’ll make sure the fire is strong before I try to go to sleep. There’s extra blankets in the closet if you get cold.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for her to question me for shutting down. My buzz had worn off, and I was able to rationalize with how close I’d come to fucking up my life. Reese loved Jax. Why couldn’t I get that through my head? 
 
    Sure, she was curious. We’d gotten caught up in the moment of being together, alone and vulnerable. It would have been a mistake that could ruin her life, and possibly mine. I had to be the better person. It was important to protect her, even if it was from me.  
 
    I didn’t make it out the door before she’d caught my hand. I hesitated turning to face her, knowing it was impossible to fight what I wanted from her. “Go sleep it off, Reese. Please. If you care at all about me you’ll leave me alone.” 
 
    She ran her hand up my chest over the fabric of my coat. “It would be so easy to get carried away right now. Being with you would consume me. I keep wondering if it would be worth it to experience what we would have together. We’re alone, and there’s no way anyone can get to us. If we made love right now, on this very rug in front of that warm fire, who would know? Share this moment with me, Jake. Take my breath away, not because I’m asking, but because when you close your eyes you can see how beautiful it would be to get lost in each other.” 
 
    “You don’t get it. You’re not some bargaining chip Jax and I can share. If we go there, if we sleep together, there’s no going back from that. I could lose everything. It’s like you’re asking me to choose, you or my brother. I won’t do that.” I shook my head. “I shouldn’t have started drinking, and neither should you.” 
 
    Reese got up in my face. She seemed annoyed, and as the words began to flow from her lips I could sense frustration. “For once can’t you be selfish? What do you want Jake? Are you prepared to watch me walk down that aisle with your brother, or are you willing to fight for what you want?” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” I pushed her away gently. “Don’t use that reverse psychology on me to get your way.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She sat down on the couch and seemed to rethink her words. “You’re no martyr. This isn’t a crime where someone deserves a chance.” 
 
    I plopped down beside her and took her hand into mine. “A part of me will always want you. That’s why it’s important to pretend I can’t stand you. If I distance myself it doesn’t hurt as much, and trust me, seeing you two together kills me.” 
 
    She leaned her head on my shoulder. “How did things get so out of control?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wish I knew. Trust me, I’ve tried to take back my feelings. I’ve tried to hate you. At the end of the day it only makes them intensify. I should have never told you. I’m so sorry for putting us in this position.” 
 
    “I can’t take back the things I said to you. They’re out there in both of our minds forever. I won’t be able to look at you and wonder what it could have been like. Maybe I should just distance myself from both of you. As much as I don’t want to, I can’t be the wedge that comes between you. It’s best if I let go of Jax. At least he’d have you.” 
 
    My compassion for my brother continued with my next comment. “No. I won’t let you break his heart.” I shook my head and looked down at her hand. “I don’t want him to feel like I do.” 
 
    “And how is that?” She whispered. “I need to hear you say it, just one more time. Look at me and tell me that you don’t hate me.” 
 
    I was peering into her eyes, seeing that spark ignite again. As many times as I’d envisioned this moment, I couldn’t bring myself to make a decision. “It’s pointless. It solves nothing.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Go to bed, Reese. I’m sorry, but you’ve been drinking and you don’t know what you’re saying. This isn’t you.” 
 
    I walked outside before she could argue. It was making me frustrated, knowing she was pretty much begging me to be with her. I hated it. 
 
    It was the middle of the night, snowing it’s ass off outside, and all I could do was pray that I’d be able to take her home as soon as possible. I wouldn’t regret telling Reese the truth, but I knew there was no way I could be around them. The damage was done. If she married my brother I’d have to support it, knowing that I let her slip away when I had the chance. 
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    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The wind had caused the snow to build up against the shed door, making it extremely hard for me to open it without digging it free. I got down on my knees, feeling the moisture seeping through my jeans. The instant cold gave me chills, causing me to think of the last time I’d felt warm. Images of her touch filled my mind. I kept shoving the snow to the side, while envisioning her smile, and the way her lips looked when she licked them. Even though my breath was the only warmth outside, I felt comfortable when my thoughts drifted to her. With a bit of concentration I managed to free the old wooden entrance. Once inside, I sat down on the hard dirt floor and covered my face with my gloves, breathing into them to create heat.  
 
    It was then that I broke down, overwhelmed with pain, frustration, and most of all guilt. I’d fought my feelings for so long, burying them deep where no one would find. Now, after only a few hours, the truth was out. I couldn’t hide behind a wall anymore. She’d shattered my ability to withhold emotions, and consumed me to crave what I wasn’t allowed to taste.  
 
    I wanted her more than I’d ever desired anything. When she touched me I felt awakened. I wanted to be the better man, but my willpower was dwindling. I couldn’t fight this much longer. It was imperative that I keep my distance. She wasn’t like other women. She wasn’t seducing me with my promises of sexual favors. Reese wasn’t begging me to touch her, not purposely. The liquor had relaxed her. She was saying things that I know she’d never tell me. Reese cared about me. That wasn’t a secret. As far as everything else, I couldn’t believe it was true. I refused to allow myself to cling to something I’d never have.  
 
    I sat there for a while, alone, and confused. I wasn’t crying, but I’d be lying if I said tears didn’t form in my eyes. I tried to think of what Jax would do if he was in my position. Before he’d met Reese, he’d whored around with his share of chicks. Even behind her back he’d gone to strip clubs with me. There was no doubt that he loved her, and I was certain he hadn’t cheated, but he did have a wandering eye. Realizing that I was trying to come up with flaws to justify my actions, I got up and began to heave the shovel out of the shed. I had work to do, and as long as I stayed focused, I’d get the job done. 
 
    I’d been shoveling the snow away from my truck for about ten minutes when I heard a cracking and then a loud boom. It sounded like a bomb had exploded, alarming me immediately. As fast as I could run, I made it inside of the cabin, knowing Reese was probably petrified. The lights were out, and I saw her standing in front of the window frantic. “What was that? Oh my god, it was so loud. Did something explode?” 
 
    “The snow must have brought down a power line. The live wire probably hit the wet snow and blew the box. I didn’t see smoke or anything. We’re not in danger.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they buried? Don’t most places bury their lines?” 
 
    “We’re too high on the mountain to have them put underground. The snow is havoc when it builds up. After shoveling it, I can tell you it’s pretty heavy.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest. “What now?” 
 
    I laughed at myself before I could say it. “We light some candles and keep filling the woodstove. That’s all we can do. There’s a generator, but I didn’t bring any gas. Jax was supposed to do it.” 
 
    At the same time as me Reese burst into hysterics. Lighting candles was something that people did to add ambiance and romance. We were trying to avoid that. “It’s like the world is against us.” 
 
    “Yeah.” What was I supposed to say to that in response? “Maybe we should both get some sleep. The morning light will be enough to see around this cabin. Let’s put this night into the books and start over in the morning.” 
 
    Reese nodded, even though I sensed a hint of disappointment. “Okay. I’ll see you in the morning then.” 
 
    I watched her walk up the stairs, feeling content with the distance we were putting between each other.  
 
    Since I’d have to keep feeding the fire, I stayed downstairs, settled on sleeping on the large leather sofa. I pulled a blanket over my body, and placed my ball cap over my eyes. The crackling of the flames was relaxing to listen to. Sleep came easy, even though my dreams were full of Reese.  
 
    When the sun began to rise I got up and walked outside to use the bathroom. Without power the water pump was out of order. Upon coming back in, I saw Reese standing in the living room. She appeared to be freezing. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The fire is almost burned out. It’s so cold upstairs.” Her reply reminded me how I hadn’t gotten up to load the woodstove. Even though it was much warmer than outside, upstairs wasn’t getting enough heat to keep the large cabin at a good temperature.  
 
    “Shit. I’ll get it started back up. Grab my phone off the table and scroll down until you see my Uncle Colt’s number. I need to let him know the power’s out.” 
 
    She walked over to fetch it and came back with it in her hand. “It’s dead.” 
 
    “Didn’t you bring a charger?” I asked. 
 
    “No. It’s in Jax’s Jeep.” 
 
    “Do you have any battery left?” 
 
    “My phone died last night. It was half dead when we got here.” 
 
    I rubbed my face. “This can’t be happening. Now we have no way to get in touch with anyone. Jax will freak out if he can’t reach us.” 
 
    “He knows we’re safe. He knows you’ll keep me safe.” 
 
    If my brother only knew the things I wanted to do to his girlfriend. “Yeah, I suppose.” 
 
    Lucky for me the fire was hot enough to get going again with little effort. I left the door open so the heat would reach us faster. Reese sat next to me on the couch, sharing the cover I’d used to sleep with. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I questioned. 
 
    “Fine. You?” 
 
    My real question was if she remembered everything. “Well, it’s still snowing. We have no power to call anyone, and if I have to spend another night in this cabin alone with you I don’t know how I’ll survive.” 
 
    She giggled and leaned her head on my shoulder. “I could think of worse.” 
 
    “What? Like Jax showing up with a rifle to end my life?” 
 
    “No. Jake, you’ve seen it outside. Nobody is coming. We’ll make a pact and stick to it. No funny business. We’re friends and that’s it.” 
 
    We pinky shook, but remained in the same position. With my arm wrapping around her I pulled her closer to me. “I’ll be like a brother.” 
 
    She looked up at me and I could feel that fire starting in my toes and radiating to my lips. We were both vulnerable, and she was probably a little afraid. Even my four-wheel drive vehicle wouldn’t get us out of this mess.  
 
    I pulled away once again, right before I made a grave mistake. While standing over her I swung my arms around. “Okay, we need better boundaries.” 
 
    She looked away. “Obviously.” 
 
    I tossed my hat down and ran my hands through my thick hair. “I thought today would be easier. It’s getting worse.” 
 
    Reese got on her knees on the couch, while still staring at me. She looked to be thinking of a solution, even though none would come. “I’m going to put another layer of clothes on and brush my teeth. I’ll be back down in a bit.” 
 
    I took the time she was away to freshen my breath with some toothpaste and a bottle of water I got from the kitchen. I couldn’t go upstairs and be near her.  
 
    When she took a while to come back down, I put my outdoor clothes on and grabbed a hunting rifle out of the gun cabinet. If I couldn’t be inside with her, then I was going to go outside and shoot something.  
 
    I’d walked a good bit before deciding I was far enough away for her to not be able to find me. It was pathetic that I had to run away in order to keep my life in order. The draw we had toward each other was so intense that I couldn’t focus on right from wrong.  
 
    The snow was still coming down, and my beanie cap wasn’t water proof. After sitting in the cold for nearly twenty minutes I knew nothing was going to come out for me to shoot. Animals were obviously smarter than me in this instance. While they burrowed up to keep warm, I was outside weathering the storm to avoid sleeping with my brother’s girlfriend. How fucked up was that? 
 
    Still, the quiet of the woods left me feeling better. Like it or not I was stuck spending another night with Reese. Even if I continued to dig my truck out, we’d never make it down the mountain. With no way to charge our phones I had no means of finding out when the snow would stop, and temperatures would rise. My coach was going to shit a brick if I didn’t show up for practice. At least the star quarterback would be there. There were plenty of other tight ends that needed more help than me. Jax and I could play football with each other with our eyes closed.  As long as I was on the bus Friday morning all would be good, so I hoped. 
 
    My walk back to the cabin was enlightening. The more I thought about being stuck with Reese, the less I felt like I’d been cursed. I needed this time with her, because I was literally going crazy at home. Something had to give.  
 
    It was time for me to make a decision. For so long I’d thought of other people first. I’d suffered unimaginable pain because of it. My heart was like an open road, having gone through years of wear and tear. It was time to stand my ground and take what I deserved.  
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    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Anger filled my senses, leaving me determined to conquer one goal. I’d been the good brother. I’d pushed her away. I’d denied myself the chance to be happy.  
 
    We were all alone. The only thing stopping us was me, and that was about to change. 
 
    I burst through the door startling her. She put her hand to her heart and stood up. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I tossed my gloves to the floor and shook out of my coat, never taking my eyes from hers. “Come here,” I demanded. 
 
    Every step she took toward me left me ample time to change my mind. When we were face to face I grabbed her chin with my hand making sure she couldn’t look away.  
 
    “Every time I’ve wanted to reach for you, you were unattainable. I’m tired of holding on to nothing but emptiness. I’m letting go of all the second guessing. I’ve had enough. I can’t keep avoiding this, Reese. I’m tired of fighting. Just say the word and I’ll give you whatever you want.” 
 
    Her fingers found the small pockets of my jeans, and she used them to pull me closer. I could feel her breath as she spoke, reminding me our lips were only inches apart from touching. I watched as Reese’s began to tremble. Tears filled her eyes, but she refused to look away. “I know I shouldn’t, and I’ll probably be ruining my life, but I can’t deny how different I am when I’m with you. I need to feel it, Jake.” 
 
    “What do you need to feel?” I had to hear confirmation.  
 
    “Your love.” Her tears fell down her cheeks. “I’m going to burn in hell for it, but I need to give in. My heart feels so restless. It’s wrong, and I know what’s at stake, but I can’t help it. I want you so bad. I know it with every bone in my body. When I close my eyes all I see is you touching me, and I-.” 
 
    I didn’t let her finish. The anticipation was killing me. I’d denied myself the opportunity to explore this woman for the last time. We were worried about consequences, and this certainly wasn’t because of alcohol. She’d asked me to show her my love, and I intended to give it to her, knowing the repercussions, but choosing to ignore them.  
 
    Her yielding lips welcomed mine against them. We were both shaking profusely, knowing exactly how dangerous this affair was to go through with, though we couldn’t stop ourselves. The taste of her sweet kiss beckoned me. Our tongues traipsed, and instantly I seized the moment, lifting both hands up to hold either side of her face. I’d never felt so much passion in kissing a female before. Even though I knew it was only the beginning, I could have stood there for hours savoring just this. 
 
    It was as if we were in total sync. Our mouths moved in harmony, while our tongues gently meshed. After a few moments, when we were gasping for air, we pulled away and separated. Reese bit down on her swelling bottom lip and tugged on my shirt. My hands found the sides of her arms, staying fixed there, because I was afraid to make a move. I was on a mission to take this as far as she’d let me. I’d take my time, making sure I memorized every curve on her satin skin. There wouldn’t be anything left to wonder about when I was done with Reese. I was prepared to give her my best, even though I knew it would never be enough. 
 
    It wasn’t shocking when she lifted my shirt. Provoked by need, I tugged it over my head and let it fall beneath our feet. Her cool hands ran up my naked chest, dragging over my nipples. I watched her narrowing in on one of them and lapping it with her tongue. My eyes closed for a second while I took a deep breath to try and remain calm. It was impossible to not get turned on. This was Reese; someone I’d longed to have this experience with. She wanted me, and that alone was enough to become senseless. When her mouth found mine again, I repositioned my head in order to speak. My arms secured tightly around her back and I began lifting. “Wrap your legs around me.” 
 
    I held onto her ass while carrying her over to the furry rug. Her weight was nothing for someone of my physique. I could curl her weight with one hand. Besides, I was too captivated to worry about hurting my back. This was happening. Hell or high water, I wasn’t letting anything stop this. This woman took my breath away. Being this close to her, feeling her return that same longing fueled me to continue.  
 
    She was all I wanted and needed; sacrificing everything else felt worth it to experience this moment of perpetual bliss.  
 
    As I eased her down onto the carpet, my hands coursed over her ass. Even though I’d seen her naked before, this time it was going to be for my benefit alone. Reese was giving herself to me, and I was going to make damn sure it was an experience that neither of us would ever forget.  
 
    This wasn’t some game to win her over. I knew my place in her life. This was my own craving, like a carnivore pounces on it’s prey. She wanted my love, and I’d take my time giving it to her.  
 
    While kneeling down together, I pushed her hair off her shoulders, but didn’t go right in to kiss her bare skin. She caught my gaze and enthralled me with her composure. Reese took my hand and brought it to her lips, dragging my fingers against them. I’d only ever done this a couple of times, yet she’d understood how much it meant to touch her there. With her tongue grazing over my fingers, I leaned forward, hoping to replace my hand with my mouth. Before we connected again in a kiss that would spark our own fire, I whispered near her ear. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    She did as I requested, trusting me with what was to come. I nuzzled my face into her neck, placing gentle pecks all around. She turned to the side, allowing me ample room to explore her skin.  
 
    I used my fingers, while still making my way down her collarbone, to massage my hand into her hair. Lightly I pulled back on a clump of hair, grabbing her attention. Her lids opened, and I watched her long eyelashes batting as she looked at me curiously. “Shh!” I whispered against her skin, tugging down the front of her shirt to savor more of her silky skin. I brought my mouth back up to hers, craving another tantalizing taste. Our lips smacked together, the kiss intensifying with each passionate stroke of our tongues. Being in awe of her was an understatement. While enjoying being this close, one hand lingered around to her back. The fabric of her shirt bunched up, allowing me to easily take ahold and begin lifting it. Reese pulled away from our kiss, but only to lift her arms above her head. Then there was only a bra in between me and those perfect tits that I was craving to suck. Our skin smacked together with another brush of groping. She readily laid flat on her back, allowing me to see everything I needed to tend to. As I hovered over Reese, she tugged at the button on my jeans. Her intentions were to the point, and though we were both still shaking, I knew I wasn’t going to back down. 
 
    I stood up, unfastening my pants and allowing them to fall at my feet. Once I’d stepped out of them, I crouched back down, leaning on my elbow, while sitting beside her. I ran my index finger in between her breasts, until her bra stopped me. I watched her diaphragm inhale and exhale, seeing how irregular her breathing had become. Through the thin fabric of her bra I could see her tart nipples protruding. I leaned down and licked over the dry fabric. My heart was pounding against my own chest as her hard tip trailed against my bottom lip. I lapped it up again, this time sucking on it, making the sheer material see-through.  
 
    She gasped as I kept doing it, tracing her erect point until she arched her back. My hand slid down, nearing the elastic of her pajama pants. I reached up to kiss her, while driving my fingers under her panties. The warmth of her skin was overwhelming, because I knew what waited beneath was going to be even hotter. My hand explored the skin over her hips, gradually making it’s way to her honey pot. To my delight she was freshly shaved. While progressing down further, where I knew her treasure was waiting to be claimed, I felt as if I were about to break down.  
 
    She grasped my arm, forcing me to halt movement and look into my eyes. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    I let my forehead fall against hers. “I’m scared I won’t be good enough for you. I know we can be great, but I’m afraid there’s not enough time.” I pulled away and shook my head. “Not time. What I mean is that all we have is right now. I don’t want to forget anything. I need it to be perfect, so that when we leave this place I’ll know it was worth the risk. I’ll know I gave it my all.” 
 
    Reese pulled my hand out of her pants. She stood up quickly, placing her legs on either side of my body. I watched her reach behind her back and unhook her bra. She held it out, positioning it to fall near my face. I caught it and watched as she shimmied both her underwear and pants down over her hips. I could almost see the beginning skin of her pussy. Reese stepped out of one leg, and then other, keeping her focus on the way I was taking her in. She sank down over top of me, right away feeling both of my hands running over her ass. “I’m scared too.” 
 
    “We should stop then, before there’s no turning back.” 
 
    She lowered her lips to mine, sucking on my tongue as she finished. “Please don’t stop, Jake.” 
 
    I flipped us over so she was on her back. Then I sat up. I took her hand into mine and lifted it to my lips, kissing it passionately before letting go. “Are you sure, Reese? You need to be positive? I don’t want to ruin your life.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want you.” 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    Jake couldn’t understand how all this had made me feel. He didn’t know of all the nights I’d cried myself to sleep because I thought he hated me. For so many months I’d searched for reasons to figure out what was tearing our friendship apart.  
 
    Didn’t he feel our connection when we first met? Couldn’t he see excitement in my eyes when we realized we shared so many courses? Was it not apparent when I picked him to be my study partner instead of anyone else? 
 
    Yes, I was already dating his brother, and perhaps that’s why it was overlooked, but all of the signs were there. I felt connected to him, especially since we shared so many of the same aspirations. Even though I loved his brother, I wasn’t about to deny the deep feelings I got when he told me he’d pushed me away because he loved me himself.  
 
    In some ways I should have considered myself lucky, having two men that would bend over backwards for me. Unfortunately the news brought me nothing but pain. One way or another I was going to hurt one of them. Without exploring my feelings for Jake, I’d never be able to feel sure that Jax was the man I was supposed to be with. We’d been fighting our attraction for an entire day, and after considering the risks, I knew exactly what I wanted.  
 
    Jake didn’t have to keep asking if I was sure. I’d never been so sure in my life. Would we have regrets? I’m sure I would. The idea of doing something so taboo and unethical made some parts of me feel terrible, while the rest of my body longed to become one with Jake. I couldn’t explain the pull that each of them had on me.  
 
    I meant what I’d said to Jake the night before. I would have chosen him in the beginning. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind. Jake was my dream guy, but it just so happened that I’d fallen in love with his brother. Now I didn’t know what I was going to do.  
 
    I watched Jake remove his boxer briefs, leaving us both naked and vulnerable. He’d seen me naked before, but never this close. My body temperature continued to rise as I followed his eyes that were making sure he didn’t miss seeing anything. “You’re making me feel insecure.” 
 
    “Don’t. You’re beautiful, Reese.” He ran his fingers over my abdomen. “You’re so god damn beautiful.” 
 
    His compliment left me with chills as I clung to his kindhearted words. I knew I couldn’t return the same sentiment, since he was hell-bent on making it a point earlier to address that he was the same exact image of his brother. I was honest when I denied it. They were nothing alike in my eyes. Sure, they shared a lot of qualities, but once I got to know them they were very opposite. Where Jax likes to joke his way out of feeling uncomfortable, Jake would clam up, or keep it bottled in until he exploded. Jax was also full of himself, never admitting he’d done wrong, where Jake was apologetic. They both had witty sense of humors that made them equally attractive, but I was drawn to the qualities they didn’t share with other people.  
 
    Falling for those particular attributes is what got me into my current situation. As much as I knew I loved Jax, a part of me also shared strong feelings for Jake. Admitting that to myself was hard enough, though once I’d witnessed Jake’s pain I couldn’t keep it bottled up. Jake deserved to know that his feelings weren’t in total vain. As wrong as it was for both of us to be doing this, I wouldn’t have changed anything. Once our time at the cabin was over I’d have to make a big decision, and neither of them could sway me. The choice would be mine, and I’d make it with as much compassion as humanly possible. I never meant to hurt either of them, yet it had become inevitable. All I could do was express myself, and hope that somehow I’d be able to figure it all out. 
 
    “Did you hear me? I said you were beautiful,” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” Jake continued dragging his fingertips lightly over my skin. When he reached the areola of my nipple he circled it. The tips hardened, and a wave of heat shot between my legs, as if a match had been lit. I brought my knees up in response. As soon as he saw me adjusting he knew how sensitive I was in that spot. He pinched my nipple, then flicked it twice. My lips parted and tiny cries escaped me. 
 
    Then I watched him lowering down, nearing the area. Jake’s tongue drug over the hardened point and he eagerly sucked on it. His other hand caressed my opposite breast, pinching the tip of that one.  
 
    Though my body beckoned for more, I wasn’t opposed to making sure he knew I didn’t expect him to do all the work. While he sucked hard on my breast, I pulled him off of it. His sad eyes changed as I narrowed in on his perfect lips. His gruff face tickled as we began to make out again. I pulled away, but only to be able to place small pecks up his face until I reached the lobe of his ear. I breathed heavily, knowing the air would enter his canal and give him pleasure. My teeth bit down on his ear and tugged ever so gently, just enough to arouse his senses. I couldn’t believe my emotions in the past twenty-four hours. I never would have imagined being here with Jake, practically begging him to take me; to break me down and rid me of any innocence I had left.  
 
    What I couldn’t understand is how badly I wanted this man. Unlike what he thought, I wasn’t comparing him to his brother. Instead I was finding out just how different they were. When Jake kissed me I felt like my knees were going to buckle. Our tongues mingled as if we’d been kissing each other for years. His touch was electrifying, and while I teased his ear, his traveling hand dipped between my legs.  
 
    His hunger was apparent. He rubbed the base of my pussy before slipping his fingers in between my folds.  
 
    Jake’s voice rumbled against my skin when he kissed his way down my abdomen. After the kisses stopped I knew what was next. I licked my lips and closed my eyes, preparing for what it would be like if he tasted me.  
 
    “You’re so fucking wet, Reese.” He had to clear his voice. A thumb began circling around my clit, causing me to buck. “You smell so sexy.” As he lowered his face, I noticed his eyes were heavy, like he was drunk. The idea of him being intoxicated with lust was invigorating. Then it happened. I felt him dragging his chin over my pussy. His scruffy whiskers sent me into a frenzy. I couldn’t contain the waves of pleasure that occurred the moment his tongue began lapping over my clit.  I dug both hands into his hair, taking a hold and guiding him to continue. He kept working his tongue like it was machine, putting pressure on my most sensitive spot. My head fell back as euphoria took over. With each lick I was losing control. Jake knew it too. He worked harder, making sure to not let up. In a matter of minutes I was crying out, my pussy throbbing like a heartbeat.  
 
    Jake kissed away my juices on my inner thighs. I bit down on my lip while watching him coming up to face me. He pressed his mouth over mine. The smell and taste of myself turned me on more. I clung to his skin, letting him know that I wasn’t going to back down.  
 
    He flipped us over, and I tangled my legs with his. His stiff erection pressed against my entrance, beckoning to be let inside. I rocked my body around, only to feel his hands taking hold of my ass cheeks. He steadied my pace and watched my breast as they bobbled around. “Did I make you feel good?” 
 
    “You still are,” I moaned. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I could sense a bit of cockiness in his tone. “Show me how much you want me, Reese.” 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed him before lowering my body down to be face to face with his swollen package. Without hands, I captured him with my lips, taking him fully into my mouth. I lifted my head forward and then back down, using my saliva for lubrication. Jake played with my hair while I grabbed his length and began jerking him off. My lips surrounded the tip of his shaft, taking it as far as I was able to without gagging. I wanted to be great at it, because he deserved just as much pleasure as he’d just given me. His smooth cock was rock hard, making my job easy. I removed my mouth and used my tongue to lick the entirety of his thick shaft. I let my hand slide down to fondle his tender balls. While preparing to suck him some more, he pulled me back up to face him. “I don’t want to cum yet.” 
 
    Our next kiss was slow, like we had all the time in the world. I savored every second of it, imagining what it would be like if I never had the chance to do it again. It saddened me so much that I positioned my body over his shaft, knowing that I wasn’t backing down. I wanted this man to enter me; to fill me with raw emotion, and never let go. 
 
    Jake reached down and played with my pussy. It was obvious that I was ready and willing, though he seemed to pause for his own personal reasons. “I’ve wanted this since we first met. I know I’ve probably ruined our lives, but I want you to know that every minute with you is worth it. I meant what I said, Reese. I’m in love with you.” In that exact moment I felt him sliding inside of me. Tears filled my eyes, not because I was sad, but more that I was overwhelmed with passion. He was giving me his heart, and all I could do was savor every moment of it.  
 
    Jake moved with a slow groove, pausing every once in a while so he didn’t ejaculate too soon. He wanted it to last as long as possible, and so did I. With every stroke I got butterflies from my toes to my nipples. I never knew that an orgasm could continue, but he was proving it to be true. We switched positions several times, settling with him on top of me. His eyes stayed fixed on mine, giving me a sense of security.  
 
    When he knew he was close he started rubbing my clit again in a circular pattern. I lost control, bucking my body as I succumbed to the pleasure. Then I felt it; him losing control while still inside of me.  
 
    For a while we laid there in each other’s arms, kissing every once in a while. Then we fell asleep, still tangled together. It was beautiful, maybe the most meaningful encounter I’d ever had in my life. For the moment I was in heaven. I think we both were. As I drifted off to sleep my last thoughts were of Jax, and what all of this meant to my relationship with him.  
 
    It was obvious that I had feelings for Jake, and they were much stronger than I’d originally thought. Being with him had significantly proven it. I knew being with him was life changing, but I couldn’t have prepared myself for what it was going to feel like. It made me question everything about mine and Jax’s relationship, especially if we were together for all the wrong reasons.  
 
    I did love him, my heart broke inside for what I’d just done, but I was also awakened to feelings I couldn’t quite grasp. I’d always been the one person to loathe cheaters, yet I’d now done it myself. Whether my reasons were worthy enough I’d probably never know. At the moment I was too entangled to imagine that something horrible would come of the most beautiful thing I’d ever experienced. Now I was going to have to make a decision, and no matter what it was, someone would be destroyed.  
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    Chapter 12 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    I awoke some time later immediately realizing there was a body on top of me. As if that weren’t enough, I was still inside of her. The idea of it immediately made my dick begin to grow. I didn’t want to wiggle around, because I knew it would only intensify the predicament. 
 
    While she rested against my chest, I stared at the ceiling, praying to God I hadn’t ruined my life, and the love of my brother. I never meant for this to happen with Reese. Yes, I’d reached a breaking point and done it anyway, but how much more could I take? I felt like if we didn’t make love while we were at the cabin alone, it would happen somewhere else where we’d be in danger of being caught. I couldn’t risk that.  
 
    I was already a horrible person, and it was only a matter of time before everyone knew. I promised Reese that I’d keep it a secret, but as soon as I saw my brother I was going to break. She was worth fighting for. What we’d shared was indescribable. For so long thoughts of her consumed me. To be able to grasp it, hold her in my arms, and satiate all her desires, I didn’t want to picture never having that again.  
 
    I was selfish, and my brother was directly in the path of my destruction. How I’d let myself get to this point was frustrating enough, but to know the consequences of my actions, and how many people would be damaged by it, most of them the closest ones to my heart.  
 
    I didn’t mean to get emotional. It definitely wasn’t the time or place. I wasn’t a crier, and I certainly didn’t show this side of me to many people, but there I was feeling a warm batch of tears falling down the sides of my face, while I held the only woman I’d ever loved. How does one survive from something like is? There isn’t a handbook guiding my way to righteousness, unless I wanted to decipher the bible, and hope that God would have mercy on me. 
 
    I’m sure my body shaking is what woke her. Reese lifted up her head and looked into my eyes, seeing how distraught I was. I tried to look away, but like I said before, I was still inside of her, now hard, and vulnerable. She lifted her hand and touched my face. I almost couldn’t stand it. “I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt you, Reese. I should have fought this.” 
 
    She began to share in my sentiment by scrunching up her face. I watched her lips quivering as she lost it on top of me. “What have we done?” She whispered in between tears. 
 
    I pulled her close, because it was the only decent thing I could think of doing. “I don’t know what to do now. I fucked up my whole life, but I can’t regret a single moment I’ve spent here with you.” We looked at each other, both so emotional it was hard to bear. “I ruined our lives.” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed me, holding her lips against mine while we both cried. It was a pivotal moment for the both of us, to be on the same page with guilt. We may have been young, but both of us knew how wrong this was.  
 
    When Reese pulled away she attempted to smile, but failed terribly. “I’ll break up with Jax.” 
 
    I sat us both up, holding her on my lap. “You can’t do that. He’s crazy about you.” 
 
    She cupped my face with her hands. “Jesus, Jake, look at where we are. I can’t face him and not think of this. Even if I waited, it would tear me apart inside. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m confused about a lot of things. I need to be able to wrap my head around everything before I can put the pieces back together.” 
 
    I understood, really I did, but hearing her words crushed me. I wanted this day to be perfect. I needed to feel like she loved me back, just for the temporary high it gave me. It was as if she was admitting this was a huge mistake, without actually saying the words.  
 
    I began to sob like a baby, feeling as if my only way out of this was something drastic. “I’m sorry there’s two of us, Reese. You don’t know how sorry I am about it.” 
 
    “Please don’t cry, Jake. I can’t handle seeing you this sad. I’m just so messed up.” 
 
    “Reese, no matter how you feel, I’m equally as fucked up. Don’t you get it? For once I let my heart lead the way. I got to be with you, even if it was short-lived, I still got to experience what it was like to be with the woman I’m in love with. I get that you don’t feel the same way about me, but I wanted it anyway. This is my burden. I have to live with this for the rest of my life. Because of what I’ve done I’m going to lose my best friend; my brother, who I’ve spent my entire life sharing everything with. I’m not worried about him beating my ass. Hell, I deserve it. I’ll stand there and take it like a guilty man. I’m worried about never having him by my side. As much as I feel for you, he’s been my one solid my whole life. It’s impossible to choose between you and not hurt.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be this messed up if I didn’t feel something intense for you, Jake. Two people made love on this rug. It wasn’t just you.” 
 
    Although her comment was a breath of fresh air, I still couldn’t get past the hurt that was about to happen to my brother.  
 
    I took both of her arms and started moving her off of me, hard or not, I knew our time was over. 
 
    Reese locked her legs so I couldn’t budge her. “No!” 
 
    “It’s over, Reese. I can’t do this anymore. No matter how much I want you, I can’t have you forever. I’ve got to let you go.” 
 
    She sat there on top of me, staring, with nothing but determination in her eyes. “If this is all we have; if this day is the last time we’ll ever be like this, please don’t push me away. I don’t want this to be over.” I watched her break down again, burying her head in my chest. My arms that once fought to push her away, were now wrapping around her back, holding her tight.  
 
    “Please don’t cry. I hate that I’m hurting you.” 
 
    Her hands were flat on my back, refusing to let go. I suppose she was afraid I’d try to get up again. “I let down my walls and allowed myself to feel this with you. As much as I’m hurting right now, I can’t let you end things this way; not when we both know it isn’t what we want.” 
 
    She had me there. As terrible as it was, I didn’t want to let go. We kissed slowly, holding on to it as if it were our last embrace. Our tears meshed together while we continued using our emotions to guide us.  
 
    With little effort she moved her body gradually, awakening my arousal. How could I resist what was there for the taking? How could I refuse what was already happening? 
 
    My arms slid down to hold onto to her supple ass, helping to guide her into a good pace. The harder I became the better it felt. Once again we were in sync, playing our pain into this taboo affair.  
 
    Reese moved faster on top of me. Her breasts bounced around, grabbing my attention fully. It was difficult to not reach up and hold them in place. When I did it she leaned back to allow me room to converge. Her nipple, so hard, was easy to suck between my lips. I kept pulling, using force that I’d learned she liked. Her hips started grinding vigorously. I looked down, focusing on the way her pussy accepted my engorged cock.  
 
    Our lips met for a kiss that blew all the other ones away. It was impossible to imagine that being with her again was better than the first time. Being with Reese wasn’t like experiencing a woman for the first time. I felt like I knew where she wanted to be touched, and she certainly paid it forward when it came to finding my hot spots.  
 
    I could feel her walls contracting as her body stiffened and lost control. Her kiss was ravenous as she succumbed to being overwhelmed with an orgasm. “Oh my god, mmm, it feels so good,” she said against my mouth.  
 
    Hearing those words heightened my arousal to a breaking point. As I clung to her body to halt movement, my veins started popping out on my arms. The sensations were too hard to control. I was used up, but still motivated. I filled her with my load, knowing darn well I’d never be able to let someone like her go. 
 
    “Damn. That was … intense.” 
 
    She nestled her body close to mine, resting her head under my chin. “Hold me, Jake. Please don’t let me go. I feel like if we get up from this spot it’s all over. I’m not ready to say goodbye to this.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and kissed the top of her head. “It can’t last forever, babe. I don’t deserve something so good.” 
 
    She backed away to make sure she could see me when her next words came out. “Neither do I, not anymore. I’m just as accountable for this. That’s why I know I need to end things with your brother.” 
 
    “Damn it, Reese. We talked about this already.” 
 
    “Yeah, we did, but it’s not your choice to make. I’m not a cheater. What’s happening between us has only proven that my love for your brother isn’t as strong as I thought. How else do you explain me finding it so easy to be with you? For months you’ve fought me, forcing me to work harder to break you. Maybe neither of us realized what was happening, but I can’t deny it. Whatever I’m feeling isn’t infatuation. We’ve known each other too long for it to be that. Being with you, sharing this moment, it’s so deep, and it’s real.” 
 
    “Jax makes you happy. You’ll think differently when we’re home.” 
 
    “No, I think I know what it is already. I think I understand why a part of me loves both of you.” 
 
    I didn’t want to hear this, yet I couldn’t stop listening. “Don’t say you love me, Reese. I’m not looking for your pity. I’ve treated you like shit for too long.” 
 
    “I don’t pity you, but you need to hear me out. You’re right, I do love Jax. I love that no matter what my mood is he can make me laugh. He brightens my day, and knows how to make things interesting at night.” 
 
    It made me feel uncomfortable to be holding her and hearing about my brother’s qualities. 
 
    “But you’re something else, Jake. When I’m with you I can tell you anything. We don’t have to argue about television shows, or common interests, because we have the same tastes. We share values, and when we’re together, like this, I feel as if I’m whole. When we kiss there’s no one taking the lead, because we’re in sync.” She laced her fingers with mine and focused on my stare, while she brought one up to sit on my chest at my heart. “When we make love your heart radiates through mine. It’s beautiful. I get lost in it, to the point where I don’t want to let go. How can I fight something that’s so powerful? You feel it too. I know you do.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it changes nothing. Lots of people have things in common.” 
 
    “Jake.” Her fingers traced over my lips. She remembered how much that made me crazy. “I’m too confused to make a choice, but I know I can’t stay with your brother. You’re right. When we go home things will change. It won’t just be us, but I know myself  enough to not deny what I’m feeling being here with you.” 
 
    I swallowed my pride, cupping her face and said what I needed to. “I agree with what you’re saying, but it’s not going to work out. This ends here, Reese. You and I will never be together. Even if I could have you, I wouldn’t allow it. He’s my brother. Nothing will ever change that, not even you.” 
 
    For the first time in hours I separated us and walked across the room, leaving her alone. I could hear her crying. I knew I’d crushed her heart. It was the only way I could make things right. Yeah, she needed to make a decision about Jax, but I wouldn’t be the reason. I wasn’t going to be the person she ran to when they were done. I’d caused enough grief. My love for her wasn’t going to disappear, but my hope of us ever being a couple was diminished. We were doomed from the start.  
 
    It was never going to happen, so all I could do was put a wall up and push her away.  
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    I sat there on the very rug we’d made love on and watched him stand with his back to me, staring out the glass windows as if he hadn’t broken my heart. I knew I couldn’t expect him to understand. Most of what I was saying was hard for me to fathom. How could he accept that I could feel something deeply for both of them? 
 
    When he refused me I knew I couldn’t push the issue. He was right about a lot of things. At the end of the day his family meant everything. The only thing I could do to make things better was to remove myself from the equation altogether.  I couldn’t be the reason for the two men most important to me to hate each other. That would be the nail in my coffin.  
 
    While he remained standing at the window, I gathered my clothes and headed up the stairs. I knew he’d hear the bedroom door closing, but I doubted he’d come after me. He’d said those things to hurt me; to push me away. I wasn’t a fool. In some ways I was angry at him, but I knew his brave face wasn’t without much pain. I felt terrible, but didn’t know a way for any of it to work out.  
 
    It stopped snowing around noon. I stayed in bed, watching the snow drip from the roof out the window. There wasn’t any sign of movement from downstairs, and I was too afraid of what I’d find if I opened the door. We needed to stay away from each other. It was necessary to distance ourselves until the ride home, and even then I didn’t know if I could look at him without losing it.  
 
    Nightfall came and I remained locked in the bedroom. I’d gathered extra blankets and stayed bundled up to keep from freezing. Jake never came and checked on me. A part of me worried about what I’d done to him. I needed to know he could recover from this and go on with his life. He had a huge game coming up that could determine his immediate future. His head had to be on straight.  
 
    The sound of a motor caught my attention. I sat up in bed and ran toward the window. A truck, equipped with a plow attached to the front made it’s way up the steep path. Male voices were noticeable and I heard the front door open and close. Then the group stood in front of the headlights. My heart dropped when I saw them both standing there together, along with their dad. I covered my mouth and sank to the floor, feeling like my world was spinning out of control. What had I done? 
 
    Someone calling my name caught my attention. I stood up and ran into the bathroom, trying desperately to wipe my eyes with toilet paper to hide hours of crying. I knew who it was looking for me, and the idea of facing him was making me get dizzy. I feared that he’d know the truth the moment he saw my face.  
 
    Reluctantly I unlocked the door. Jax stood there with a huge smile on his face. “I told you I’d find a way to get to you, baby. Come here. Everything’s alright now.” He pulled me against his chest and I couldn’t help from crying. Tears fell down my face as I prepared for the inevitable. “Don’t cry. I know it must have been scary, especially when the power went out. Jake said you locked yourself in your room all day. It’s a good thing I brought burgers and fries.” 
 
    I wasn’t listening to him, not really. All I heard out of the conversation was that Jake had told his brother I’d been locked away all day. Had he really made up an excuse to keep what happened a secret? Why would he do that? Was it because of his father or something else? I had to know, but didn’t have a way to ask. “I just want to go home.” It wasn’t a lie. I needed a hot shower and some time to think. Being in the same house as the both of them was undeniably difficult. I felt ill over my actions, and needed reprieve. “Dad’s going to let me take his truck back. He’s going to ride with Jake. We can go as soon as you want. I know it sucks not having power.” 
 
    When I pulled away to gather up my things he leaned forward and planted a kiss on my lips; the same lips that had been all over his brother. If I’d eaten at all the bile would have been coming up. I couldn’t live with this guilt.  
 
    I pulled away quickly, pretending to be consumed with getting out of there. “I just have one bag. Can you fetch my toothbrush in the bathroom?” 
 
    Jax helped me get my things together and led me down the stairs, where I found Jake and his dad sitting on the sofa. I tried my best not to make eye contact with Jake. I could feel his stare as I came down the steps and made it to the front door.  
 
    “I got what I came for. We’re out of here. I need to be rested before practice tomorrow.” Jax looked at his brother. “Thanks for keeping my girl safe, bro. I owe you one.” 
 
    Could this get any worse? I wanted to be someone else, anyone else but the bimbo that had made such a mess of things. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him looking at me, tearing a hole into my very core. I swore I wasn’t going to regret being with Jake. I told myself that it was what I wanted, yet I couldn’t explain the rush of irrevocable guilt I carried from it. That was the reason I couldn’t look at him. There wasn’t any way I’d let him see me so unsure. He’d read me like no other could. He’d know I was having doubts, and he’d never forgive himself. 
 
    “It’s no problem. I’m just glad you got here when you did. I was starting to wonder if we’d ever be able to get home.” 
 
    Walking past the threshold was like leaving behind a piece of my heart. There were so many reasons I needed to break down, but I knew for the next few hours it would be impossible to explain. I’d have to hold it all in until I was alone, so that I wouldn’t burden anyone else with the disaster I’d made of my life, and my future. Not only was I about to lose one, but I was sure the other wanted nothing to do with me. 
 
    Except for holding my hand, Jax let me rest on the way home. I pretended to be asleep so he wouldn’t question me about my time at the cabin. I couldn’t bear to fabricate any kind of story, not when it was all so fresh in my head. Each time I closed my eyes I pictured the way Jake held me, and made love to me. I imagined being in his arms and accepting his tender kisses. When he’d rejected me I finally knew what it felt like to feel completely alone. It tore me apart to know he was in the cabin with me all afternoon, refusing to communicate.  
 
    Unspoken words and broken promises were going to end my relationship with Jax. I couldn’t be near him without comparing him to his brother. My love for him was blinded by the power of what I’d shared with Jake. How I was ever going to recover from this was beyond me. The most rational decision I could make would be to leave town, and let them get on with their lives together, in one piece. Just because I’d messed up didn’t mean I had to destroy them too.  
 
    I stared out the window at the snow the entire ride. The food Jax had brought got cold. I never took it out of the bag, because I couldn’t stand to look at it much less eat it. 
 
    Finally, after traveling through the nasty road conditions, we pulled up at the campus. I lifted my head and tried my best to appear as if I’d just woken up. Every part of my body had been touched, kissed and licked by Jake. I felt filthy sitting in the truck with his twin brother and pretending that nothing was wrong.  
 
    “Was he mean to you?” He asked. 
 
    I shrugged and looked down at my hands. “It was fine. He stayed busy,” I lied. 
 
    “I hate that you spent the whole weekend locked in a bedroom with no power.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I was taking advantage of his comment. “I really want to get a hot shower and lay in my warm bed. If it’s alright with you, I’m just going to go inside by myself.” 
 
    Jax put his hand on my thigh. I swallowed hard and looked up into his eyes, the ones I could tell apart from his brother’s. “I should get going too. We didn’t think it would take so long to get that road cleared. It was a good thing my dad keeps that plow for the farm. Jake would have been in deep shit if he didn’t get to practice.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming to get me, Jax.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for you, baby. You know that. I love you.” 
 
    His words were like a thousands knives driving into my heart. I sucked in my bottom lip to hide the trembling. “I love you too. I’ll call you later.” 
 
    I got out of his vehicle as fast as my body would allow. I knew he was watching me walk inside, so I stayed at a slow pace, even when I felt like running. Once I heard his truck pull away I fell to the ground inside of the doorway. This was the worst pain I’d ever experienced. It was worse than losing someone to a death, because the reminder of them was still going to exist. I’d have to see them and be reminded of the mess I’d made. Day after day I’d have to fight to live my life knowing I’d ruined my life. 
 
    I couldn’t see a resolution, and in that moment I didn’t know if one even existed. 
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    Chapter 14 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    “I know that look, Jake. Boy, I better be mistaken.” 
 
    I tipped my hat down and covered my face with my hands. “Dad, not now. I don’t need to hear it. I’m tired, and I just want to get out of here.” 
 
    “God damn it. This can’t be happening again.” 
 
    I looked up at my dad, curious to what he meant. “Again?” 
 
    “Yeah, again. History repeats itself, son.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” If he thought for a second he knew what happened here he was mistaken. It wasn’t about the sex. I gave her everything. It was never about intimacy. 
 
    “You know damn well what I’m talking about. Don’t play dumb with me. When that girl came down those steps I watched you. I saw how she couldn’t look over here. What happened here, Jake? What did you do?” 
 
    “It ain’t like that. Just leave it alone. Nothing happened, dad, and nothing’s going to happen.” I was getting pissed. This wasn’t the time to rehash my time with Reese. What hurt the most was seeing the disappointment in my father’s eyes. 
 
    “Jake, I told you the story about Uncle Colt and Aunt Van. She was my girlfriend. They slept together while I was in the hospital. They fell in love with each other, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. Just tell me that’s not what happened here. Tell me you didn’t sleep with that girl.” 
 
    I didn’t look up at him.  
 
    “He’s your fucking brother! How could you let pussy come between you? What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    My dad was standing over me, waiting for me to respond. I stood up and looked him in the eyes. “What do you want me to say? I loved her first. This ain’t like what happened to you. I’m not saying anything else. It’s not your concern. I assure you that there’s nothing to worry about. I have no plans of stealing her away from him.” 
 
    My dad looked away. I half expected him to shove me down and beat the shit out of me. I certainly deserved it. “Was it worth it?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “You can’t, or you won’t?” 
 
    “Both.” When I saw my dad look at me again I could tell he was upset, more hurt than angry. “The less you know the better. Now can we please get out of here?” 
 
    It took a while for my dad to speak to me again. We’d been driving for quite some time. He refused to sit passenger with my known maneuvering on the icy roads, so I’d given over my keys. The radio was off, and I didn’t dare reach over to turn it on. My dad had this weird way of handling emotions. He’d keep it bottled up and then explode, much like Jax. I knew it was best to keep our conversation at bay until he could understand that some things were left buried. “Are you going to tell mom?” 
 
    “I can’t hurt her like that.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Jax after the game. He’ll need to be focused.” 
 
    “What does Reese say? Do you two just think you can ride off into the sunset together?” 
 
    “Come on, seriously? I never said what happened between us, and I’m not going to. There’s nothing between Reese and I. It was over before it even started. I know Jax deserves to know the truth, so I’m telling you that I’ll come clean if that’s what you expect me to do.” 
 
    He beat on the dash. “You can’t tell him, Jake. Whatever happened, he can’t find out. I won’t let a piece of ass destroy this family.” 
 
    I turned my whole body in his direction. “Don’t talk about her like that.” My father was one man I’d always been afraid of, but he’d said the wrong thing. I wasn’t going to let him treat her like shit. “It’s not her fault. None of it is. I fucked up, okay? I told her how I felt. Things were said, and now she’s all confused.” I was making it seem as if the conversation was all that took place. Hopefully he’d leave it alone. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear anymore about it. I won’t be an accomplice to your crime of passion.” His sarcasm allowed me to see that he was trying to calm down. In many ways I could see how he and my brother were similar, while I seemed to share the compassionate side of my mother. I cared about people too much, and it got me into trouble, because I let those emotions dictate my actions. “Trust me, my own personal jail is rough enough.” 
 
    “Living with your own choices is a part of life. You’re going to make mistakes. I just really wish you would have avoided this one.” 
 
    “She loves Jax, dad. Just drop it already. I’m not interested in ruining my brother’s future. I’d never do that.” 
 
    “I’ll drop it if you promise me that it’s done. Assure me that I don’t have to worry about you messing around with that girl.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Even though I knew I could sleep at home, I wanted to get to the dorm. Jax would probably stay over at Reese’s so I’d be able to be alone and begin to clear my head. I dropped my dad off at the farm, heeding another warning before driving away. I wasn’t in the mood to thank him for coming all the way to the mountains to get us. I knew he’d wasted a whole day doing it, but honestly wasn’t thrilled that they’d showed up when they did. There were things left unsaid with Reese, and the more I thought about them let me know I shouldn’t have left things the way I had. 
 
    When I got to my room at the dorms my brother was sitting on his bed. He had headphones on his ears and was watching a video with his phone. Whatever it was had him cracking up.  
 
    I put on a brave face and sat my bag down on my bed. He loosened one of the speakers to be able to hear me. “What took you so long, dickhead?” 
 
    “We had to close the place up, and then I dropped off dad. Why? Did you miss me?” 
 
    “Fuck no! I miss my girl, though. I was hoping she’d be up for some late night booty, but she won’t even answer the phone. I bet she’s pissed that she ruined her whole weekend.” 
 
    “She’ll get over it, I’m sure.” 
 
    “You ready for practice tomorrow?” He asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Are we running new strategies?” 
 
    Jax sat up and tilted his body in my direction. “I think we should stick with what we do best. I think tomorrow I’m going to focus on Ralph and Pax. Their running game needs work, dude. I can’t always throw passes to you. They need to contribute.” 
 
    I plopped down on my bed and attached my cell phone to charge. “Hey, we got this handled. It’s just another game, bro.” For some reason it was easy talking to Jax about football. Even though I didn’t feel the best, I knew I could get through the night with no problem.  
 
    We talked for an hour before playing a video game that occupied our time. Eventually Jax got tired and quit. He climbed into bed and called Reese. 
 
    I turned on my phone to see if I had missed calls, while listening to him chat.  
 
    “Hey, baby. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Did the shower help?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Okay, I hope you feel better. I’ll check on you in the morning. I love you too.” 
 
    I closed my eyes to prevent him being able to tell that it affected me. She told me she was going to end things, yet clearly had just told him she loved him. I felt betrayed. 
 
    My brother started to snore a little while later. I crossed my arms and put them behind my head, unable to close my eyes and rest. I knew I had a hard day ahead of me, but couldn’t relax. There was too much going through my mind.  
 
    My phone vibrating caught my attention. I retrieved it from the nightstand to find a message from Reese.  
 
    Are you awake? – R 
 
    Maybe – J 
 
    Where is Jax? – R 
 
    He’s sleeping. – J 
 
    How do I know this isn’t Jax playing a game with me. He likes to take your phone and mess around. – R 
 
    It’s Jake. I promise. When you woke up this morning you felt full for some reason. – J 
 
    OMG! Erase that. – R 
 
    What? You didn’t like breakfast?  Did I serve it better than Jax – J 
 
    Seriously? You’re not helping! – R 
 
    We shouldn’t talk about it. – J 
 
    I need to. – R 
 
    I’ll see you in class tomorrow. Try to get some sleep. Jax and I are cool. He doesn’t suspect a thing. Forget it ever happened. You love each other. – J 
 
    Don’t do that. Don’t act like it wasn’t special. – R 
 
    It wasn’t. I fucked you because you let me. It was a great time. I’ll keep the secret. Calm down. – J 
 
    Please don’t be an asshole. I saw you cry. I felt your tears. I know that’s not how you feel. – R 
 
    IT DOES NOT MATTER! LEAVE IT ALONE! – J 
 
    I had to turn off my phone. Her messages were making me feel things again, when all I wanted to do was forget so I could move on. We’d made a mistake, and I was already paying for it.  
 
    Eventually sleep did come, but I was restless. I dreamed of Reese; how her hair hung down past her shoulders and blew in the wind. She was taunting me to follow her, motioning me with her index finger. My smile was pathetic as I floated in her direction, my feet dragging on the floor.  
 
    We traveled through a corridor, coming into a library filled to the ceiling with stacks of books. My whole football team sat at oval shaped tables, wearing their game day jerseys, and pads. I waved as I breezed by, noticing that none of them acknowledged me. Next we passed a large mahogany desk. An older woman was sitting there, tapping her finger loudly on the top. She lowered her spectacles and gave me this questionable look. Just as we were about to exit the first room I saw my brother getting up from underneath of the woman’s desk. He leaned forward and kissed her, and then turned around with his finger up to his lips, like he was telling me to keep quiet.  
 
    When I looked back for the second time he was gone, and so was the whole room. The next thing I knew we were in a bedroom, decorated with posters of boy bands covering every wall. Reese climbed on the bed and touched a button on her shirt that immediately made her clothes disappear. My eyes widened as I tried to maintain a respectful distance. “What the hell? I thought you wanted to talk.” 
 
    “Get over here and kneel in front of me.” Her demand was too sexy to ignore, besides, she was naked.  
 
    I did as I was told, crouching down where my face was level with her spread pussy. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Shut up and eat. You need your energy for the game. Hurry up and make me cum.” 
 
    I leaned forward and began the daunting task of eating her juicy, delectable cunt. She dug her nails into my scalp. “Harder, Jake. Do it harder, you pussy. Why can’t you be as good as your brother? He makes me cum so good. I’ll never love someone that can’t get me off.” She shoved me away with her bare foot. “We’re done here. I’ve made my choice.” 
 
    Reese held up her hand and slapped me hard across the face. I sat up in bed, looking around the dark room. Jax was still sleeping. His mouth had opened and his pillow was covered in drool. I knew I was back to reality, but couldn’t shake the disturbing feeling I got from my nightmare. I knew it was my mind working double time to help me work things out, or possibly my guilty conscience getting the best of me. 
 
    At five o’clock in the morning I was hit in the face with a pillow. Jax stood over me, letting a wad of spit dangle down until it almost touched my face. I swiftly brought my leg up and kicked him away from me. He laughed and wiped off his face. “I couldn’t help it, dude. You slept through the alarm. You should’ve seen your face.” He continued laughing as I shoved him farther away from me. “Screw you.” 
 
    “Hurry up and get your shit together. We need to bounce.” 
 
    I shook my head but got up anyway, knowing it was important to be prompt to practice. It also gave me some time to figure out what I was going to say if Jax brought up the cabin.  
 
    Thankfully we met some of our teammates in the hallway. Jax was already wired, banging on every door until we reached the stairs. We’d made it down the first flight before he started talking about what his plans were for after practice, which included some alone time with Reese. I stayed out of it, focusing on getting to practice to take all my frustrations out on the field.  
 
    In the locker room I started putting on my gear when I noticed I had a message on my cell phone. I looked around to make sure nobody was looking when I opened it. 
 
    I can’t sleep. I keep thinking about last night. About you. - R 
 
    I deleted the message and shoved my phone back in the locker. After practice I was going to have to talk to her, even though I had no idea what I wanted to say. 
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    Chapter 15 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    I spent the whole night balled up on my bed, sobbing uncontrollably. It made it worse when Jake refused to talk to me. I’d tried to pretend that nothing was wrong when I was with Jax, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to do it for long. I’d cried so much that my eyes were almost swollen shut. I kept taking a damp rag and letting it sit to try and alleviate some of it. Each time I felt like I was making progress I’d break down again. 
 
    I thought about calling some of my girlfriends, but couldn’t admit what I’d done. Then I decided that there was one place I could go to feel safe. As soon as I was showered and dressed I walked eight blocks to the Catholic Church. I felt terrible for how long it had been since I’d gone to mass. My parents had been so adamant about me taking catechism, hoping I’d keep my faith as I grew older. Even though my beliefs hadn’t changed, my priorities had. Now I was about to admit to the priest that I’d failed God.  
 
    I played with my cross as I waited inside the small boxed confessional. I stared at the woodwork, focusing on what I’d come to do. I knew if I dwelled on my sins I’d run out before doing what I’d set out to do. 
 
    The little window slid to the side and I heard someone clearing their voice.  
 
    This priest got right to it, unlike the one from home, who greeted everyone the same way each time. “Good morning. What brings you here on this glorious day?” 
 
    “Bless me father for I have sinned. It’s been two years since my last confession. I’ve tried to lead a righteous path, but I’m afraid that love has led me down an evil road. I think I’m in love with two men, and I’ve fornicated with both. Please forgive me, father. Please provide me with absolution.” 
 
    “Two years is a long time my dear. I’m afraid love leads many down dangerous paths. It’s the strongest thing that humans experience. Are these two men Christian?” 
 
    “Yes, but they aren’t Catholic. That’s not even the worst part, father. They’re brothers. The men I have feelings for are twin brothers.” 
 
    For a split second I expected him to gasp or tell me I was damned to Hell. When he said nothing for quite some time I felt like I was suffocating in the small box. Swiftly I got up and exited the church. I couldn’t ask for forgiveness when I wasn’t even sure what I was prepared to do. I couldn’t repent for something I was still committing. Absolution wouldn’t come until I faced my own self. Hail Mary’s weren’t going to help me decide what I wanted. 
 
    I didn’t head back to my dorm room right away. Instead I walked around the campus, thinking to myself. I could hear the drill whistles in the distance and knew the guys were still practicing. In a couple hours Jake would be heading to class; one we shared. He’d expect to see me there. The problem was that I’d spent all night going over everything in my head. Over and over I played out scenarios of how it could be resolved. There was only one solution to all of this, and that was taking me out of the equation. I had to break it off with Jax, and steer clear of both of them.  
 
    I waited out in the hall when class started. While hiding behind a group of peers, Jake entered class and found his seat. I didn’t mean to be creepy but I kept looking to see if he was checking the door for me to enter.  
 
    Class started and I refused to go inside. Instead, I headed back to the dorm room to cry some more. Not even fifteen minutes later my phone began to ring. It couldn’t be Jax, because he knew I had class. Reluctantly I peered down at the screen and saw it was a message from Jake.  
 
    Where are you?- J 
 
    Why do you care? – R 
 
    You know I do. Where are you? – J 
 
    In my room. –R 
 
    Why? – J 
 
    You know why. – R 
 
    I couldn’t talk last night. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I was trying to do the right thing. – J 
 
    I’m so messed up. I can’t stop crying. I don’t know what to do. – R 
 
    It took him a couple minutes to reply. Honestly I figured he was ignoring me on purpose to avoid the topic. 
 
    You have to be strong. Please don’t hurt Jax. – J 
 
    What about you? – R 
 
    I don’t care about me. It doesn’t matter. You’re with my brother. He’ll be good to you. Don’t ruin it. I won’t ever tell. I’d never hurt you like that. – J 
 
    But I care about you. I wish I was dead. You could go back to the way things were, and I’d be just a memory. You’re better off without me anyway. – R 
 
    My emotions were all over the place. Even though I knew I didn’t have the guts to end my life and live in purgatory forever, I was determined to make sure I didn’t ruin their relationship. 
 
    I turned off my phone and buried my head in a pillow, where I screamed as loud as I could. It was impossible to fathom how I’d gotten to this degree of depression, yet I couldn’t find a light to follow to get out of it. 
 
    A knock on the door scared me. I ignored it first, until I heard him saying my name. I unfastened the lock and cracked it. There he was, standing with worried eyes. He frowned when he saw me, pushed open the door and closed it behind him. I backed up to give him space as he approached. “You didn’t have to come here, Jake.” 
 
    “Yes I did. You talked about wanting to end your life.” 
 
    “I’d never do that. I’m just upset.” I turned away and tried to fight back another bout of tears. “You should go.” 
 
    I felt his hands on my shoulders. He pulled me backward until my body hit his chest. Then his arms wrapped firmly around my stomach. “You’re making this so hard for me to stay away.” I let my fingers trail over his hands. Immediately I felt better being held by him. Jake brought his mouth up to my ear. His hot breath gave me chills as he spoke. “I didn’t sleep either. I kept thinking about you. I even dreamed about you.” 
 
    I turned around and looked him in the eyes. He reached up and touched where they were swollen. “You’ve got to stop crying. It’s not healthy.” 
 
    “I don’t know what else to do. I can’t talk to Jax. You wouldn’t talk to me. I felt alone.” 
 
    “I couldn’t talk about it last night. I was pissed off at my dad trying to pry, and I just wanted to calm down. Besides, Jax was asleep in the bed next to mine. What if I fell asleep and he read one of your messages? How would that look?” 
 
    “You don’t get it. It may be easy for you to turn off your feelings, but it’s not for me. I don’t want to go back to the way it was. I hated you for treating me so mean. It hurts.” Even talking about it was making me sad. 
 
    “I can’t be the shoulder you cry on, Reese.” 
 
    “Why not? Why can’t we be friends?” 
 
    He looked away and furrowed his brow. “Because I’m in love with you. I can’t give you advice on your relationship without it ripping my heart out. I can’t go to Sunday dinners and not wish it was me up in that hay loft. Don’t you get how much harder this is now? I’ve held you in my arms. I’ve tasted you. We made love together. You’re all I think about. I’m not capable of turning it off. I don’t even want to.” 
 
    I backed away from him and sat down on my mattress. He was right. It wasn’t fair to expect him to suffer. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jake sat down beside me and put his hand on my leg. It was just a friendly touch, but immediately gave me chills. “Don’t be sorry. Just be strong. You’re going to get through this. You’re a strong and beautiful woman, who’s lucky enough to have so many people admire her. I know you can make it out of this and be happy. Nothing has to change. As far as everyone knows you and I don’t get along. You can go about your life as if the cabin never happened.” 
 
    “I don’t want that. I can’t forget something like that.” 
 
    “You have to. We both do.” Jake knelt down in front of me. He placed his hands on my knees and looked up to make sure I was paying attention. “I know I can’t be with you. I’ve known for a long time now. What we shared I’ll never forget for as long as I’m breathing, but I can’t dwell on what’s never going to happen. For the record I’m glad I told you. I’m glad you know, because it was tearing me up inside. I let down my walls at the cabin, and had the most beautiful experience with you. That’s why I know I have to keep my distance. I can’t trust myself when I’m near you.” 
 
    I nodded sadly. I knew too well how he felt. “Right now I feel like I’m drowning in my own pool of pain, and if I don’t keep swimming I’ll never make it to the surface.” I leaned forward and let our foreheads touch. Jake didn’t pull away, not even when I closed my eyes.  
 
    “I should probably go. I wouldn’t want anyone catching me in your room.” I heard what he said, but he still hadn’t budged from his position. My eyes opened and I noticed he was staring right at me.  
 
    “What if I don’t want you to leave?” My lips began to tremble as I desperately attempted to ask him for one more thing. “Stay with me, Jake. Just hold me for a little while. I’ll never ask for anything else. Please don’t go. When you’re here with me it doesn’t hurt so bad.” It was the truth. Maybe it was because we’d gotten into this mess together, but I’d like to think it was much more.  
 
    I backed up on the bed and held out my hand. Jake placed his on top and climbed on the mattress with me. When he was comfortable on his back, I rolled half of my body over his and rested my head. He reached up and held my hand that was flat against where his heart sat. “I hate that I caused this.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” I argued. “I was as much a part of what happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I should have stopped it. I knew it would come to this.” 
 
    I started thinking about Jax, and how I was going to be around him when my heart ached for Jake. He may not have been able to read me as good as Jake, but he’d know there was something wrong. I couldn’t even come up with a believable story in my head as to why I’d be so distraught. “I’m going to break up with Jax. I know you don’t want me to, but it’s something I have to do. I also think you should start dating someone. It will hurt at first, but I know you could be happy if you tried. Maybe you can find someone that will be good for Jax.” I was really bawling, making it hard for Jake to understand what I was saying. “He’ll struggle for a little while over the breakup, but he’ll have you to help him. I just want you both to be happy.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in finding someone else, Reese. If I can’t have you then I’ll focus on football and school. I’ll get my degree and work hard.” 
 
    “There you go again, reminding me why I know I picked the wrong brother.” 
 
    “Don’t say stuff like that.” 
 
    “It’s true. If it wasn’t, then why am I here with you right now? Why do you make me feel safer than anyone has before? Why can’t I get you out of my mind? It’s like you’re everywhere. I can’t get you out of my thoughts. You consume every part of me. I keep trying to fight it; to fight myself, but I know it’s there. It’s just waiting to be expressed physically and emotionally. I’ve questioned my reasoning. I’ve played it all out in my head. I know it won’t work, but I can’t stop wanting you. I need you, not like the other night. I need your love. I want it. It’s all that I want.” 
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    Chapter 16 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “It’s true,” she cried. “I got carried away with Jax for a long time. He makes me happy. He buys me things and takes me out. He treats me good, and respects that I’m different, but that’s just it. We’re too different. My love for him is physical. In all the months we’ve been together he should know me inside and out, yet he doesn’t. He doesn’t even care what my favorite music is, or the fact that I want to be a psychiatrist. He doesn’t value my opinion, not at all. Jax is about Jax and I’m just along for the ride. Maybe I don’t want to be someone’s sidekick. Maybe I want to feel equal in a relationship.” 
 
    “You’re just looking for reasons to justify this. Talk to Jax. He’ll change for you. He already has.” 
 
    “For how long? A month? A week? How long until he goes back to his old ways? Better yet, how long until he gets bored of me and finds someone else to spend his time with. Don’t tell me it won’t happen. He looks at other girls all the time when we’re together. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “I like to look at women. It’s a man thing.” 
 
    She wasn’t going for my bullshit. “Yeah right. The first time we were in the library together this group of girls came in. It was obvious that you’d been with one of them. She kept leaning over trying to get your attention. The one thing I noticed was that you never looked in her direction, not once. Why is that, Jake?” 
 
    She had me there. I remembered that day. The chick’s name was Carla and she had huge tits. I’d hooked up with her a couple times, but she was nothing but an easy lay. Reese was sitting across from me that particular time, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. “You know why.” 
 
    “You see, ever since our time at the cabin I’ve been thinking about all the occasions when we were alone. It’s my fault for never noticing, but the signs were always there. Remember when I got into that fight with Jax about the movie we were going to see? I started crying in the theater and ran into the restroom. It wasn’t Jax who was waiting for me outside. It was you. He’d already bought the tickets to that stupid movie he wanted to see. Then the next day he brought me flowers to say he was sorry.” 
 
    The flowers had been my idea, and I’d picked them up for him to give to her. I knew she was angry, and didn’t want to see her sad. “Okay. You got me, but it still doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Reese climbed off of me and locked her door so no one could walk in. “Tell me this, Jake, because it’s something I can’t seem to grasp. If I love Jax so much then why does my heart keep drawing me back to you? How is it that every breath I take I think about the way you make me feel?” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Reese. You’re playing with fire.” 
 
    “I can’t help it. I want you. I want you to touch me like you did at the cabin. I need you to help me make this pain go away; the ache that I constantly have for resolution. You don’t admit it, and maybe I don’t either, but this thing between us isn’t going away. Its power continues to consume my every thought. I’m tired of the fight.  Please, just make it all go away.” 
 
    I was in a deep pile of shit, with nothing but a rock hard cock and a woman begging me to be with her; a woman I loved to the brink of life. How could I deny what I wanted more than anything? “Take off your clothes.” It was a direct order. I didn’t need to sugar coat it. She knew I’d take care of her every desire. I’d memorized every inch of skin on her body for that purpose. This woman was meant to be mine. I  couldn’t continue denying what was happening right in front of us. The more I fought to do the right thing, the less ability I held to stay away. 
 
    I watched as she shimmied out of her pants, taking her underwear with them. The bra was the last article of clothing to go, and I couldn’t for the life of me, look away. Her sensual body beckoned to be tended to. I stretched my arm out and touched her hot, naked skin. She stepped closer, climbing on top of me with little effort. I didn’t push her away, or tell her to stop. My strength to fight this was gone. A fire ignited in my pants when her hand cupped my groin. She slid down and licked my jeans over where my dick was already growing. She was seducing me, and I was letting her. Once again I was hers to have. I’d given in, because denying her was like not being able to breathe. The idea of never touching her left the air too thick to inhale. I needed her like grass needed water. She was my everything and this was our moment. Like the first time, everything else around us disappeared. It was as if the world stopped spinning when we were together. I felt complete, needed, wanted, and above all, desired. She was my temptress, and I was in awe of her. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to bring her satisfaction. I craved her kiss, her touch, and more than anything, her heart.  
 
    In only a few seconds she had my pants unzipped. Her hand slid gradually inside of the opening, finding my stiff cock waiting. As much as I wanted to watch her lips devouring it, I needed to taste her sweet kiss. I longed to feel her tongue playing against mine. Reese came up and looked right in my eyes as she planted a wet, adoring kiss on me. Her tongue danced with mine, just like I anticipated it would. When that wasn’t enough to fulfill my craving, I picked her up until she was sitting on my face. I could smell her arousal as I narrowed in on her exposed pussy. The second my tongue made contact with her soft pie I lost myself in it, lapping her up like a hungry beast. She leaned forward and clung to the headboard for support. I went wild, using my nose and whiskers to make sure every crevice was tended to. Her body bucked on top of my face, but I couldn’t stop. I was determined to lick her dry, for the sole purpose of getting her soaked all over again. “I can’t get enough of you,” I said against her thigh when I paused from my task. 
 
    Reese stood up on the bed, leaving me curious to what was going on. Then, as she lowered back down I understood. She’d twisted her body around and was already getting ahold of my dick. With her ass in my face it was hard to focus on what she was doing, when I still had work to do. I caressed the cheeks, watching as her skin jiggled. I think I scared her a bit when I spread her cheeks to get a better view of her little hole. Her moaning at the tip of my cock caused me to close my eyes. An immediate vibration whipped through me, making it hard to concentrate.  
 
    I lifted her ass up a bit to locate and devour her shiny pussy some more. As her lips jerked me off, I slipped my tongue deep inside of her.  
 
    She cried out, so loud that I knew people outside could hear. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t stopping, not for any reason.  
 
    I continued sucking and teasing her lower lips until they reddened from so much attention. Then I couldn’t stop myself from taking my tongue and licking it all the way up to her other little hole.  
 
    Reese gasped and stopped blowing me. I felt her face press against my thigh as I continued teasing her asshole. She’d asked for all of me, and I was going to make sure she was well provided for. I could feel her cumming as I shoved two fingers in her pussy and used my thumb to rub her swelled clit. My tongue stayed at it, licking the entrance to her ass as if it was candy. In that instant I knew I’d given her immense pleasure.  
 
    I wasn’t offended when she couldn’t continue pleasing me. I’d left her limp and speechless. While I began to massage her ass again, she rolled off of me. Reese spun around, displaying the most desire-filled grimace. Her intentions were clear, and as her body came back down over mine, I knew we were just getting started. 
 
    Since I was still dressed, Reese took her time helping me remove my clothes. Somehow my pants had been shoved down, so it was easy to wriggle out of them the rest of the way. She paused to hunch over and tease my standing erection with her tongue. I watched as she ducked down further and licked my balls. Thankful I’d taken a shower after practice, I tightened my muscles in order to hold in an explosion that was ready to erupt.  
 
    When Reese felt like she had me on the brink she kissed her way up my stomach, flicking each of my nipples with her tongue as she gradually made it even further. The moment our lips met I was lost in her kiss. I sat us up and let her remove my shirt that she’d shoved up in order to explore. Now naked, I was prepared to continue on our venture. I was drunk on love, and the intoxicated feeling was so much better than any alcohol I’d ever consumed.  
 
    Making love with her was so easy. No matter what position we were in I had to be holding her. It was so real, so intense to the brink of euphoria. She was my heaven, and I fought to grasp what exactly that meant. 
 
    Nearly two hours later we lay tangled together on her bed, our hands were still laced, while I massaged her fingers with my thumb. Our eyes were focused on each other, and I knew she was waiting for me to say something, though I didn’t want to think. All I needed was to share this moment with her.  
 
    I pulled her hand up and kissed it tenderly. “I don’t think I can back away from this any longer, not when I want you all for myself.” 
 
    I said it out loud, while she stared at me with shocked eyes. I knew what I was saying, and what it meant for my brother, but I no longer cared. I needed her to be mine, and I was going to make it happen, no matter what I had to do. 
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    Chapter 17 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    While I waited for a reply I worried she’d fight me about it. Continuing this affair had dire consequences, and the idea of hurting my brother was still a main concern. Though I couldn’t deny my feelings for Reese, I had to be careful.  
 
    “I don’t see how we can make it work, Jake.” 
 
    Her words crushed me, and even as prepared as I thought I was, they still felt like a kick to my tender balls. “I get it.” 
 
    “No,” she brought her free hand up to touch my face. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just think it’s best if we keep it a secret for now. You’ve got the championship game coming up, and Jax isn’t going to take this lightly. We can’t let him know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d rather him not find out at all, but that’s not possible.” 
 
    “Jake,” she said in a whisper. “I want this. I swear I do. I know it without even having to consider what it means.” 
 
    “There’s no easy way.” I realize that I was scheming against my own brother, but it was to protect a catastrophe. “You still love him, so it won’t be hard to stay together.” 
 
    “It’s not the same now. I don’t know what I feel right now, not after this with you. I’m not saying sex changed me, but this connection is…” 
 
    “Intense,” I answered for her. 
 
    “It’s raw and real. I feel like we have no secrets.” 
 
    I looked away for a moment and tried to fight what I was about to say. “I heard you tell him you loved him last night. I’m not going to lay here and tell you it didn’t sting.” 
 
    “I think we both love Jax. It’s just not enough for me, not anymore. I’ve known from the beginning that he was hardwired. Our differences interested me at first. Now they’re clearly not what I want for my future. I hate to say this, but being with you has opened my eyes to what I was missing. It’s kind of your fault that I’m falling out of love with your brother.” 
 
    How does one reply to that kind of statement? I certainly couldn’t thank her for the compliment, because it was painful to experience. “When you put it that way I feel like a piece of cow shit in the middle of a busy highway. Oh wait! It’s a truck, plowing over me until I disintegrated into nothing.” 
 
    She lightly smacked my chest. “Oh my god, did you really say that?” 
 
    I let myself laugh, knowing it felt good for a brief moment. “Maybe.” 
 
    She rolled over on her back and stared at the ceiling like I was. “What the hell are we going to do, Jake? How did this happen?” 
 
    “Well, it started when I smacked you in the face with a football. Then I saw you naked, and all bets were off once I got you alone in that cabin.” 
 
    She shoved me again while turning to lean on her elbow. “Stop messing around. I’m being serious.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it feel good to not be serious?” 
 
    “Listen to me. We need to figure this out.” She pointed her index finger and poked me in the chest. “I can’t bear to break his heart.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but stay with him, at least until football is over. We’ll come up with a solution, and then we can figure out how we’re going to work, if that’s what you really want.” 
 
    “Okay.” She seemed to settle down for the time being. Then after a few minutes she sat straight up. “Wait. If I stay with Jax, he’s going to expect things from me. You’re not saying -.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” I covered my face, annoyed with the knowledge of what she’d continue doing with my brother. “Look it’s not like I want to share you.” 
 
    “I can’t…it’s not…Jake seriously. I can’t do that.” 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed her, taking my time to capture her undivided attention. “I’d do anything to be with you, Reese, even if that includes pretending to be okay with you fucking my brother. There’s just one stipulation that you’re not going to like.” 
 
    “What? What could be worse than whoring myself out to keep from hurting someone?” 
 
    “I’m not going to sleep with you again until it’s really over. It’s too much. It’s me or Jax. I’m not saying it to hurt you. I’m doing it because you’re the one thing I can’t imagine ever taking for granted. You’re worth the wait. I think I’ve proved that already.” 
 
    She knew I was trying to be noble the best I could. With tear-filled eyes she looked down and nodded. “Okay. You’re right.” She paused for a moment to prevent from crying. “I’ll do it. I’ll stay with Jax, and keep him happy.” 
 
    I kissed her forehead. “Good. I better get going. Class has been over for a while and I know he’s probably tried to call.” 
 
    She reached for her phone. “Shit. I turned off my phone earlier. What if he’s on his way here? What if he’s out in the hallway? Holy shit, he could find us together.” 
 
    I scrambled around looking for my clothes while she turned her device on and called my brother.  
 
    “Jax. Hey. I know I’m sorry. I didn’t feel good, so I cut class and stayed in bed. I’m just getting up. No, don’t come over yet. I need to get a shower. Okay. I’ll see you soon.” She looked right at me when she said her last three words. “I love you too.” 
 
    When Reese hung up from her call I pulled her into my arms. “I’ll text you when I can.” 
 
    “I hate this. It’s wrong, and I feel terrible.” 
 
    “I know. Maybe time will help us heal. I’ll talk to you soon.” I kissed her one more time, savoring it in case I had to wait a long time for another one. Then I left her standing naked in the room.  
 
    When I stepped foot outside I went a different route to get back to my dorm, just to prevent from running into Jax. I couldn’t face him, not after spending the afternoon in the arms of Reese.  
 
    The damage was done. As much as I had tried to fight my feelings, I couldn’t let her slip away, not when I knew she was meant to be mine. Somehow I kept telling myself that things would work out. She’d gradually form a wedge between her and Jax, and then after some time they’d break up. We’d sneak around for months until finally working up the courage to come out as a couple. In my head it seemed feasible. 
 
    I arrived back at my room to find Jax standing in front of a mirror. He was flexing his muscles and taking selfies of himself. “Dude, check this out.” 
 
    He turned to display that his fly was down. He’d put MY designer sunglasses over his dick, so it appeared to look like a face with a trunk. It was disturbing to say the least. “Shit. What the hell, Jax. What’s wrong with your own glasses?” 
 
    While still cringing at the image, he handed them back to me. “Here. They looked better in the shot.” 
 
    “I’m never fucking wearing these again. Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “No problem. Look at this though.” He held up the shot of him shirtless while making his muscles pop with the other appendages being the less obvious in the photo. “It’s cool, right? I’m making it my profile picture.” 
 
    “You’ve got serious issues.” 
 
    “Says the guy who needs to get laid like yesterday. I’m worried about you, bro. If you don’t use it, you’ll lose it. I keep my dick oiled up for a reason.” By oiled he meant inside of Reese. I stuck my hands in my pockets to hide the fists that I’d formed. I had no right to her, I knew that, but it didn’t make any of this easier. 
 
    “My dick is none of your concern. I assure that it works just fine.” 
 
    “Did your hand tell you that?” His cocky mood was both annoying and reassuring at the same time. Though I felt guilty, he didn’t have a clue about what was going on between Reese and me.  
 
    “My hand doesn’t talk back. It never tells me no, and I don’t even have to buy it shit. I’d say I’m the one winning.” 
 
    He shooed me away. “You’re pathetic. I’m out of here anyway. My girl isn’t good. I’m going to take her a protein shake.” He grabbed his crotch as if I didn’t know what he meant. 
 
    “That’s sick. I hope she throws up all over you.” Really I was wondering how I could accidentally impair him to prevent him from touching her. 
 
    “You’re just jealous. That’s probably why you hate her so much. You know she’s a keeper.” 
 
    I had to look away. He didn’t know how accurate he was. I plopped down on my bed face first and put my pillow over my head. Jax jumped on my back and started humping me, laughing as he did it. “Come on you stupid fuckstick, get off of me.” 
 
    “That was my goodbye kiss, dicklicker,” he said while jumping off and heading toward the door. “Don’t wait up. I’m not planning on coming back.” He blew me a kiss and batted his eyes. “I love you, boo.” 
 
    I tossed my pillow at him as the door shut. 
 
    Knowing that my brother was heading over to Reese’s room, I got a hair up my ass to send her a message. I wanted her to still be thinking about me, because I was petrified she’d change her mind about what we discussed.  
 
    You’re never far from my heart. Please don’t forget that. – J 
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    Chapter 18 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    His text came through as I was preparing to get a shower. For the first time in days I wasn’t crying. Jake made me feel better, and I hated that he had to leave. With Jax on the way I knew I had to rid my room of any proof that he’d been there. I ripped the sheets off my bed and grabbed my spare set. With the bed fresh, I’d hurried into the bathroom, hating the idea of having to wash the remnants of our love making away.  
 
    You’re never far from my heart. Please don’t forget that. – J 
 
    It was just another reminder of why I knew my feelings for him were consuming me. I struggled with what to write back, only to be startled by Jax’s voice. “Baby, where are you?” 
 
    I tightened the towel around my body and quickly erased the message so he wouldn’t see it. “I’m in here. Hang on, I’ll be right out.” I took a few seconds to lean on the sink and gather my courage. It wasn’t that he repulsed me. I still had deep feelings for Jax. They were just hidden behind my blooming relationship with his brother. I was more afraid of what he’d expect of me. Being with both of them was impossible to fathom, but sleeping with them only hours apart of each other made me sick to my stomach. I wasn’t that kind of person. 
 
    By the time I made it out of the bathroom I found Jax butt-naked sprawled out on my bed. “It took you long enough,” he announced with a confident half-smile. 
 
    “Jax, I told you I don’t feel good.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come here and let me make it all better? Better yet, just drop the towel and climb on top of me.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, trying desperately to come up with a reason to reject him. “You don’t want what I have. I’ve been in the bathroom all day.” My lies were piling up. “It’s a virus I think.” 
 
    “I’ve got sexual healing. Come on. Give me a hug. I feel like I haven’t held you in days.” 
 
    Jake’s words echoed in my mind. I had to be with Jax. It was important to keep him happy.  
 
    I dropped the towel and climbed on the bed beside him. I knew exactly what had gone wrong in this relationship. We weren’t compatible, not like I was with Jake. As long as we’d been seeing each other, he didn’t know me like he should. Jax was fueled by his never failing sex drive. He wanted everything his way. The more I thought about the clearer it was that I’d been blinded by my attraction to him.  
 
    He pulled me closer, kissing my nose, like he always did. “I love you so much, woman.” 
 
    I closed my eyes while resting my head on his chest. Every second that passed was like a lifetime of broken promises filling my mind. I didn’t want to hurt this man, especially to the extent that loving his brother would do. I hadn’t planned for this to happen.  
 
    The longer he held me the more horrible I felt about myself, and my actions. Why couldn’t he be good enough? Why couldn’t he be like Jake? 
 
    “My parents want to know if you want to ride with them to go the game, since I’ll have to go with the team a day early. It’s like six hours, so it’s fine if you don’t. I think my cousin Josh is going to come. You could catch a ride with him. He smokes a ton of pot though, so you’ll probably have a contact high before you leave the farm.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” I sort of said with a cackle. “As long as I’m there I’ll be happy.” 
 
    “I couldn’t imagine playing without my biggest cheerleader. I don’t know how Jake stays focused. I wish you had girlfriends that were easy. He needs pussy like a mother fucker. I swear the dude is a closet homo.” 
 
    Unfortunately his comment left my mind to wander. The only image I could picture was what it felt like when he stuck his tongue out and licked my ass. Waves of pleasure rocked my body, as if it were happening all over again. I knew I had to snap out of it. “My friends wouldn’t give him the time of day. They see how he treats me.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s an ass. He’s just jealous. Just because he was born before me doesn’t give him the right to have everything first.” 
 
    The reality of his comments was so close to the truth that I almost wanted to laugh. “Is it okay with you if we just lay here?” 
 
    Jax held me tighter and sighed lightly. “Want to watch some porn while you relax?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was serious. Jax had opened my eyes to a lot of things sexually, and sometimes I couldn’t tell if he was testing my interests, or actually wanting to experience it himself. “If that’s what you want. I’m just not in the mood right now.” 
 
    Five minutes later the video was already playing on my laptop. I hated to think of what kind of phishing was taking place with my files from the sketchy site he’d brought up. What also bothered me was that it took him no time at all to locate a certain video, which told me he’d seen it before without me. I felt jealous, but not in a sense where I wished it was me holding his attention. It made me feel like I wasn’t good enough. I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the ridiculous sounds the two people on the screen were making. I was almost asleep when Jax started shaking me. “Check this out, baby. Watch when the maid comes in the room.” 
 
    Feeling annoyed I looked at the screen and saw the two people on a chaise. The maid came in dressed like a hooker-bimbo. She started dusting them off and leaning her cleavage in the guys face. The other woman started to get offended, but it wasn’t because the guy she was screwing was paying attention to the maid. Apparently she wanted her for herself. The screen flipped and all of a sudden they were all banging each other. While the man was eating out the maid, he was also still banging his girlfriend. The maid waited anxiously and caught the cum as the guy pulled out of his girlfriend. I closed my eyes because I couldn’t take seeing it anymore. I may have been involved in something horrible, but I couldn’t handle seeing that type of relationship. “Turn it off, Jax, please. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Oh come on. That’s fucking sexy. Look at the wife. She’s about to go at it with the maid. It’s hot as all hell.” 
 
    I rolled over feeling disgusted. “No thank you.” 
 
    Minutes later I heard the sound of my laptop closing. Jax rolled over and laced his arm around me. When he did his erection was pressing against my butt. “I’m so horny. Please can I have some?” 
 
    “No. I don’t feel good.” 
 
    “I’m all worked up now.” 
 
    “That’s your fault. I didn’t tell you to watch that crap.” 
 
    “You know it was hot. In fact, I’ve been thinking. How about we have a threesome? I promise I won’t pick the chick. You can bring whoever you want. I won’t even touch her if you don’t want me to. I’m telling you, it’s my all-time fantasy, seeing you licking a little slut’s cunt.” 
 
    I shoved him off the bed. “Jax, you’re sick!” 
 
    He started laughing.  
 
    “Tell me you’re joking.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. I mean, I am a guy. Who wouldn’t want to share their bed with two women?” 
 
    I covered my face and turned away. “I can’t even look at you right now. I’m not like that.” 
 
    “I know, that’s why I love you. I just feel like you don’t know you like something until you try it.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. You’ve got to have interest in it to be able to try it, and I don’t. If that saying is true than you don’t know you’re gay until you bend over and let a guy bang you. Is that how you feel, Jax?” 
 
    He looked appalled. “When you put it that way, hell-to-the-no.” 
 
    “I can’t even look at you right now after that question.” 
 
    “Everyone is trying it. I thought I’d ask. When I did it before, the girls were really into it. Ask Jake, he was there.” 
 
    The vomit was in my mouth, beckoning to spew out. “Look, I really don’t feel good. I don’t want to fight, but if you can’t be happy with only me than we’ve got a huge problem.” 
 
    “I get it. I’m sorry. I won’t ask again.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He waited a couple seconds to speak again. I wondered if he was still thinking of another way to bring it up. “I guess I’ll head out and find something to get into. How about I stop by later?” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. That sounds good.” 
 
    Jax apologized several times while he dressed. After kissing me goodbye he left. I was so annoyed about what he’d asked me that I hadn’t had time to really dwell on what else was happening. Then I sat there thinking about what my response would have been to him if I’d never gotten involved with Jake. Would I have done something like that to keep Jax content? If that was the case then I needed to rethink my definition of love.  
 
    Once I’d dressed, I sat down on my bed and texted Jake.  
 
    Have you ever been with two girls at once? – R 
 
    I could see that he read the message, but it seemed like he took forever to type his reply.  
 
    Why? – J 
 
    Tell me the truth. Have you? Has Jax? – R 
 
    Yes to both. – J 
 
    I knew they’d gotten around. They were popular, and so handsome.  
 
    I couldn’t respond. I just sat there re-reading his words. 
 
    Are you mad? It was a long time ago. We were at an away game and these chicks wanted to party in our hotel room. We mostly just watched. – J 
 
    Mostly? –R 
 
    I was beginning to feel like my head was about to explode. There were certain things that I really didn’t want to know, yet I couldn’t keep from asking about them. 
 
    We fucked a couple of them. Look, we were really drunk. It just kind of got out of control. – J 
 
    Please tell me you aren’t carrying diseases. – R 
 
    I’m clean. I always wear protection. I swear to God. Jax does too. No matter what we keep our shit protected. –J 
 
    You didn’t wear protection with me, Jake. You never have. –R 
 
    Jax always kept it covered. He said it was like breathing. I always felt like he was trying to make sure I wouldn’t feel disgusted by all of the girls he’d been with. Now I was stuck thinking about the three times I’d slept with Jake. We’d never taken precaution. 
 
    I’ve never loved someone like I love you. I needed to feel all of you without something between us. That’s the truth. – J 
 
    I thought Jax was with you. – J 
 
    We had a fight. He asked me to have a threesome. Then he told me how he’d done it before. – R 
 
    It wasn’t when you were together. – J 
 
    Did you like it? Did it turn you on? – R 
 
    I knew I didn’t want to see his answer pop up on the screen. I guess a part of me wanted to keep Jake on a pedestal.  
 
    My phone began to ring as I held it. When his name popped up on the screen I immediately answered. “Are you tired of typing?” 
 
    “No, I just think your question is loaded. If I say yes than I’m a sicko, but if I say no than I’m a liar. Am I right?” 
 
    He knew me too well. “I don’t know, probably.” 
 
    “I was with three girls at once. Jax was with two. They were way more into each other than they were us. It was something I’d never experienced before, so sure, I liked it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear anymore.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like you’re thinking. I fucked them. I fucked a lot of girls. It’s just sex. It never meant shit to me.” 
 
    “After being with you I know why girls desire you.” 
 
    “You think I act like that with them? Reese, you’re so wrong. I was with them to get off.” 
 
    “Yeah right.” I was crying again. “Next you’re going to tell me that I was the first person you ever went down on.” 
 
    “Third. You’re the third girl I did that to, and you can’t even compare them. What I did to you…” He paused. “God, just thinking about it gets me hard. I’ve never done anything like that, not with anyone but you. I swear it. I’ve never craved someone like I do you. You’re not just a fuck. I wouldn’t have done it if that’s all you were.” 
 
    With tears pouring down my cheeks I was able to appreciate his words. “I feel jealous.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t. They couldn’t hold a candle to you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you called.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I couldn’t have you thinking the worst. I know my track record sucks. It’s hard being a football star and getting so much attention. In the beginning I really took advantage of it.” 
 
    “Do they hit on Jax still? Has he ever… you know…cheated?” 
 
    “No. Not that I know of. We share a room, and I’ve never noticed him gone for a long time. That reminds me. I know you’re going to the game this weekend, so I was thinking I should bring someone along too. It will look better if I seem interested in someone, because we both know I can’t be in the same room with you without wanting you.” 
 
    “Are you asking my permission to screw someone else?” 
 
    “No. Hell no! Shit, I wouldn’t do that. I’m just saying it would be easier. I wouldn’t have to watch myself so much.” 
 
    I was almost afraid to ask. “Who are you thinking of bringing?” 
 
    “Jody Messenger.” 
 
    “Whaaa…she’s the campus nurse. She’s like thirty.” 
 
    He kept laughing. “Yeah, well she really likes the game, and I know I can trust her.” 
 
    “Do I even want to know?” 
 
    “Probably not. Let’s just say she mended my wounds this one time at Band Camp.” 
 
    I had to laugh, because crying wasn’t an option. “You never went to Band Camp.” 
 
    “I did so. It was sixth grade. I played the drums and Jax played the clarinet.” He cackled. “I’m fucking with ya. He played the sax. He thought he was sexy or some shit.” 
 
    I liked talking to him this way. Jake didn’t hold back. He wasn’t secretive like his brother. I didn’t worry about knowing the whole story with him. “Is it wrong to miss you already?” 
 
    “It’s music to my ears. Get it? We were talking about music and I said that?” 
 
    “I’m glad you got your sense of humor back. It’s been missing for a couple days.” 
 
    “Hey, guess what?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    It brought a smile to my face, and made me feel warm inside. I still wasn’t ready to say it back yet, not directly. “So this nurse. Is she really coming to the game?” 
 
    “It’s a bad idea, isn’t it?” 
 
    I started thinking about it. We always shared a room with Jake when the boys traveled. As much as I didn’t want to see him with someone else, I couldn’t bear to lie in a bed next to his while in the arms of his brother. “Bring someone. Not the nurse though. Her boobs are huge and I’ll get pissed. Can you bring someone that’s not pretty. That would be bearable.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. My family wouldn’t believe it anyway. I have a certain taste in women. Go look in the mirror. Every inch of you is what I desire.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I have to go. Jax is back.” 
 
    He hung up from the call, leaving me breathless. Though I worried Jax would come in and question who he was talking to, I knew he’d figure out something to say to divert him.  
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    Chapter 19 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing back? You said you were staying over.” I had to play dumb even though I knew what happened. 
 
    “Let’s just say that women are a pain in my ass sometimes.” 
 
    “I thought Reese could do no wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah, well sometimes I hate how she’s not open-minded. All I did was bring up a three-way and she got all pissy. I had to get out of there.” 
 
    “You’ve already been with two women at once. Why do you need to do it again?” 
 
    “I need action. I want to keep things new. What better way than to explore something she’s never done before.” 
 
    “It’s not everyone’s cup of tea, Jax. Some girls get offended by it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well remind Miss Virgin Mary who she’s with. I get bored easily.” 
 
    In all honesty I couldn’t believe how he was acting. Normally he worshipped the ground she walked on. It was odd. “You knew how she was going in. I never understood why you went for her.” 
 
    “Don’t go there, not today.” 
 
    He plopped down on the bed and turned to face me. “She must have cut you off.” 
 
    “Fuck off. It sucks. What good is having a girlfriend that can’t keep up?” 
 
    “You’re brutal today. I don’t get it. You’re normally defending her every word. What gives?” 
 
    “What do you care?” His question was unexpected. “You hate the girl. You’d be the first to celebrate if we broke up.” 
 
    He was right about the high-five, but not because I hated her. “I thought she was your future.” 
 
    “She is, bro. She’s just real hard to deal with sometimes.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s you that’s hard to deal with. I know most of time I can’t stand your face.” 
 
    “Mirror mirror, we share a face, asshole. Unless you can’t stand yourself that makes no sense at all.” 
 
    Jax started throwing a football in the air. I could tell something was really bothering him, but didn’t want to talk about Reese anymore than I had to. “I’m thinking of inviting someone to the game. Do you think Reese would mind?” 
 
    “No. She’d be thrilled to not have to hang out with mom and dad the whole time.” 
 
    I had been kidding about bringing the nurse. She was actually engaged to be married, so it would have been convenient, but I didn’t want her future-husband getting the wrong idea. I needed someone to bring that knew I wasn’t into them. I needed someone to play the part. I couldn’t think of anyone.  
 
    For the next several hours I had to listen to my brother begging me to tell him who I was bringing with me. Thankfully I got a phone call that would answer my prayers.  
 
    “Christian. What’s up, cuz?” 
 
    Jax paused his video game. “What’s up sweet thang!” 
 
    I got up and walked out of the room to avoid him interrupting me. “I’m calling to let you know that I’m coming to the game. Do you think we could hang out with y’all if we book a room at the same hotel?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. So you’re bringing Ethan with you?” I was so glad my cousin had that guy in her life. After what she’d been through she deserved to be happy. 
 
    “Of course I am. I wouldn’t go anywhere without him.” 
 
    “Hey, listen, do you have any friends that would want to tag along?” 
 
    “You’re asking if my friends, from Kentucky State mind you, want to come and watch my cousins from North Carolina play football? We don’t really like you,” she teased. “Why do you want me to bring someone? Have you slept with every girl on campus?” 
 
    “No. Jax keeps getting on my ass about finding a girlfriend. To be honest I just want to get him off my back. I’m not interested in hooking up, I just need to make it look like I am.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. Why would you want to impress that douche anyway?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. Can you find someone?” 
 
    “I suppose I can bring my friend Amber if she can get off work. You’re going to love her.” 
 
    “Great. Text me and let me know if she agrees. Better yet, give her my number. I need to know a little before we meet.” 
 
    “She’s not going to sleep with you, Jake.” 
 
    “I don’t want her to, Chris.” I said her name in the same tone she’d addressed me. “I just want Jax off my back. I swear.” 
 
    “Okay, weirdo. I’ll call her now. No promises though.” 
 
    “I love you, cuz.” 
 
    “Yeah, I love you too. I’m excited about hanging out. It’ll be fun.” 
 
    After my phone call I went back into the room and pretended to be texting someone. “Her name is Amber.” 
 
    “Is she made of plastic? Is that the name of the blowup sheep you keep under your mattress?” It was not my sheep. For the record the name on the present was addressed to Jax.  
 
    “No. She’s a real person.” 
 
    “Does she have big titties?” Jax never looked at me as he inquired about my mystery girl. He was too consumed with his game.  
 
    “I’m not going to answer that, because it doesn’t matter. She won’t be there for you.” 
 
    “Dude, I haven’t had sex in days. If this keeps up my dick will fall off and I’ll be a lesbian.” 
 
    “There’s an idea.” I stuck my keys in my pocket and looked down to check the time on my phone. “Listen, I’m going home. I’m hungry and I think I left my favorite boots there.” 
 
    “You’re such a pussy. Go home and let mommy make you something. Maybe she’ll feed it to you.” 
 
    “Shut up. Are you coming with me or staying here?” 
 
    “I’m staying. There’s a party that I might actually go to.” 
 
    I should have let it be. I should have just let his stupid ass fuck up so he’d lose her on his own. “Don’t go out and do something you’ll regret, bro.” 
 
    “Goodbye, dad.” 
 
    Even if I tried he wasn’t going to listen. When my brother wanted pussy it was hard to talk him out of it. All he needed was a couple drinks and he’d forget all about Reese for a little while.  
 
    Before I started my truck I got a text from a weird number. I recognized the area code being from Kentucky so I opened the message.  
 
    Hey, this is Amber. Your cousin just invited me to come watch your game. - A 
 
    Did she tell you anything else? - J 
 
    Am I posing as your girlfriend? – A 
 
    Sort of. Is that weird? – J 
 
    I’m sure you have your reasons. Lucky for you I trust your cousin. She’s been good to me. If she says she needs a favor I’ll do it. – A 
 
    I promise no funny stuff. – J 
 
    I guess I’ll see you this weekend. – A 
 
    Thanks for this. I really appreciate it – J 
 
      
 
    Even though it was illegal, I called Reese while I started driving to my parent’s house.  
 
    “Did he know you were talking to me?” Was how she answered. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I was freaking out.” 
 
    I pulled out of the University parking lot with a grin on my face. “So, Jax is in a foul mood. You might get lucky and he’ll fuck everything up himself.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I didn’t want to feel like she cared, but I could hear the concern in her voice. 
 
    “Nothing. He’s planning on going out tonight and getting hammered.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And he might have mentioned that you weren’t putting out enough.” 
 
    “Jesus, how can you sit there with a straight face when he tells you that?” 
 
    “It’s not without effort. Anyway, I’m on my way to the farm. I’ve lined up someone to come and pretend to be my girlfriend for this weekend. It’s my cousin’s friend.” 
 
    “Is she pretty?” 
 
    “Does it make you jealous?” 
 
    “Very.” I liked hearing that from her, especially since it was impossible to not want the ability that Jax had to be around her. 
 
    “Good. It lets me know you care.” 
 
    “Did he talk about cheating on me, Jake?” Her question came out of left field. “I need to know. Is that what’s going to happen if he goes out tonight?” 
 
    “Why do you care? It would make all of this easier. We could be together.” 
 
    I could hear her breaking down. In all the times I wanted to comfort her this wasn’t one of them. I was pissed, no, I was elated. I thought we were on the same page. 
 
    “I’m not his fucking keeper, alright. Look, I’m driving so I’m hanging up now. It’s obvious you aren’t ready to end things with him, and I’m not about to ruin my life on someone who can’t make her mind up.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and tossed it on the seat beside me. I wasn’t about to be cool with her worrying about his actions, not after all we’d done together. 
 
    Instead of going home I pulled back into the school parking lot. I didn’t need to be around family. I needed a beer and the company of someone that would make me forget how bad she was hurting me. She was never going to leave my brother. It was so obvious. 
 
    I left my phone on the seat of the truck and walked toward the common area. Right away I saw a football buddy sitting on the brick wall with his girlfriend. He nodded as I got closer. “What’s up, Jake? Did you hear about the party tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. My brother said something about it. When does it start?” 
 
    “It’s probably already going on. I’m not sure we’re going. Coach will kick my ass if I’m not up to par in the morning for practice. I’m not made of steel like you and Jax are.” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed. “That’s so far from the truth, man. Anyway, I’m headed to check it out. You mind telling me where I need to go?” 
 
    “Third frat house on the left. You’ll hear the music.” 
 
    “I know exactly who’s throwing it. Thanks, dude.” 
 
    The short walk left my mind to roam. I pictured Reese getting dressed and coming out to spy on Jax. It made me so upset I felt like hurting someone. She had me by the balls, and I needed to free them before I lost myself to the void of never being able to have her. 
 
    I was welcomed graciously with a beer as soon as I entered the house. People I recognized were standing outside, and the music was pretty contained to inside. After saying a few quick hellos I sat down and finished off my first drink. There weren’t a ton of people there yet, but it was still pretty early.  
 
    In the kitchen I found the good stuff, and began helping myself to it. Shot after shot my body began to calm down.  
 
    Then I heard his voice. My brother had showed up. Since I wasn’t particularly mad at him, I walked out to let him know I’d stuck around. Holding onto his hand was none other than Reese, and the look on her face let me know she never suspected I’d be there.  
 
    On the other hand, Jax was stoked. He came right over and gave me a pat on the back. “Damn, dude, I thought you were heading home.” 
 
    “Yeah, change of plans. “ 
 
    “Reese, say hi to my brother. It’s not every day he comes out to hang with us.” 
 
    She refused to look me in the eyes. “Hi, Jake.” Then she turned to look at Jax. “Where’s the bathroom?” 
 
    Jax walked her to it, instead of telling her directions. I was annoyed, and unwilling to let myself get involved with her anymore tonight. I needed a distraction.  
 
    A cute brunette that I’d partied with a couple times waved to me. I fetched myself a whole bottle of whiskey and sauntered over to where she stood. While she spoke, I looked out at everyone else who was there. How she was dressed didn’t matter to me. In fact, nothing did. Somewhere Reese was with my brother, not me.  
 
    As soon as they came back into the room I twisted around and started a conversation with Britney. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “Like three months. You said you were going to call. Did you lose my number?” 
 
    I ran my fingers through her hair and dipped my head down to whisper in her ear. “Maybe you should give it to me again.” 
 
    When I pulled away she was all smiles. To be honest I couldn’t even remember what this chick looked like naked. She was just a means to an end. If Reese wanted to rip out my heart I wasn’t going to let her know she’d done it. 
 
    I kept messing with Britney’s mind, making her think I wanted to hook up. I’d already gotten laid earlier, and since I knew nothing could compare, it was pointless to do it again.  
 
    As the crowd doubled in size I kept an eye on Reese and Jax. Every time I looked their way she was staring at me, while Jax had his hands all over her.  
 
    The rage was taking over, so I decided to play my own game of jealousy. I grabbed Britney and picked up her, backing her into the far wall of the room. I kissed her hard, like I couldn’t wait to rip her clothes off. Her legs hugged my ass as we continued our very public makeout session.  
 
    In the background I heard my brother whistling. It was sad that he was rooting me on. I was an asshole.  
 
    When I turned to smile at him I saw the hurt in her eyes. I can’t explain what came over me when she went running out of the room, leaving my brother curious, and me a wreck.  
 
    Since I couldn’t exactly follow after her, I pulled Britney along with me, like I was taking her upstairs. Jax slapped my ass when we passed him, but I said nothing. He was going home with the person I gave my heart to. I couldn’t let go of the way that made me feel.  
 
    Britney seemed excited when I pulled her into an upstairs bedroom and shut the door behind us. “I forgot a rubber. I’ll be right back. Stay here and take your clothes off. I want to see you naked when I return.” 
 
    I had no intentions of going back into that room. My only concern was finding Reese. Luckily I didn’t have to look far. I could hear her crying from out in the hallway. I knocked on the door after finding it locked. “Reese, it’s me. Open the door.” 
 
    “Go away! I hate you so much right now.” 
 
    It hurt. I’m not going to lie. It crushed me. “Please. I was angry. It was a show.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Get out of here, Jake. Go find your brother and tell him I’m going home.” 
 
    I leaned my head on the door. “You’ve got no right to be mad at me. You came here with Jax. You’ll probably fuck him tonight too. I’m done with this shit. Don’t fucking call me, Reese. Don’t come crying to me when he fucks up too. Maybe one day you’ll learn that this world ain’t perfect like you think it is.” 
 
    I didn’t stop to tell Jax that I was leaving. For all he knew I was getting my dick wet by Britney.  
 
    By the time I reached my truck I knew I had to get out of there fast. My mood was fucked to hell, and if I didn’t calm down I was going to say or do something I’d regret.  
 
    Reaching the farm didn’t make me feel any better. Instead of heading inside of my warm house, I drove over to my sister’s place. If anyone could calm me down it was her. Maybe she’d be able to talk some sense into me. I was running out of options. 
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    How could he do that in front of me? What had I done to deserve it? 
 
    When Jax showed up at my apartment I was a mess. I’d just hung up from a disagreement with Jake, so it wasn’t like I could explain why I was crying. Desperate, I made up the first thing that came to mind.  
 
    I told him that I’d gotten my period, and was over-emotional. He told me he didn’t want to leave me alone like that, and begged me to come with him. Since I didn’t want him drinking and getting into trouble before his big game, I felt that it was necessary to be his babysitter.  
 
    Then I started thinking about my earlier fight with Jake. He hung up on me before I could explain myself. I’d tried to call him back and even sent him a text, but he refused to reply.  
 
    I had no idea that I’d walk into the party and see him standing there. If that wasn’t bad I had to watch him groping all over some chick. It made me sick. He’d made love to me, and already had his hands up another girl’s shirt. How could I have been so blind to think he was the right guy for me? 
 
    A knock on the bathroom startled me. I knew Jake well enough to know he wouldn’t come back a second time, not after what I’d said to him. He was probably off banging that skank, telling her he loved her too. 
 
    “Reese, are you in there? Did you get sick?” 
 
    I looked in the mirror and wiped my eyes, noticing that most of my makeup had smeared off. “Yeah, just a second.” 
 
    When I opened the door Jax seemed sad. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “My stomach hurts. I just threw up.” It was the only excuse I could think of for my makeup looking so terrible. 
 
    “Damn. I’m sorry for dragging you out. Come on. Let’s get you back to bed.” 
 
    I tried not think about Jake as I held Jax’s hand back to my dorm. It was difficult to not wonder where he was or who he was doing. My faith in love was vanishing, that’s for sure. 
 
    “I’m sorry for being a dick earlier today. It just feels like ever since you went to the cabin you’ve been pissed at me. I know being stuck with my brother wasn’t your idea of a good time. He said he wasn’t mean to you. I just can’t figure out what’s wrong.”  
 
    I turned to face Jax. I put my hands up to his face and stroked both sides. “Nothing’s wrong. We’re fine. Everything is fine.” 
 
    It was like I was trying to convince myself.  
 
    Jax didn’t ask anymore questions, and I didn’t divulge anything either. Eventually, after watching a couple movies, he fell asleep. I just laid there next to him, watching him so peacefully resting, unknowing that I’d slept with his brother on this same bed.  
 
    Feeling utterly confused, I took my phone into the bathroom hoping there would be a message from Jake. I don’t know why I still cared, but I couldn’t leave things so terrible. 
 
      
 
    When there was nothing I took it upon myself to call him. After locking the door and turning on the water to the shower, I dialed the number and prayed he’d answer. 
 
    “This is Jake’s phone. He can’t come to the phone right now because he’s busy getting fucked over. Leave a message after the beep.” 
 
    “Jake, don’t hang up. Please.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to say to you, Reese.” 
 
    “Did you sleep with her?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” He was slurring his words. It was obvious he’d been drinking.  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Where’s my brother? How’d you get away to call me? Did you fuck him until he fell asleep? I know what it’s like. It’s hard work keeping you satisfied. That’s why he tries so hard. You’re a challenge.” 
 
    “Stop it. That’s not even true.” 
 
    “Did you fuck him?” 
 
    I pinched my nose and tried my best not to raise my voice. “I need to see you.” 
 
    “Fuck you. I’m done with it all, Reese. Your head games are giving me whiplash. You can’t want me and be jealous of him. It don’t work that way.” 
 
    I couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like he was starting to cry. I felt terrible. “I wasn’t jealous, I swear. I was hurt, but I wasn’t jealous. Trust me, after seeing you with that whore earlier I knew the difference.” 
 
    “You showed up with him. You fucking showed up with him.” 
 
    “He made me go. I didn’t want to.” 
 
    The line got quiet and I thought he’d hung up on me.  
 
    “I didn’t fuck Britney. I just wanted to piss you off.” 
 
    Tears welled up in my eyes. “Really?” 
 
    “You’ve got me so messed up. I can’t take it anymore. Being around you kills me. I hate the way you make me feel.” 
 
    “Jake, please don’t cry.” 
 
    “I wish I didn’t love you so much.” 
 
    “Where are you?” I stood up prepared to seek him out and apologize until he believed me. 
 
    “I’m at the farm. I’ll be fine.” I could hear him sniffling. “I’m going to sleep it off.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry for earlier. You hung up on me without letting me explain.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. This game we’re playing can’t be won. It’s doomed to fail. You’re better off staying with my brother. I can’t give you what he can. I’m a cheater, Reese. I’ll get tired of being with one person. I can’t be tied down to one woman. You and I both know it too.” 
 
    “Why are you saying this? Are you trying to push me away again?”  
 
    “Don’t call me anymore, Reese. Pretend we never happened. It’s better for everyone.” 
 
    When he hung up I had to cover my mouth to prevent Jax from hearing my sobs. It was too much to handle. To hear him saying he didn’t want me crushed every part of my soul. He had to be lying to protect me. I couldn’t accept that he was telling me the truth.  
 
    I took a long shower to calm down. Instead of climbing into bed next to Jax I slept on my couch. If he thought for one second I could forget about him, he had another thing coming. If this was another lie to keep me away, he wasn’t going to hear the end of it. I wasn’t going to play games with him. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    There are some days where I don’t feel like getting up and going to football practice. The moment my phone started going off while it was still dark outside let me know it was going to be one of those days. 
 
    My sister and Rusty happened to be at my parents when I arrived, so I spent the rest of the night alone in the barn, sulking in a pool of my own mistakes. 
 
    I managed to get up and take a leak before my phone rang. I knew who was calling, because he hadn’t seen me leave the party. 
 
    “I’m up and on my way in.” 
 
    “What happened to you last night?” 
 
    “I got pissed at some chick and drove home to the farm, where I finished off a pint of some shit dad had in the barn.” 
 
    “Dude, you’ve got issues. I’ll meet you in the locker room then.” 
 
    After we hung up I came face to face with my dad. He was up to start work, but I could tell he wasn’t going anywhere until we cleared the air. “Jake, what are you doing home?” 
 
    “I came home last night and crashed in here.” 
 
    I started to walk by him, but he prevented me. “Hold it. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m going to be late for practice.” 
 
    “It’s that girl isn’t it?” 
 
    “No. You’re being ridiculous. There is no girl; not for me anyway. Now can I go?” 
 
    He threw up his hands. “Don’t say I didn’t try to help.” 
 
    I waved before climbing into my truck. “I won’t.” 
 
    Practice kicked my ass. I worked hard to keep up, but was glad once the whistle blew. While in the locker room I stood next to my brother, who was having a belly rolling contest with a linebacker we called horse. Jax looked like an idiot, but it was fun watching the two of them.  
 
    Afterwards we decided to go out and get a bite to eat, since I didn’t have class until a little later. I was a bit leery to be alone with him considering what I was going through, and the things I’d done.  
 
    After driving to our favorite burger joint, we sat down and started filling our bodies with empty calories. We’d burn it off playing football, so it wasn’t really a big deal. Jax sat his burger down, halfway through and folded his hands together. “Bro, I need to talk to you about something, and you’re probably going to lose your shit.” 
 
    I sat my burger down and looked across the table at my twin. “Lay it on me.” 
 
    “I think Reese is pregnant.” 
 
    I didn’t see that coming. “Come again?” 
 
    “It can’t be anything else. She’s been sick for days, and she won’t stop crying. I swear it’s all she does.” It was difficult to keep my composure when I knew this wasn’t her predicament.  
 
    “I thought you use protection.” 
 
    “I do. I’ve never slipped, not even with Reese. I guess the bitch broke or something.” He shook his head and covered his face. “What am I going to do, Jake? She hasn’t even told me. What if she’s planning on getting an abortion? What if she’s waiting to tell me until she’s too far along for one? I can’t have a kid right now.” 
 
    I placed my hands on the table and tried not to think about Reese in any other aspect than my brother’s girlfriend. “You don’t even know for sure if she is pregnant. I think you’re jumping the gun.” 
 
    “Dude, I can’t be a dad. I ain’t ready for it. What if I get drafted next year? What if we do? I can’t have a kid and a baby mama at home waiting for me. This is jacked up.” 
 
    “You sound like a moron. Why don’t you just ask her?” 
 
    “You should ask her. She’ll tell you the truth because she wants your approval.” 
 
    “That my brother, is the dumbest idea you’ve ever had. I’m not asking your girlfriend if she’s knocked up, and if she is, you’ll be a good dad. The child will be taken care of.” 
 
    He started to calm down. “You’re right, man. I’m probably freaking out for nothing. Maybe she’s just having a bad period or something.” 
 
    “You still haven’t gotten laid?” The question was for me. I needed to know if Reese was lying to me. I hated thinking it, and I knew he’d tell me the truth. 
 
    “Nope. I’m pretty much shriveled up. If she doesn’t fuck me before Saturday I’m doomed.” 
 
    I hadn’t even thought about it. Jax has this stupid tradition that he had to get laid before each game. He was going to expect to sleep with Reese, and as long as they were still together she wouldn’t be able to get out of it. “Stop bitching. At least you have someone at your beck and call. I’m the one that has to go out and find pussy. Sometimes it’s a hard job.” 
 
    He gave me the finger while throwing a fry into his mouth. “Rub it in why don’t you? You’re lucky we’re related. I’m so horny I’d fight someone for using those words.” 
 
    “Does that make you a sex ninja?” I laughed at myself for saying it. 
 
    “Screw you. This is a very serious matter.” 
 
    “Jax, it’s not really that serious. People go months without getting laid. You’ve gone a few days. I’m sure you’re going to get through it, and if you don’t there’s got to be a mental institution for men who think they’re sex ninjas.” For the second time I laughed at myself, squirted ketchup all over a large fry and popped it in my mouth. 
 
    My brother pounded his fists on the table. “That’s it. I’m calling her and getting this shit figured out.” 
 
    I watched Jax fumble with his phone and drop it in his soda that I told him needed a lid. The splash covered the table, including all of our food. He pulled out his phone and ran towards the bathroom, as if he was going to rinse it off. While the cashier gave me dirty looks for causing a ruckus, I sat there eating my cherry soda flavored meal.  
 
    When I realized he was going to want to use my phone I quickly called Reese. I couldn’t take the chance of her saying something that would reveal our secret.  
 
    Now, in that instant I wasn’t thinking about our last conversation, or how I may have had a little too much to drink. I couldn’t even remember half of the things I said.  
 
    “I’m in class, Jake.” 
 
    “I’m calling for Jax. He just dropped his phone in a soda. I didn’t want you thinking it was me calling you if he decides to use my phone.” 
 
    “You told me you didn’t want to talk to me.” I could tell she was walking out into a hallway when I heard the sound of a door shutting. “What were you saying?” 
 
    “Jax is probably going to be calling you from my phone. He dropped his in a soda. Look I’m sorry about whatever I said last night.” 
 
    “No you’re not. You meant it. You were drunk.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it. Listen, that’s not important right now. He thinks you’re pregnant.” 
 
    “Yeah right. Is that what he said?” 
 
    “He’s freaking out. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know it probably won’t be me calling.” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me. Will I hear from you later as well or are you really done with me?” 
 
    I looked around to make sure Jax wasn’t coming out of the bathroom. “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “You said a lot more than that last night. You also made out with a girl in front of me. That’s not cool, Jake. You told me you’d never be faithful to me.  I just don’t know how I feel about that.” 
 
    I knew I’d hurt her. “I was trying to make you jealous. It was stupid and immature.” 
 
    “Did you even know her?” 
 
    “Do you want to know?” 
 
    “No. You know what, I don’t. I can’t hear anymore stories about you and your brother and all of your conquests. It’s sickening.” 
 
    “Jax is coming. I’ve got to go. I love you, Reese. I mean it.” 
 
    With his phone wrapped in brown paper towels from a dispenser, Jax sat back down and took a bite of his cold sandwich. “Well this sucks. Now my phone’s broke.” 
 
    “Here, just use mine.” 
 
    “No, I just remembered she’s in class. I don’t want to bother her. I’ll see her tonight and get things figured out.” 
 
    After my brother finished devouring every crumb of his soggy burger, we headed back to the dorm. He hooked up with a couple guys in a gaming room on his console, and I told him I was heading to the library, in hopes of catching Reese before she headed back to her room. I didn’t want to be caught anywhere that Jax could find us. There were things we needed to clear up, and I couldn’t wait until our class together to talk about it. 
 
    The little window didn’t provide me with enough viewing space to locate her in the large room. I dialed her number and sent her a message, hoping she hadn’t turned her phone off.  
 
    I need you to leave class. I’m in the hallway. – J 
 
    A few seconds later she came prancing out. I hated that she was mad at me, and could tell the moment our eyes met. I didn’t waste time pulling us through the corridor until I located a small broom closet. It was out of the main hallway and looked like it wasn’t used for anything but storage of cleaning supplies. Shelves filled each wall with gallon containers of different sanitizing solutions.  
 
    Once we were inside I flipped on the light and got my first glimpse of what it felt like to have her hate me. “We need to talk about last night.” 
 
    “Maybe if you would have talked instead of sticking your tongue down some bimbo’s throat we wouldn’t be having this conversation. What you said to me last night…” She threw her arms up and pushed me away. “I can’t even look at you. All I see is you shoving that girl up against the wall and touching her.” 
 
    “Are you mad because I touched her the way you wanted me to touch you? Is that what this is about? Did it make you crazy seeing her all over me?” 
 
    “Shut up. Please, Jake.” 
 
    I could tell I was getting under her skin. Though I didn’t mean to be cruel, I wanted her to know how it felt to see her at that party. “You were holding his hand, smiling. What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t exactly walk up and say hi.” 
 
    “You’re the one who told me to be with him. I was only doing what we agreed.” 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair, trying to come to grips with what she was saying. Reese put her hands up to her face to keep me from seeing her getting upset. I lunged forward before she could block me and pulled her into my arms. “I’m so sorry, babe. I didn’t mean to hurt you. This is all too fucking much to handle. We can’t keep sneaking around. It’s only been a couple days and we’re going crazy. I thought I could handle you being with him, but I can’t. I can’t stand the thought of him touching you anymore. Now, because you haven’t put out he thinks you’re knocked up. This can’t get anymore fucked up.” 
 
    Finally I felt her arms wrapping around my back. “I hate this so much, Jake.” 
 
    I settled down and enjoyed the moment. “I know. Something’s got to give, babe. We can’t keep torturing each other one minute -.” 
 
    “And loving each other the next?” She finished my sentence.  
 
    “Yeah. Pretty much.” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight with you. It makes me crazy.” She looked up in my eyes and formed a smile. I knew it wasn’t out of happiness, but more like she was trying to find the good in so much bad.  
 
    “How are we going to get through this?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s what scares me the most. I don’t see something good coming out of what we’re doing. How can we keep hurting each other, and everyone else we care about? Is this even worth it?” 
 
    I let go of her and turned around, unable to handle what I’d just said. While it all sunk in, I felt her touching my back. “It’s worth it to me.” She placed her hand flat and continued to speak. “Last night when I saw you with that girl, I wanted to crawl up in a ball and die. It killed me. Jake, I can’t give you up.” 
 
    I turned around and pulled her back into my arms where she belonged. “I wouldn’t let you. We’ve just got to come up with a better plan. Jax knows something’s wrong.” 
 
    “I’ve got to be with him, Jake. It’s the only way we’re going to get through this week.” I started to pull away from her, because the idea of that made me so frustrated. “Before you freak out think about it. I’m not hooking up with some random guy. I’m not a whore, and I hate the idea of it, but I’ve been sleeping with Jax for months. Who cares if it happens one more time?” 
 
    “I care. You say that watching me kiss a girl killed you, how the hell am I supposed to be okay with you screwing my brother?” 
 
    “Jake, calm down and be rational about it. It’s your idea to wait until after the game. I’m trying to keep the peace. I’m doing this for us, because I want us to have a chance.” 
 
    She was right, even though I couldn’t begin to grasp how I was going to handle it, I had to let her be with Jax. “If you sleep with him then I’m going to need some time to get over it. I can’t just let something like that go. It’s too deep of a cut.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “Trust me, I know how much it’s going to hurt you.” 
 
    “This wasn’t how I saw our talk going.” I don’t know what I expected from her. I guess I pictured apologizing, on my knees if I had to, but not agreeing to be okay with her fucking Jax. Anything but that would have been better. 
 
    “I need to know you’re going to be okay. I have to make sure you’ll be your best out on that field. A lot of people are depending on you.” 
 
    I raised my hand and stroked her smooth face. “I’ll be fine. I play better when I’m pissed off.” 
 
    “I guess it’s settled. I’ll leave you alone until after the game. I won’t even talk to you in class if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “It’s not what I want,” I assured her. “I need to be able to see you, but nothing else. It’s bad enough he’s going to celebrate when it happens. I don’t need to rehash what I’ll already know. As far as us seeing each other, well that’s inevitable. We have a class together in less than an hour.” I leaned forward and let my forehead fall on hers. “I’m not okay with this plan one bit, but I know that if it helps us to be together it’s worth it. I’ve waited a long time for you. I can wait a little longer.” 
 
    “Can you please kiss me now? We’ve been alone in this closet for this whole time and you’ve barely touched me.” 
 
    Our kiss wasn’t like the ones we’d had before it. This particular embrace was filled with pain and fear. Reese was about to make a sacrifice, and I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to get over it. In the back of my mind I feared that it would somehow change her mind about being with me. I knew how juvenile that seemed, but the thought wouldn’t leave me.  
 
    Savagely, I guided her back against a set of shelves. She got the gist immediately, jumping up into my arms. It was obvious she wanted to feel what Britney had at the party. I wasted no time leaning her ass on the edge of it in order to shove her shirt up above her breasts. I needed to see, touch, and savor them. She unfastened my pants and used her feet to shove them down past my ass. Removing her pants was a little difficult. She lifted her ass so that I was able to get them down enough. I took one step back and spread her legs as wide as they would go. Her pussy was mine for the taking, and I wasn’t about to back down. Closet or not, I needed this; it was important to feel like she was mine. 
 
    Our kiss was ravenous, almost chipping teeth as we continued sucking each other’s lips. My dick, which had become immediately hard, shoved inside of her. Against my lips she let out a loud gasp as I filled her completely. My thrusts were sporadic and with force. I had one mission. While Reese’s legs wrapped around my back, I picked her up and walked to the other side of the small area. Her nails dug into my chest as she let her body lean back against the metal frame. I pounded into her with no regard for the amount of noise we were making. I didn’t care about rules, or getting in trouble.  
 
    The closet became so hot. Beads of sweat fell down my face as I continued lunging my engorged cock into her tight hole. Our kissing only stopped when the friction became too much to handle. I lifted one of her arms over her head and laced our hands together, while I held her with the other. Then I filled her, with every bit of anger and frustration I could rid myself of.  
 
    Slowly we separated, paying close attention to each other as we did. “Sorry, I got a little carried away.” 
 
    “Please don’t apologize for wanting me, Jake. I needed it, like I desperately need you to trust in this. Please don’t give up hope. You take my breath away. I’ll fight for this until we can be together. Every inch of me desires you. You captivate me, in ways I yearn to explore. Don’t you dare even think about walking away from this.” 
 
    I pulled her into my arms and kissed her chastely.   
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    When we parted in that closet I felt like I’d already lost her, but I refused to rehash the same things over again. This was something I’d have to learn to live with if I wanted to have a chance with her. I’d have to be patient, and above all forgiving.  
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    Chapter 22 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    Walking out of a broom closet with Jake was the last of my worries. My mind was still a haze from our afternoon quickie. I didn’t bother going back to class for the last ten minutes. Instead I walked alongside Jake, holding our secret romance close to my heart.  
 
    We had about twenty minutes to kill before the classroom filled with other students. We took our normal seats together and sat there staring at each other, as if we were silently communicating. With remnants of what we’d just done still very apparent between my legs, I excused myself to the restroom to clean up the best I could.  
 
    My phone rang as soon as I got into a stall. The number wasn’t one I recognized, but I had a good feeling who it was.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Baby, it’s me. Are you heading to your next class?” 
 
    “Yes,” I closed my eyes and lied to him. 
 
    “We need to talk. I think I know what’s wrong, and I want you to know that we’ll handle it together, as a couple.” 
 
    “Jax, I-.” 
 
    “You’re pregnant aren’t you?” 
 
    It took me a second to respond, not because I was looking to lie again, but because I was in the bathroom to clean off the mess from sleeping with his brother, again. This had to end. Pretending to be happy was taking a toll on my mental health. “I’m not pregnant.” 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s such a fucking relief. For the whole morning I thought my life was over.” 
 
    This annoyed me. For someone that claimed to love me so unconditionally he wasn’t willing to change anything about his life. “Are you serious right now?” 
 
    “What do you mean? I can’t make it in football and have a kid at home.” 
 
    “Oh, let me guess, you’d rather make a dozen of them with random sluts while you’re on the road? Isn’t that how it works? You don’t want a burden at home when you can live it up everywhere else?” 
 
    “Woman, you’re talking crazy. I ain’t ready for a kid. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to stick it in, you need to be prepared for the consequences.” 
 
    “You’re really not making sense.” 
 
    There was a legitimate reason for it. Suddenly my eyes were open to the person I’d spent so much time loving. How could I have been so blind to all of his flaws? Had I really been that naïve? 
 
    “I’m going to class. I’m not getting into this with you today.” 
 
    “I love you, baby. Don’t be mad.” 
 
    I hung up without saying anything, because at this point I couldn’t even lie to him.  
 
    Jake knew something was wrong the moment I sauntered back in class. He gave me a quick once over. “Your face is red and I’m pretty sure steam is coming out of your ears. Either you’re becoming a cartoon character, or something pissed you off.” 
 
    “Don’t joke right now. I’m on my last nerve.” 
 
    “You were gone for ten minutes. What happened?” His concern was kind, and I appreciated that he knew me so well. For so long I’d been wrong about Jake. It had become my life’s mission to break his shell and make us friends again. I couldn’t have known that it was all a ploy to keep me at bay because he was in love with me. “Jax happened. He called.” 
 
    “His phone worked?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, it was a weird number. It doesn’t even matter. He’s such an asshole sometimes. I know you don’t want to hear about it, but I feel so angry that we didn’t discuss certain things before we had sex.” 
 
    “Are you talking about us or you and him?” 
 
    I shoved him and smiled. “We talk too much before sex. That’s why we keep having it.” I waited for him to smile before continuing. “He just made it clear that if I were to be pregnant it would be a huge mistake that he didn’t want to happen. It doesn’t matter, because I’m not pregnant. It’s just the fact that I’ve been sleeping with someone who puts himself before everyone else. I suppose his goals are important, and I can grasp that, but it still hurts.” 
 
    “There you go again.” He looked away. 
 
    I quickly took his hand, catching his attention. People were walking in so I had to speak softly. “I’m mad at myself. I’m angry because I know for a fact that you have the same probability of being drafted next year, yet you wouldn’t have acted the same way he did.” 
 
    Jake brought my hand up and kissed it before anyone could notice. “Everything happens for a reason, Reese.” He winked at me before dropping my hand.  
 
    My bad mood was replaced with a content smile as class started.  
 
    Jake thought he was cute by giving me little paper messages. The first one made me laugh out loud, causing the whole classroom to look back at us. 
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    I wrote him back quickly, trying so hard to keep my laughter at bay. 
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    His next message was worse than the first, and pretty darn sweet at the same time. 
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    I shouldn’t have passed the reply back to him. Immediately I realized who I was dealing with and to what extremes he’d go to be with me.  
 
    We were situated in a classroom that was in the shape of a horseshoe. There was one row behind us, but only two people in it. A shelf for laptop and paper prevented the people above us from seeing our lower bodies. Since most of this class was note taking, the lights were dimmed to allow us to read the projected screen better.  
 
    Jake slid closer to me and smirked. He took his hand and glided his palm over my inner thigh. Right away a radiating heat ignited between my legs.  
 
    I looked right at him, trying to subconsciously get him to calm down, although the intent was already in his eyes. His lids were heavy, and I could tell my little reply had turned him on again.  
 
    I’d never done anything in public. The only time I’d ever had sex in the open he’d been watching from a distance. Admitting that it made me hot was something that took me awhile to come to grips with.  
 
    Jake toyed with the elastic of my pants, teasing me just enough to crave more. We’d just been together, yet I couldn’t get enough. He didn’t look at me as he plunged beneath my panties. I tried to focus on the lecture, and keep my gaze straight ahead. My eyes felt heavy as I succumbed to him rubbing my pussy, while being surrounded by other students. The moment he found my clit and started circling around it I had to lean forward and put my elbows on the desk. I pretended to look bored, while inside I was burning up.  
 
    Afraid to look in his direction, I knew Jake was getting off on making me uncomfortable, though I didn’t dare put my hand down to stop him. I couldn’t. It felt too amazing, and sadly it took everything I had not to climb on top of him and grind my body against his. 
 
    He leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Cum for me.” 
 
    I lost control, kicking the headrest in front of me, and alarming the person sitting in that seat. Jake quickly removed his hand and pretended to be annoyed as well. I apologized and turned to look in his direction. His smile was all I needed to see. Butterflies filled my stomach when I recalled my moment of bliss.  
 
    No work got done for the rest of the class. 
 
    Upon exiting the room, I knew we had to part ways. Even though I was delighted to have spent time with him, I knew that we’d promised to keep communication to a minimum. I nudged him to follow me back into the broom closet. 
 
    One inside we dropped our things and immediately embraced. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” he teased. 
 
    “I hate goodbyes.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow. Everything will be okay.” 
 
    “Jake…I -.” 
 
    He didn’t let me finish. He kept kissing me, leaving me weak in my knees. When he pulled away his head rested against mine. “We can do this,” he said softly, as if he was unsure himself.  
 
    “It’s getting harder by the second,” I admitted. 
 
    “There’s something I need to say to you.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” We stared at each other, and it made me feel so connected to him. 
 
    “I’d never get bored of loving you. There’s not going to be anyone else. I lied to you last night, because I was hurt and angry. I did things that I’m not proud of, because I couldn’t handle seeing you with him. I won’t lie like that to you again.” 
 
    I wrapped my hands around his back and kissed him one more time. Our lips lingered there for a moment. “I think we can call it an even fight. We know just what to say hurt each other. That only tells me one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” He asked. 
 
    “It tells me that I’m going to do whatever it takes to be with you, because you know me better than anyone else. It tells me that I’ve been blind for too long.” 
 
    The closet door opened and a janitor stood there looking at the two of us. I quickly obtained my bag and tossed it over my shoulder. Jake did the same and we hustled out before it caused a scene. 
 
    As we separated to head back to our dorms I could already feel myself missing him.  
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    Chapter 23 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    Here’s the thing about family. I’d been taught since birth that it meant everything. That’s why I knew I could turn to them when I felt like my life was spinning out of control.  
 
    My drive to the farm wasn’t without fear. My father had warned me to stay away from her, and I hadn’t heeded it. I’d let my heart take control, and there was no way I could go back. I loved her too much; more than ever before. I refused to let it go.  
 
    My mom knew something was wrong as soon as I walked in the door. With my niece attached to her hip, she greeted me with a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, honey. You didn’t call and tell me you were coming home. Are you hungry?” When she turned back around to look at me she could read the anguish across my face. “Oh no. What’s wrong?” 
 
    I placed my hand on the countertop as she continued to tend to dinner. “I screwed up, mom.” 
 
    She kissed Sarah and put her down on the floor to roam around. “What do you mean? Did you get a girl pregnant?” 
 
    I laughed off her assumption. “No.” After covering my face with my hands I looked into her worried eyes. “I wish that was it.” 
 
    “Then what is it? Is it your classes? Did something happen with your brother?” 
 
    “I’m in love with Reese,” I blurted out. 
 
    If my mother’s expression didn’t say she was shocked then her next comment would. “No. You wouldn’t.” 
 
    I covered my face again, because it was better than seeing her disappointment. “I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “How long have you felt this way?” 
 
    “Pretty much since the first time we met. I’ve just kept it to myself so Jax wouldn’t freak out. He’s my brother, and I respected that he got to her first.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me something happened at the cabin. I knew going there was a terrible idea. I could feel that one of you kids were in trouble, but after Jax had the accident I thought that’s all it was. Tell me I’m wrong, Jake. Tell me you didn’t do anything to jeopardize your relationship with your own brother.” 
 
    I remained quiet. She knew the truth already, even if she was unable to accept it. 
 
    “Jacob Mitchell. Oh my God. How could you…Does Jax know?” 
 
    I finally let my hands fall down. “No. He doesn’t have a clue.” 
 
    “I should have known that girl was trouble. He’s never dated someone like her.” 
 
    “Mom, it’s not her fault, not entirely. I tried to fight it, I swear I did. We both did. Maybe if we wouldn’t have been drinking it would have been easier. I don’t even know at this point.” 
 
    “You’ve got to fix this.” She was so upset she had to sit down across from me. “You can’t be with her.” 
 
    I sighed and felt a burning sensation in my eyes. My poor mother didn’t even know the worst parts yet, and she was already giving me a look like I wasn’t her son. The idea of hurting her, and everyone else was devastating.  
 
    “It’s too late, isn’t it, son?” My dad’s voice caught me off guard. He came walking out of their bedroom with the same grimace as my mom. “You didn’t stop like I told you.” 
 
    “I can’t, dad.” 
 
    “Wait, you knew about this? Ty, how could you keep this from me? This affects all of us.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you because I trusted that our son had enough sense to back off. I expected him to love his brother enough to protect their bond.” 
 
    How was I supposed to plead my case when I knew I was in the wrong? 
 
    “I tried.” 
 
    “Well you didn’t try hard enough!” My dad yelled. 
 
    “Babe, don’t raise your voice in front of Sarah.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry won’t get you your brother’s forgiveness. Trust me. I know.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like hearing his story again. “Look, I didn’t come here to fight. I came here because I thought you all had the right to know what’s going on. I’m not doing this to hurt Jax. I’m doing it because I love her.” 
 
    “I take it he has no idea,” My dad said sarcastically. 
 
    “No. Reese is waiting until after the game to break things off. Then, after some time passes we’ll start dating. I’m doing the best I can here.” 
 
    “It’s not good enough, Jake. There are boundaries you shouldn’t ever cross. You can’t expect us to be okay with you stealing the happiness out from under your brother.” My mom was clearly upset. She turned around and grabbed a paper towel to wipe her face.  
 
    “Dad, I swear I tried. I fought it for so long.” 
 
    He patted me on the back. “Call your Aunt Van. Talk to her. I can’t give you the advice you’re looking for. I’ve been lied to, and had someone I loved taken from me. I’ve been on Jax’s side. I’m sorry, son, but I can’t condone what you’re doing, even when I know I wasn’t meant to be with your aunt. The pain was real, and it’s something I’ll never forget.” 
 
    “I don’t want to involve her.” 
 
    “She’s coming to the game, Jake. The whole family is. This is a big deal for all of us. They’re going to figure it out.” 
 
    “No they won’t,” I argued.  
 
    “Trust me. If I figured it out so will they.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands; the ones that had been all over Reese just an hour before. “I get that you’re both mad. I know it’s hard to grasp. I’m not asking you to approve, but I do hope that when it’s all over I still have a place to come home to. I love this family, and especially Jax.” 
 
    “This will always be your home, Jake. Don’t you ever feel like you can’t come to us,” my mother announced. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m just going to head out to the barn. I need some time.” 
 
    “Jake, before you go, have you considered what all this will do to Jax? She’s the first girl he’s ever loved. This isn’t just about the breakup. He’ll never forget this.” 
 
    I looked down, understanding that my decision to be with Reese had dire consequences. “I know. Trust me, I get it. I know what’s at stake.” 
 
    “I’m just making sure. The repercussions of what you’ve done with this girl will haunt you for the rest of your life. Are you really willing to risk it?” 
 
    I nodded immediately. “Yeah, dad. I am. She’s worth it. You might not understand, but I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life.” 
 
    I walked outside knowing damn well that they’d never forgive me either. It was unsettling, especially considering how close our family was. My mother came running out to meet me halfway between the house and barn. “Jake wait. I don’t want you thinking you can’t come to us. Your dad has hard feelings when it comes to this subject. You have to understand that there’s two sides to all of this. Your brother is hard to deal with, and he’s not as mature as you. As much as I’d like to blame Reese for all of this, I can see her attraction to you. We were all surprised when your brother brought her home. She’s not the kind of girl I expected him to be attracted to, but she’s kept him grounded.” 
 
    “Mom, I came here because I’m tired of lying about it. I don’t expect you to not be angry. What I’m doing is so wrong. Trust me, every time I’m with Jax I feel like shit.” 
 
    “If anyone can get through this it’s you. You’ve always been the strong one. If Jax needs us we’ll be there. He’s going to need you too, even if he says he doesn’t. He won’t just be losing his girlfriend. He’ll feel like he’s lost you too. You’re going to have to be patient with him. He’s stubborn like your dad.” 
 
    “I know. I promise that every move I make I’m thinking of him first. I’ll do everything I can to prevent losing him.” 
 
    “I love you, Jake. I’m upset, but I do love you.” 
 
    I hugged my mom and looked toward the house, seeing my dad holding little Sarah. He was probably telling her to stay away from guys like me when she got older. I couldn’t blame him. Like he said, he’d been on the other side.  
 
    Since I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t call Reese, I stared down at my phone feeling like I didn’t have anyone to talk to. It was weird, because we’d never been that close before, but I found myself dialing Christian. It took a few rings for her to answer, making it even better for my mood when she did finally pick up. 
 
    “Hey, cuz. Did you change your mind about Amber?” 
 
    “No. I still need her to come. Thanks for that. She messaged me right after we talked.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    The line got quiet. She was probably wondering why I called to say nothing at all. “So you should send me a picture of your friend.” 
 
    “If she’s going to be your fake girlfriend, what do you care what she looks like?” She teased. 
 
    “Just send me a picture. I’m curious. Besides, I want to at least pretend I’ve seen her before.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll have her send you one. I don’t think I have any. I’m not really the type of girl that takes selfies every five minutes. I think there’s more pictures of the horses than me and Ethan.” 
 
    “That’s sad, Chris.” 
 
    “It really is. Oh, hey, are we supposed to know about you and Amber? Is there a story we’re going with?” 
 
    I sighed and thought about all the bad things I’d done to torture my cousin in the past. I felt terrible about it, especially after what happened to her. Sexual assault wasn’t a joke. She’d have emotional scars forever. “Chris, thanks again for this. Seriously, I know I don’t deserve your help. I’ve been an asshole for a long time.” 
 
    “We’re family. I’ve learned to put the past behind me.” She was stronger than she gave herself credit. I was proud of her.  
 
    “It’s a good way to live. You don’t have to make up a story. Jax will be preoccupied. He won’t even care to know her name, more or less when we started talking. I’ve already planted the seed anyway.” 
 
    “So I’ll see you in a couple days then. I can’t wait. Ethan’s going to wear your team colors. He doesn’t even like football.” 
 
    I laughed. “It’s all good. You being there is enough support. I’ll see you in a couple days. Be careful traveling.” 
 
    While I’d been talking to Chris I’d missed a call. Reese’s number showed up on my screen and I wasn’t sure if I should call her back. We’d said we were going to stay apart, but what if she had a problem? I couldn’t stand not knowing so I called the number back.  
 
    “Hey. I just wanted to say hi,” she said as she answered. 
 
    “Hey yourself.” I couldn’t tell her about my family. She’d just get upset.  
 
    “I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you too. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Waiting for Jax. We’re going to get some dinner. How about you? He said you weren’t around.” 
 
    Suddenly I was drowning in a pool of jealousy. “I’m at the farm.” 
 
    “What if I can’t go through with it, Jake?” 
 
    I reached for a beer out of the refrigerator and started drinking it. “Can we talk about something else? I’m not trying to be ignorant, but I need a break here.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not mad. I know it’s hard. I don’t like thinking about it. It makes me want to scratch out my eyes.” 
 
    I heard a message coming through on my phone. “Hang on a second.” 
 
    Nothing could have prepared me for the image that came up on my screen. The chick that Christian was bringing as my pretend girlfriend wasn’t just attractive. She was smoking gorgeous. Wearing nothing but a skimpy outfit and knee high boots, she was posing in some kind of professional shoot. Behind her was a pole that she was leaning on.  
 
    “Jake, are you still there?” 
 
    I placed the phone back up to my ear, silently kicking myself for asking my cousin to help me. When Reese saw this chick she was going to go ballistic. I couldn’t even make this chick look ugly. Now, in my eyes she’d never compare to Reese, but I knew how she felt regarding Britney. This would send her over the edge. “Yeah, sorry. Listen, there’s something I need to tell you. It’s about the friend my cousin is bringing.” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “She’s…” 
 
    “Jax is knocking on the door. Just message me. I’ll make sure I check it when he’s not around. Keep it clean. No notes like in class.” 
 
    She hung up without saying goodbye, probably because he was impatient and still banging on the door. 
 
    I looked at Amber’s picture one more time before closing my phone. I couldn’t send that to Reese. She’d freak out, causing alarm with Jax. We were already involved in a hurricane of hell, so I wasn’t going to feed the problem with more negative vibes. 
 
    My objective was to keep calm, and be there for Reese when she needed me. Nothing else could come between us, I wouldn’t let it. 
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    Chapter 24 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    Jax walked in the room like he owned the place. He smelled like he’d just showered, and was wearing nicer clothes than usual. “Hey, baby. You ready to head out?” 
 
    “I think we should talk about earlier first, don’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not really. I mean, you’re not pregnant so why fight about it?” 
 
    “Seriously? Do you not see how terrible you sound?” 
 
    He pulled me close and tried to kiss me. I backed away because I was annoyed. “Sorry. I’m not getting into this with you. I don’t want a kid, and I especially don’t want a girlfriend with an over-stretched pussy.” He snickered when he said it like it was meant to be funny. I didn’t find humor in it at all.  In fact, I’d never wanted to smack him so badly. “Are we going to dinner or not?” 
 
    I had to keep him happy. I kept reminding myself of that, yet struggled with the concept, especially when he was being such a douche. “I guess.” 
 
    “Well get your coat and come on. Please drop the baby talk. We don’t need to agree on that subject right now.” 
 
    While Jax drove my car to dinner, because his was totaled during his accident, I stared out the window and thought about what he’d said. 
 
    Over-stretched pussy kept repeating, to the point that I wanted to scream.  
 
    Jax started singing some rap song on the radio at the top of his lungs. He placed his hand on my thigh as he repeated the chorus. “I’m going to bend you over and give it to you good. You’re going to thank me later. Cause’ I’m hardcore pimping. That ain’t no joke. Players going to hate cause’ they can’t be me…” 
 
    I tuned him out after he kept going with the lyrics. The song was awful, but more than that I continued thinking of other things, including where his hand was, and how I wished it was his brother’s.  
 
    Throughout dinner I continued to pick at little things he said. He could tell I was annoyed, but didn’t let up.  
 
    “Can you pass me the salt?” 
 
    I did what he said, thinking he was going to shake some on his food. Instead he loosened up the bottom so that the next person to lift the container would have it bust on them. He cackled and looked around to make sure nobody was watching. “Our poor waitress.” 
 
    “Fuck her. She hasn’t even refilled my soda.” 
 
    “Jax, seriously, watch how loud you say that.” 
 
    He placed his hand up to his mouth. “Sorry, baby. I’m just trying to get you to smile.” 
 
    I smiled so he’d stop it. “Happy now?” 
 
    His smile diminished and was replaced with a sad frown. He reached across the table and took my hand. I didn’t pull away. “No, I’m not. I hate when you’re not happy.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I argued. 
 
    “I miss you.” He peered into my eyes, and I could already tell what he was missing. “After this can we go back to my place? Jake’s probably staying at the farm tonight. He’s a momma’s boy.” 
 
    I couldn’t say no. I’d made a promise to myself that I wasn’t going to put up a red flag. I had to be his girlfriend. I still cared about him very much, and we had shared a lot of good times. I’d never hate Jax, which made it hard for me. Most relationships end because one person has done something wrong. Mine was going to end because he hadn’t done enough, not for me at least. Plus I’d cheated. Factor that in and I was in a heap of a mess. 
 
    “Your bed’s more comfortable than mine. We can stay at your place,” I assured him. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” He raised his hand up in the air. “Check please!” 
 
    During the ride home Jax laced his hand with mine. He kept looking at me and smiling, mostly because he was about to get laid.  
 
    Inside I was cringing. I was about to sleep with him only hours after having been with his brother. It wasn’t just wrong. I felt ill. I wished that they were more similar to me so I could pretend they were the same person. That would solve all of my problems.  
 
    I decided to throw myself into the evening and give it my all. It was important to me to be able to say goodbye. Jax wasn’t as passionate as Jake, so it would be easier to have sex without so much emotions. Each time I’d been with Jake it was deeper than just sex. Jax usually had one mission, and that was to get off. It was the only real thing keeping me able to rationalize with what I was about to do. 
 
    I tried to imagine that I was a hooker, paid to satisfy as many men as possible. That only made me feel worse. Before going inside of his shared dorm room, where I’d have to look at Jake’s bed and try my hardest not think of him, I checked my phone. He still hadn’t sent that message. 
 
    Jax didn’t light candles or set the ambience in the room. He pulled me into a deep kiss. His fast paced tongue played against mine while his hands were already pulling off my top. I helped him remove his own shirt and was immediately shoved against the door. He pushed off my body in order to see all of me. Then he dipped down and tugged off my pants. I crossed my legs, feeling uncomfortable being this way with him. It felt like the first time instead of the thousandth. “You’re so fucking sexy.” I was surprised when he began kissing my inner thighs. Jax never liked foreplay. He said it was a big waste of time. I closed my eyes and focused on the pleasure it brought me to be touched so tenderly. I had to stay involved, or else he’d know my heart wasn’t in it. 
 
    Jax spread my legs apart, stood up and dropped his jeans to our feet. He ripped a rubber package open and applied it, as if he’d had it in his pocket the whole time we’d been at dinner. He stepped out of his pants the rest of the way and picked me up. It was so much like my experience in the closet with Jake that I couldn’t get it out of my mind. He brought his lips up to mine and reached forward. “I’m not going to last long, because you held out on me this week. Tell me how bad you want this cock.” He rubbed it against my pussy, and I couldn’t deny that it felt good. 
 
    “I want you,” I barely managed to whisper.  
 
    “Oh yeah, I’m going to give it to you so good. He entered me, fast, sliding halfway in and then drawing back out all the way. With his hand, he slapped lightly on my lower lips. I closed my eyes and tried not to like it. I fought with the fact that I was only turned on because he knew where to touch me. I wanted to hate everything about it, but as he kept going, I’d stopped fighting. The next time he entered me I wrapped my legs around him. This was Jax. I knew the difference, and for the next few minutes I promised that this was going to be our goodbye.  
 
    He carried me clear across the room, laying us down on his mattress. I raised my arms above my head and let him have his way. When he flipped me around I was caught off guard. Jax preferred being behind me. He started going at it pretty hard, making me moan as the intense bursts of pleasure were hard to deny. I could feel his balls slapping over my skin each time he filled me with his length.  
 
    He slowed down, I think because he was close. When he pulled me up to stand I was pretty surprised. Jax led me over to the other bed. I froze in place, unable to even conceive that he wanted us to go at it there. “No way,” I fought. 
 
    “Lay down and hold up your legs. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” 
 
    I should have done something, or persuaded him to go back to his own bed. Anything would have been better than lying down and lifting up my legs. With my back where Jake laid his head at night and dreamed of us being together, I watched Jax narrowing in. He slammed inside of me, making it hard to keep holding onto my feet. His pace was rabid, and as his face tightened I knew he was about to blow. “Oh yeah, here is goes. Tell me you love me, baby. Tell me,” he requested. 
 
    “I love you,” I cried out, just as their bedroom door opened. 
 
    Nothing, and I mean nothing at all could have prepared me for the pain and anguish that I saw on Jake’s face. My God I didn’t even know how I’d ever be able to look at him without feeling ashamed, and devastated.  
 
    The worst part was that Jax started to laugh. While Jake stood there speechless, literally falling apart in front of us, his brother was making a mockery out of the ordeal. “You should probably change your sheets, dude.” 
 
    I’d already started crying, even before I managed to pick up all of my clothes and run into the bathroom. While I scrambled for my phone, I noticed a message from Jake.
On my way back to campus. Can I get a kiss goodnight? – J 
 
    I fell to the floor, covering my mouth to hide my cries. I’d never wanted to die more than that exact moment. I was the scum of the earth, and Jake was my innocent victim. I didn’t deserve someone as beautiful as him to love me. I didn’t deserve anyone. 
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    Chapter 25 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    This couldn’t be happening. Anything but that.  
 
    While my eyes tried to focus on what I was seeing the room began to spin. Never, in a million years could I have expected this. I’d only come back to the campus to see her. While I was dreaming of our future she was spreading her legs and professing her love for my fucking brother.  
 
    Was everything we shared a joke to her? Was she playing both of us, because what I’d just witnessed was as real as it gets.  
 
    “You should probably change the sheets, dude.” My brother’s bragging words made me want to kill him. I couldn’t control what was happening inside of me. I wasn’t invincible. I had a breaking point. 
 
    As I lunged toward my brother I watched his eyes widening. He threw up his arms after pulling his boxer shorts up to his waist. “Whoa, I was kidding. I didn’t make a mess.” 
 
    We were inches apart. I could have hurt him without effort. I was that angry. “What the fuck is your problem?” 
 
    “Dude, we got carried away. Don’t get pissed. It’s not like you haven’t done it before.” 
 
    I shoved my brother, causing him to fall back on his own bed. “Fuck you and that little bitch in the bathroom. When I get back she better be gone!” 
 
    Jax started coming after me. He had no clue why I was flipping out. How could he? It wasn’t like his precious girlfriend was ever going to tell him.  
 
    I’d been played, and there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn’t tell my brother and break his heart. I had to walk away. 
 
    “Jake wait. What’s your deal, man? You’ve walked in on me dozens of times. I know you’re not pissed about that.” 
 
    “Leave me alone, Jax,” I said as I grabbed a couple things to put in my bag. “It doesn’t matter. I’m out of here.” 
 
    He put up his hands. “Okay. It’s all good, bro. I’ll see you later I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I smirked. “Just make sure she’s gone when I get back. I don’t feel like dealing with anymore bullshit today. You should probably go stay with her tonight.” 
 
    I slammed the door when I left. Knowing she’d heard everything I said, I walked down the hallway. I made it to the stairs before sinking down on a step and covering my head. I couldn’t believe what I’d seen. Even worse, I couldn’t understand how I’d believed every word coming from her mouth.  
 
    When a couple needed to get by me, I exited the building quickly, hoping they hadn’t seen my face. I wasn’t a pussy, but this was too much for anyone to handle. This pain, this torturous truth I’d been faced with, had destroyed me. She didn’t just rip out my heart. She’d cooked it, and cut it into pieces again. I was lost; unable to come to grips with my actions, or the fact that I’d gone against everything I’d ever stood for.  
 
    By the time I made it to my truck I couldn’t find the strength to drive anywhere. My chest felt heavy, and I was finding it hard to catch my breath. She’d done this to me. She’d ruined my life, and then fucked my brother with a smile on her face.  
 
    I hated her. I hated her so much that every tear pouring out of my eyes represented the amount of apologies I’d have to say to get forgiveness, from myself and everyone else I’d destroyed out of selfishness.  
 
    I’d put her on a pedestal only to find that she was nothing but a succubus.  
 
    Over and over my phone rang, but I refused to look at it. I knew the number that was calling, and could only imagine the kind of lie she’d have to make up to even sound believable.  
 
    It took two hours for me to calm down. I’d shed my last tear and turned my pain into regret. I’d prepared for having to see her, and walked in another direction to avoid it. I’d get through this, and I’d spend my last ounce of energy making sure Jax found out what a terrible person she really was. I’d make sure he was done with her, even if I had to get him drunk, and have the pussy waiting in his bed for him. I’d go to those extremes to rid her from our lives. Never again would anyone have the opportunity to come between us.  
 
    Jax beat on my window before opening the truck door. I looked around to make sure he was alone before saying anything. “You’re scaring the shit out of me, bro. Talk to me. What’s going on with you?” 
 
    I placed my hand on my brother’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes. “I’m sorry, man. It’s not you. I never should have freaked out like that.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not really. I’d rather go get a beer with my best friend.” I meant it. Jax was my better half. He was the brave one. If the roles were changed he would have been able to resist temptation, because there was plenty of pussy to go around. He wouldn’t have been like me and become obsessed with what I shouldn’t ever have.  
 
    “Now you’re talking. Let’s get fucked up!” 
 
    We walked to the local pub and found a seat at the bar. It was a weeknight, so the crowds were minimal. After two draft beers were served to us in frosted glasses, we held them up and toasted before taking our first sips. “Here’s to us. Fuck everyone else,” I announced. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck, em.” 
 
    Three beers in we were involved in a dart game that was tied. Being with him like this kept the pain at bay. Jax had a way of distracting me, he always had. I used to get in trouble at school because his antics caused me to laugh and disrupt the class. I was his greatest fan, and nothing would change that, especially not some lying whore.  
 
    After seven beers we were both in bad shape. When three sexy women walked into the bar it was like sonar radar closing in on a target. Jax whistled and acknowledge what I’d already laid eyes on. “Ladies, you’re just in time,” he said. “Come meet my handsome brother, Jake. He enjoys long walks on the park and carriage rides in the beach.” 
 
    I knew he was drunk, so I didn’t correct him. The girls seemed to think he was kidding around. I could already tell they liked what they saw, even if inside I was a fucked up mess. “What brings the three of you out on this fine evening?” I asked. 
 
    “We just wanted to have some fun.” 
 
    Before I could stick my foot in my mouth and say something I’d regret, my brother did it for me. “Listen ladies, my brother’s had a real bad day. How about you come back to our room and we’ll be sure to give all three of you a good time?” He pulled his shirt up and showed them his muscular abs. “Come on, how can you resist this? Double the fun, guaranteed.” 
 
    They giggled and carried on amongst each other. As shocking as it was they agreed to follow us home. While walking Jax seemed so into it. He talked about the two blondes, and how he could tell they were going to be the most flexible. He talked about being with both of them at the same time, and when they heard what he’d said they didn’t correct him.  
 
    I was feeling too good to consider he was going to pull a fast one. We’d no sooner walked into our room and turned on some music when he announced that he had somewhere else to be. I tried not to think about where he was going, even though it still cut like a knife.  
 
    Minutes later I sat on my bed with three beautiful chicks staring back at me on Jax’s mattress. “So, it’s just one of you now. We’re just wondering how you think you can handle all three of us.” 
 
    It wasn’t my intention to want them. I wouldn’t have even hit on them if Jax hadn’t been with me. Yet, there they were, a few feet away from me with no strings attached. They wouldn’t tell me lies, or break my heart. They wouldn’t fuck my brother on my bed after sleeping with me hours before. Okay, that was actually a possibility, but they wouldn’t do it out of spite. They couldn’t hurt me, because they’d never have my heart. “You’d be surprised how much I can handle. Why don’t you come on over here and let me show you a little something.” 
 
    I watch them deciding who was going to make the first move. It was comical to see them so willing. “We know who you are. We’ve seen you play football. If you’re half as good as you are on the field than we’re going to have a great time.” 
 
    One of the blondes was the first to stand up. She ambled my way, not stopping until she sank down between my legs, kneeling to be eye level with me. She leaned in to kiss me, but my phone ringing stopped her. I came in the rest of the way. “Ignore it.” 
 
    I’ll give her a six for trying, but her kiss didn’t compare to the demon who’d ripped out my soul. When she pulled away my phone started to ring again. I rolled my eyes and reached for it, thinking it had to be Jax checking on me. I put it up to my ear not even having enough sense to check the caller ID first. “Yeah, I’m kind of in the middle of something.” I put the phone away from my mouth to address the girl in front of me. “Why don’t you go over there and kiss your friends. I’ll be right with you.” 
 
    “Jake.” I heard someone calling my name. Remembering that I had a call, I put the phone back up to my ear. “Make it quick. I’ve got three chicks across from me making out. Dude, get your ass back here and enjoy this with me.” 
 
    “This isn’t Jax, you asshole!” 
 
    I knew who it was right away. Startling the girls, I jumped up and began hollering. “Asshole? Fuck you!” 
 
    “No fuck you! How could you?” 
 
    “How could I? How could you? You ruined me. You fucking ruined my life.” 
 
    While the girls gathered their things and left me in the room alone, I continued yelling. “What kind of person comes between two brothers like that? I thought you loved me. You’re nothing but a fucking liar.” 
 
    “Oh I’m a liar. You told me to sleep with him.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to fuck him on my bed. I heard you, Reese. You told him you loved him, ON MY BED. You spread your legs wide open and let him have his way, and you liked it. Did I even cross your mind? Did you think of me at all while he was fucking the shit out of you, or are you that evil that you didn’t even care?” 
 
    She was crying bad, but I didn’t care anymore. I was done listening. “Jake, please. That’s not what happened.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Reese, because I’m not going to repeat myself again. Stay the fuck away from me. We’re done. D.O.N.E. Done!” 
 
    When I hung up the phone I looked around the room to find that I was all alone. It pissed me off even more.  
 
    Before I could sit down to sulk Jax came back into the room. Right away I knew something was wrong. He looked right at me, and for the first time since we were kids I saw him crying. “Reese just broke up with me.” 
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    Chapter 25 
 
    Reese 
 
    This couldn’t be happening. Not after what I’d just done to Jax. How could he dismiss what we had without talking to me? What he saw, what I was doing, it had destroyed everything.  
 
    I was so distraught after Jake walked in on me and Jax that I had to get out of there. I refused to answer my phone, so Jax had come over and tried to talk to me. He was more concerned about his brother than why I was freaking out, which I found rude. If he was there to check on me why couldn’t he shut up about Jake? I was already feeling like I’d ruined everything, I didn’t need a blow by blow of how it happened. 
 
    After a while I told him he had to go. I was worried about Jake too, so I told Jax to find him and make sure he was okay. I had no idea he’d take him to a bar all to pick up girls to take back to their room. What irritated me the most was that Jax was happy about it. He was drunk and going on and on about one of the blondes. He’d even made it a point to let me know that if I didn’t exist he’d be right there with his brother getting some.  
 
    I was irate. He’d never disrespected me so badly before, and in my current condition I snapped. Nothing he said could have calmed me down. He’d made it clear that Jake was about to fuck three girls. My mind went back to Jake telling me about the last time he’d been involved with multiple girls at once. The bile rose to my throat and I went crazy. 
 
    “I can’t do this anymore, Jax. I can’t even look at you the same.” 
 
    “Baby, I’m just kidding. I’d never cheat on you.” 
 
    “I’m done trying to keep the peace. I want to break up.” My body was shaking so bad as I said it and watched him realizing I was serious. 
 
    “What did I do?”
“Jax, please don’t make this any harder. I just don’t want the same things as you. I have aspirations, and goals I want to achieve with my life. All you do is play games and worry about football. It’s not working out.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Reese,” he begged as he clung to my arm. “Please, baby. You don’t mean it.” 
 
    I ripped out of his hold and put distance between us. “Yes I do. I’ve never been more sure about anything. I want you out of my life.” Now the tears were starting to fall as I prepared for the ultimate blow to his heart. “I don’t love you anymore.” 
 
    Jax scrunched up his face and looked away from me. “You can’t be serious. We were together earlier. You said you loved me then. You can’t fall out of it that fast.” 
 
    “I’ve felt this way for a while. I just couldn’t bring myself to hurt you.” 
 
    “Well you picked a great fucking time. Do you have any idea how important this game is to my future?” 
 
    I sat down on the couch and covered my face. “Yes, it’s all you talk about. I’m tired of it. There’s more important things in life than football, Jax.” 
 
    “Oh what, like babies? Is this because I said I didn’t want a kid? Are you trying to trap me? Is that it? I’m not being a part of your psychological head games, Reese.” 
 
    Now I was irritated. “No! This isn’t a damn head game. It’s my life and I’m taking control of it. You were a good boyfriend. We had fun together, but it’s over.” 
 
    “I won’t let you break up with me. You’ll be calling in the morning begging me to take you back. Stop being a bitch and calm down.” 
 
    “Please leave, Jax. I mean it. We’re through. I hope one day you’ll forgive me and we can be friends. I’m so sorry for hurting you.” 
 
    Tears rolled down his cheeks. I couldn’t stand it. Without his permission I sat back down beside him and reached my arm around his body. “I can’t believe this shit.” 
 
    “I wish things were different. I tried to be a good girlfriend. I really did.” 
 
    He turned and faced me. His expression had changed to be very serious. “You’re the best girlfriend, Reese. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Please don’t do this. We can work out our kinks. I’ll spend more time with you. I’ll stop playing video games. I’ll even get Jake to stop being a dick when you’re around.” 
 
    Bringing up his name only made this worse. “This has nothing to do with Jake,” I lied. 
 
    “You said you loved me,” he repeated. 
 
    “I know. I do. It’s just not the way you need me to, not anymore.” 
 
    “How did this happen? We were so happy.” 
 
    “You were happy. I was just settling. Jax think about it. You like to party and have fun out with friends. I enjoy staying in my room and reading a good book. You spend half of your life on a football field. Until we started dating I’d never watched a single game. I changed so much for you that I lost part of myself. I can’t pretend to be happy. I’d rather be miserable than be someone I’m not.” 
 
    “What about this weekend? I need you there, Reese. You’re my lucky charm. I need you to be there with me.” 
 
    I didn’t know how that would work, but I at least owed it to him to stay supportive. It was only one game. “I’ll be there. I wouldn’t let you down. I still want to be a part of your life.” 
 
    “I love you so much, baby. Maybe you’ll change your mind. I’ll-.” 
 
    “Jax, please. Let’s just take it day by day.” 
 
    He stood up unexpectedly. “I need to get out of here.” 
 
    I followed him to my door. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “I just need to get out of here,” he repeated again. Since I’d never seen Jax emotional I had no idea what to expect. “Okay. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he waved his hand around. “Whatever you want.” 
 
      
 
    I was sorry, immensely sorry, for breaking not just his heart, but Jake’s as well. As soon as Jax left the room sulking I raced to call Jake. He had to know that what he saw was a mistake. I never wanted to hurt him. He needed to know that I’d do anything to be with him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m kind of in the middle of something.” I heard shuffling after the weird way he’d answered. “Why don’t you go over there and kiss your friends. I’ll be right with you.” 
 
    “Jake.” Was I hearing him right? Was he really in the middle of THAT?   
 
    “Make it quick. I’ve got three chicks across from me making out. Dude, get your ass back here and enjoy this with me.” Oh my god, he thought I was his brother. He was actually inviting him to join them.  
 
    What a pig! 
 
    “This isn’t Jax, you asshole!” 
 
    “Asshole? Fuck you!” I deserved this type of treatment, but not the girls on top of it.  
 
    I couldn’t let him hang up without explaining. Getting his attention was the only way for that to happen. “No fuck you! How could you?” 
 
    “How could I? How could you? You ruined me. You fucking ruined my life. What kind of person comes between two brothers like that? I thought you loved me. You’re nothing but a fucking liar.” 
 
    Why was he saying this to me? Did he think that I’d lied about everything? I gave him all of me. I sacrificed everything. “Oh I’m a liar. You told me to sleep with him.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to fuck him on my bed. I heard you, Reese. You told him you loved him, ON MY BED. You spread your legs wide open and let him have his way, and you liked it. Did I even cross your mind? Did you think of me at all while he was fucking the shit out of you, or are you that evil that you didn’t even care?” 
 
    I fell to the floor and started sobbing. I could barely hear what he was saying because of my own emotions. 
 
    “Jake, please. That’s not what happened.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Reese, because I’m not going to repeat myself again. Stay the fuck away from me. We’re done. D.O.N.E. Done!” 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to respond. He’d already hung up and let me know that there was never going to be an ‘us’. I’d broken Jax’s heart for nothing. Sure, it wasn’t right to stay with him, but I didn’t have to crush him the way I had. I’d done it all for Jake and he no longer wanted me.  
 
    My heart wasn’t just broken from loving one man. I was traumatized from losing them both within a matter of minutes. I couldn’t conceive that in such little time everything I loved was gone.  
 
    In all honesty I didn’t know what to do. As much as I wanted to run to their room I had nothing to say. Jake was acting out because I’d hurt him. I deserved that, all of it.  
 
    I kept bawling, and as the time passed it got worse. I imagined what Jake was thinking when he walked in on me and his brother. I kept seeing his face in my mind and it made me cringe. He didn’t deserve to see that, and I was a fool for thinking I could do it without emotions.  
 
    Like the crack of a whip, I’d tortured each brother without knowing it. They’d never be the same, especially Jake. He’d never trust another woman, or want to put his beautiful heart on the line. He’d never know how much I loved him, or what I was willing to do to make him all mine.  
 
    I’d sold my soul, and committed actions I’d never be proud of. My innocence was gone, and with it went the tattered pieces of my heart. The saddest part about it all was that I never knew love could be so powerful until Jake showed me. Our connection was undeniable. The obstacles we faced were manageable. I thought we could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. I had hope that we could share a future together.  
 
    I may have ended things with Jax, but Jake had broken up with me, and I was consumed with agonizing regret. Nothing could help me through this, because I didn’t even want to be helped. I didn’t deserve it. 
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    Chapter 26 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    How does one fall out of love with someone? Is that even possible? Is the burden of it all worth the risks? As I watched my brother’s anguish and felt my own, I couldn’t image how anyone would want to feel this kind of hurt.  
 
    Unlike the way I expressed my emotions, Jax held his in until he broke. He’d get quiet and then start throwing things around the room. The worst feeling of all was knowing I had a part in his demise.  
 
    We’d didn’t leave our room, or talk about the three girls we could have screwed. After telling me that Reese had broke up with him, I honestly didn’t know what to say. If she loved him so much than why would she go and do that? 
 
    What bothered me more was how she was trying to argue with me about what I saw. Could I have been mistaken? 
 
    I shook off the thought, knowing that it would only blow up in my face again. I had to stop this, because I honestly couldn’t take anymore. I was physically and emotionally exhausted.  
 
    We didn’t keep a large stock of liquor in our room, so once my buzz wore off I laid in bed staring at the ceiling. Thoughts of her filled my mind again. The hardest part was imagining the pain she was going through herself. I hated caring, yet couldn’t stop myself from doing it. All of this pain had been my fault. I’d brought this on all of us. My love was a curse.  
 
    Practice the next morning was unimaginably difficult. I struggled to make basic catches, and everyone could tell Jax wasn’t himself. Our own teammates took him down with sacks more in a couple hours than he’d had in his whole time playing quarterback.  
 
    When it was over the coach pulled us into his office. He demanded to know what our problem was, and how we were going to fix it. I did the talking, telling him that we had a family matter to tend to overnight and we were just tired from being up. We both apologized and headed to the showers, feeling like death had won us over.  
 
    Upon arriving back at our dorm, we started packing for our away game. Jax’s new replacement phone had arrived, but he hadn’t even opened the box. When we had our stuff together, he wrapped up his video game system neatly, almost like he was saying goodbye to it. The whole thing was weird and I didn’t even want to ask what was going on there.  
 
    “Should I call her,” Jax asked. 
 
    I leaned forward on my bed and threw up my hands. “Who knows?” 
 
    “She said she’d call me. Has she called your phone?” 
 
    “No.” I wasn’t certain if that irritated me or not. I could be hard to deal with, and the things I’d said to her were pretty harsh. If she was strong enough she’d hate me forever. “It would help if you turned the new phone on, dip shit.” 
 
    “Look, I’m trying not to be such a pussy, but it’s hard. I feel like a have a vagina. Is this what your period feels like? Am I menstruating?” 
 
    “You’re pathetic! Turn on the damn phone and just call her. I’m sure she’ll be nice.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear her last night. She cut me with an invisible knife. She shoved the dagger in and twisted the hell out of it.” 
 
    His description made me snicker. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to make fun of you, but I can picture it happening.” 
 
    “Yeah, ain’t that some shit?” 
 
    “Jax, just call her.” 
 
    I watched him open the delivery box and get the phone activated. He dialed her number and took a deep breath before lifting it up to his ear. 
 
    Maybe I should have got up and left the room to give him some privacy. I think I needed to know she was okay too. I had a class late in the afternoon, but was debating on skipping it. I couldn’t see her without feeling something I was hell-bent on getting past. 
 
    “Hey, Reese. It’s me.” 
 
    He put it on speaker and looked down at the phone like she was going to come through it. “Hi. I was just thinking about you. Are you okay?” 
 
    I tried hard to not feel a bit jealous. She was worried about my brother, but not me. Had she thought about me? Was I even important to her? 
 
    “I’m shitty. I’m not even going to bullshit you. I want you back, baby. I hate this.” 
 
    “Jax, we talked about this last night.” She sniffled before continuing. “This isn’t easy for me. I hate hurting you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you’ve got a terrible way of showing you care.” 
 
    “Can I call you back later? I’m headed to class.”
“I guess. I’ll just be sitting here, alone, in my bed.” He was sulking to get her to feel bad. It was so obvious it was comical.  
 
    “Did your brother ever calm down? Did your plan to get him laid work?” 
 
    Her question sat me straight up in my bed. She wanted to know about me. Why would she do that AND break up with Jax if she didn’t care? Had I made a huge mistake? 
 
    “I guess he’s okay. The girls were gone when I got back to the room. I guess he’s impotent.” He smiled for the first time and looked in my direction. I just shook my head, giving him silent kudos for making a joke. “You can ask him all about it in class.” 
 
    “No thanks. He hates me now for sure.” 
 
    “Reese, I love you. I know you said you don’t feel that way, but it won’t change for me.” 
 
    “I’ll always care about you, Jax. You’re so special to me. I really mean that.” 
 
    When they hung up Jax seemed in better spirits. Aside from worrying about him I was struggling with whether or not I wanted to go to class.  
 
    In the end I was curious. I needed to see her; to make sure she was okay.  
 
    I only had minutes to make it across the campus. When I entered the room the lecture had already started. The sound of the door shutting caught everyone’s attention, and that’s when I saw her. In this class she sat in front of me. I took my seat noticing she didn’t turn back around.  
 
    Several minutes passed by without a single head turn. It was driving me crazy. As angry as I still was I had to speak with her. 
 
    I started passing her letters, and was shocked when she replied. 
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    I was lucky she was writing me back at all. A part of me wanted to reach forward and touch her. As much as I wanted to hate her, my heart wouldn’t let me. Being in her presence was leaving me vulnerable. It’s how I knew I wasn’t over her at all.  
 
      
 
    She took a while to respond, and as she passed the note back she picked up her stuff and left the room. It only took me a second to look and see what she’d wrote, but I think it was going to take a lot longer to accept what it meant. 
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    I hauled ass out of the classroom only to come into an empty hallway. She wasn’t anywhere. After checking the restroom, and even another janitor’s closet, I ran outside, finally seeing her running in the distance.  
 
    Reese may have been smaller than me in size, but I’d been running since my legs started working together. There was no way she’d be able to get that far before I caught up. By the time she’d made it into the library I was right behind her. She knew I was there, but refused to look at me, so I continued following her, until she couldn’t go any further. I had her cornered.  
 
    Then she turned around, and I knew why she’d kept running. I’d never seen her look so bad. It was almost as if someone had punched her in both eyes. They were swollen and dark underneath. It was obvious she hadn’t slept, but instead spent the whole night crying. My question was if she was crying for Jax or something else.  
 
    I tried to reach for her, but she pulled away. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Jesus, Reese.” 
 
    She turned back around as she spoke. “I don’t need your pity, Jake. This is hard enough without hearing your two-cents.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” 
 
    She whipped around and looked right at me. “Know what? That I loved you? That I wanted you? That I was only with Jax because you told me to be? Or that I wouldn’t be able to forgive you if you screwed those girls?” 
 
    “This isn’t all my fault. I saw you with Jax. I know you too well for you to deny that there was something between the two of you. I heard what you said.” 
 
    “He tells me to say it.” She shoved me back. “It’s how he cums. Is that what you want to hear, Jake? You want the truth, right? I said it because he asked me to and I fucked him because YOU asked me to.” 
 
    When we both realized we were raising our voices I knew we couldn’t be caught having this discussion. I grabbed her arm and lead her into a room filled with copy machines. Then I closed the door behind us for more privacy.  
 
    Her hands flew up before I could get closer to her. “Please don’t. Just don’t. I can’t do this anymore. It hurts me too much. You hurt me, I hurt Jax, it’s a vicious circle. I can’t take it anymore. You were right last night. We’re done, Jake. Not even love can save what we never had in the first place.” 
 
    Reese left me standing there in total shock, while she walked out of the room. I couldn’t chase after her this time, because I couldn’t move at all. I was stunned, unable to comprehend how everything had gotten so out of hand.  
 
    It was real this time; the breakup, and everything that came with it. I could feel her letting go of what we had when she dismissed me. Love couldn’t fix us, not now, not anymore. Too much damage had been done.  
 
    The fucked up part of it all was that I knew she’d still be in a semi-normal relationship with my brother had she not gotten involved with me. I was able to accept the blame, but couldn’t get over the hurt it brought.  
 
    If I hadn’t been so jealous, if I’d just given her a chance, if I never kissed her, if I hadn’t fallen for her, maybe we could have been friends. Anything would have been better than nothing at all.  
 
    During my walk back to my dorm room I was left with so many regrets, all of which I’d initiated. I had no one to blame for my miserable life, but myself. Reese was heartbroken, and I couldn’t imagine how long it would take her to be able to pass by me without feeling some kind of hate. The torture continued when I walked in and saw my brother taking down pictures of them. 
 
    “What are you doing back so soon?” 
 
    “Class was lame.” 
 
    “Did you see her there?” 
 
    “I didn’t notice. She doesn’t sit near me,” I lied. 
 
    “Maybe I should send her flowers.” 
 
    “Jax, just leave it alone. Maybe she’ll change her mind.”  
 
    “She was right.” He shook his head and smirked. 
 
    “About what?” I opened a soda and sat down beside him, looking down at a couple of the pictures he’d thrown in the wastebasket.  
 
    “She said we were too different. I think I was so blinded by how I felt that I’d never given it a thought. Hell, she wasn’t even my type. I couldn’t get her to dye her hair blonde if life depended on it. I should have seen that as a sign from the beginning. She’s more your type. Right now I kind of wish I was the one to hit her with that ball. Maybe you’d be sitting here acting like a pussy instead of me.” I knew he didn’t mean that how it came out. Jax was accepting what he couldn’t change. He was hurting, and saying whatever helped him feel better. 
 
    I put my arm around my brother. “You always have me, even if you do grow a vagina.” 
 
    “You’re so gay.” He pushed me off of him. “Seriously, dude. I’m starting to worry. Last night you kicked three chicks out of our room. What the fuck? I’m single. The least you could have done was kept them around for me to drown my sorrows in.” 
 
    How was I supposed to explain that they’d been scared off by my temper while I fought with Reese, and what kind of boyfriend thinks about banging someone else the moment he gets dumped? “I wasn’t in the mood. Amber’s meeting me at the game. I need to save my energy.” 
 
    “She better be hot, dude. If that bitch looks like a man, I’m pulling down her pants to check for a dick.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and scrolled down to her picture message, then watched my brother’s jaw drop when he saw it. “No fucking way, you lucky son-of-a-bitch.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about mom that way. I might have to kick your ass for that.” 
 
    One playful punch turned into a thirty minute wrestling match on the floor. When it was all said and done we sat there in a pretzel formation, both refusing to give up. Jax farting did me in. I had to release my hold and concede. 
 
      
 
    Later that night I played on my phone, every once in a while typing up a message to Reese and then erasing it. She was right. We were better off walking away from each other. I think I hated the idea of knowing how much I loved her; and the possibility that she may still love me. 
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    Chapter 27 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    Why I’d agreed to go to the championship game after everything the three of us had been through was beyond me. I couldn’t believe I was packing my bag and heading out.  
 
    I’d decided to drive alone, because let’s face it, I wasn’t about to ride for hours with their parents, who probably knew I’d broken up with Jax. Even though I wasn’t thrilled, it was important to me to be good to Jax. We weren’t good for each other, but one day I had to believe he’d find someone special and hang on to her.  
 
    The football team had already arrived at the location of the game. All I had to do was follow my GPS and carry my bag into Jax’s room. He had to do some shifting around, but managed to get his brother to room with someone else so I could have my own bed. Not that I’d asked him to, but I was relieved. The idea of sleeping next to Jax, while Jake was in the bed next to us was beyond disturbing. 
 
    Jax and I were making slow progress. Despite being upset, we’d had several normal conversations. Though I worried what his expectations would be while we roomed together, I knew he respected me enough to not push. We were making baby steps, which was necessary since I’d messed everything up royally by going so fast with Jake. 
 
    The thought of him never really left my mind. After I’d soaked my eyes overnight, the swelling had finally gone down. I wasn’t sleeping well, but managed to get a few hours in each night since the breakup.  
 
    Hours after I’d left the college I was arriving at the hotel to meet up with Jax. According to his last text message his entire family had already arrived and they were planning on eating dinner later on. I parked my car, but didn’t have to go looking far. He came out and pulled me into a huge hug. It felt nice to have his arms around me. I needed to feel appreciated, even if it was only for a few minutes.  
 
    Jax carried my bag to our room and sat it down on one of the beds.  
 
    “I’m just putting this out there that you’re welcome to sleep next to me. I won’t do anything inappropriate. It’s just…well this whole season I’ve woke up next to you before every game, and even though that other bed is technically next to me, it’s not the same.” 
 
    I sat down on the opposite bed across from him. He didn’t look terrible, but it was obvious that our breakup had taken a toll on him. “I’ll sleep next to you, Jax. You don’t have to beg me.” 
 
    I could tell he was relieved. He sighed heavily and looked at the clock. “Dinner isn’t for an hour. Since Jake’s with my cousin and that chick Amber, it’s just us here. Do you want to watch a movie?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll probably fall asleep.” 
 
    He laid down on the bed, grabbed the remote and tapped the space beside him. “I’ll set my alarm so we don’t miss dinner. It’s only across the street so we don’t need time for travel.” 
 
    I crawled on the bed next to him and found comfort in his arms. He wasn’t being sexual in any way. I think he just wanted the company.  
 
    While Jax searched for what to watch, I nestled my body closer to him. I hadn’t felt this kind of security since breaking up with him. When I started to fall asleep I looked up to see if he was too. That’s when our eyes met. It was a mistake from the moment it started, but I was lonely and he was desperate. It was one kiss, but enough to give him false hope. We both pulled away. He smiled and I tried to think of a reason why we shouldn’t continue. “Sorry. It’s habit,” he said. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I let my head fall back down and appreciated that he didn’t push me for more.  
 
    I woke up to the sound of his alarm. Jax was also sleeping and raised his head when the music continued to play. He yawned and looked over at me. “I could sleep all night.” 
 
    “We can come right back after dinner. I’m game for a long night of rest. It’s been a hard week.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” I started to get up but Jax took my hand and pulled me back toward him. “I’m really glad you’re here, Reese. This means a lot to me.” 
 
    I placed my hand up and rubbed it over the stubble growing on his face. “You will always be important to me, Jax. No matter where life takes us. I promise.” 
 
    He leaned forward and rubbed our noses together, in true Jax form. “I’m not going to lie, this hurts. I know why you did it. I might even agree with your reason, but it doesn’t make it any easier. I’m just glad you didn’t leave me for someone else. That would suck fat donkey balls.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, because I knew it would just be another lie. Instead I stood up and stretched. “Are you ready to head out?” 
 
    “Are you ready to be around my whole family?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Do they know we broke up?” 
 
    Jax shook his head. “No. Not unless Jake told them. I haven’t said shit to anybody about it.” 
 
    I reached my hand out to him. “Don’t tell them anything until we get home. There’s no sense having to explain.” 
 
    “Agreed.” He laced his hand with mine. “Are you ready to meet Jake’s newest conquest?” Jax asked when we got into the hallway. 
 
    I didn’t even want to see Jake, because I knew it was going to hurt. The idea of him bringing that girl, even after I’d broken up with Jax made me angry. In the back of my mind I hoped she was ugly. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw when we came around the corner in that hotel. Jake was dressed nice. He’d gotten a haircut, and with her arm tangled into his was a girl that had to be a professional model.  
 
    Her long blonde hair had large waves all through it. Her heels were at least six inches, and the dress she had on left little to the imagination. It wasn’t slutty, but very formfitting. They were standing with his cousin Christian and her boyfriend Ethan, all four laughing at something one of them said. As we got closer everyone noticed us coming, except Jake, who refused to look in our direction.  
 
    Christian came right over and hugged me. “Oh my goodness. It’s so good to see you,” she said as she hugged me, and then Jax. “This is my friend Amber. Amber, this is Reese, Jax’s girlfriend.” 
 
    The blonde held her manicured hand out and waved, while she clung to the side of Jake. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    I turned my attention to Jax, and held his hand as tight as possible. “You too.” 
 
    All I could do was stand there and picture all of the things she was going to do to Jake later on. I wasn’t prepared for this. He’d said they didn’t know each other, yet she was clearly interested in him. Had I made all of this happen? Had I inadvertently caused Jake to meet someone new? 
 
    My curiosity got worse at dinner. We ended up having to sit across from them. To make matters worse, Amber was wonderful. She was smart, and one of her parents was a doctor that specialized in something I’d always been fascinated with. The more I got to know her the more it felt like a sharp blade was inching it’s way into my gut. The huge family kept the table talk interesting, so it was easy to blend in. What I found quite difficult was having to constantly look up in Jake’s direction. It took a while for our eyes to meet, but I couldn’t begin to deny the feeling I got when it happened. We both looked away quickly, but that moment was there. I’d felt it, and I knew he did too.  
 
    With empty dessert plates covering the table, everyone began to get up and exit the restaurant. It was about twenty of the twin’s family members in attendance, and most of them had plans to do other things together afterwards. Jax and Jake had to sleep in order to be rested for their game in the morning, so we ended up heading back to the hotel together, so they could call it a night. While I walked next to Amber, I heard Jake telling his brother how he wasn’t tired at all. Jax said something about Amber, but he spoke in almost a whisper so we couldn’t hear.  
 
    I felt so hurt. Jax didn’t know he was hurting me. He couldn’t know the pull I had when it came to his brother, or the fact that seeing him with someone else left me feeling devastated. 
 
    We came to their room first. The brothers shook hands while Amber and I just said goodnight. For a second I saw Jake looking at me. His grimace was conflicted, and I didn’t understand why. He was heading to bed with a beautiful woman. Jax was practically drooling over her, even with me standing next to him. Why would his demeanor still have such an effect on me? 
 
    Back in our room, Jax got in the shower. He invited me, but I’d declined and laughed it off, hoping he was only kidding. After checking for a mini-refrigerator I realized that there was none. Jax never went to bed without a bottle of water, and I was pretty thirsty from all the salt from dinner. I pulled a few dollars out of my purse and sauntered out into the hallway to find a vending machine.  
 
    My heart dropped when I turned the corner and saw him standing there, in front of the ice machine, in only a pair of shorts. It was difficult to hold the change in my hands, because I was already shaking profusely. “Jake,” I whispered. 
 
    “Are you here with him, or for him?” 
 
    His question caught me off guard. “Huh?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “Why does it even matter?” I started feeding the machine my money.  
 
    “Just answer.” When I didn’t, he asked again. “Please.” 
 
    I turned and tried my hardest not to notice the two lines of scratches that had somewhat faded on his chest. They weren’t from Amber, or some other chick he’d taken to his room. They were from the last time we’d been together. 
 
    He looked down and noticed what I was staring at. A smile crossed his face. “Battle scars.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” The bottle dropped from the dispenser but I couldn’t turn around to fetch it.  
 
    He’d already closed in the space between us. “Are you here with my brother, or for him?” 
 
    I licked my lips and tried to keep my eyes open, they felt so heavy being this close to him, feeling his breath on my face. “None of your business,” I said confidently. 
 
    Jake drug his lips over mine. “It’s still there you know.” 
 
     He backed away and picked up his bucket of ice. 
 
    “What is?” I asked as he began to walk away.  
 
    “I think you already know.” 
 
    I followed him down the hallway, running after him like a lovesick teen. “Jake, stop! Don’t go in there with her.” 
 
    He stopped dead in his tracks and turned around. His smile was obvious. “Why not? Give me one reason why I shouldn’t go inside my own room and be with that beautiful woman.” While I thought of what I should say he started coming at me, keeping his gaze fixed on mine. “Tell me, Reese. Say it.” 
 
    “I’m jealous.” 
 
    Jake threw up his hands. “Of what?” 
 
    “Of her. She’s everything I’m not.” 
 
    After he formed a half-smile, he leaned down and whispered in my ear. “Then why would I want to be with her? Think about it. Let it stew in that brilliant mind of yours.” 
 
    I watched him go back into his room, while I stood there wondering what he meant. I saw her going in his room. I knew she was in there. He was barely dressed.  
 
    I ambled toward his door and raised my fist to knock. Before my hand could make contact it opened back up. He’s caught me coming after him, and I had no idea what to expect.  
 
    All I knew was that I loved him. That had to count for something. 
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    Chapter 28 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t here with Jax as his girlfriend. He’d told me before she arrived, and asked me to not tell our parents. I never expected to see her again tonight, but I wasn’t about to let our accidental encounter go to waste.  
 
    I pulled the elastic of Reese’s pants until she was inside of my room. “Do you have any idea how hard it was to ignore you tonight at dinner?” 
 
    I could tell she didn’t know what to say. Her eyes were searching behind me, and I knew what she expected to see. I kept pulling her further in the room, until we stood in front of the double beds. 
“She’s not you, Reese.” 
 
    She turned her attention back to me. She was in denial. “I saw her come in here.” 
 
    “You saw what I wanted Jax to see. Amber has her own room next door. Watch this.” I walked over to the door that joined my room with another. It locked on both sides, so we had to wait for her to open it. Amber opened the door wearing  pair of sweats and an old baggy t-shirt. Her hair was up in a ponytail and she had a toothbrush stuck inside of her mouth.  
 
    “Hey guys. I was just washing up.” 
 
    Reese lifted her hand, but couldn’t say anything. “I was just proving a point. Carry on. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh hey, is there a soda machine on this floor?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s down the hall and to the left.” I watched as she shut the door and then locked my side. “Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    “Jake, I-.” 
 
    I put my finger over her lips and drug it down, taking in the smooth skin that I’d remembered kissing. “I just wanted you to know the truth. We tend to have a communication problem.” 
 
    While she stood there, I sat down on my bed and flipped on the television with the remote. I pretended that I wasn’t paying attention to her, when actually I had no clue what was actually on the screen. “You can’t do that. You can’t act all cocky because you pulled one over on me.” 
 
    “I can do whatever I want,” I replied.  
 
    “I have to get back to Jax.” She headed for the door. I don’t know what made me do it. I suppose I couldn’t help myself, or maybe I just couldn’t bear the idea of her walking away from me again.  
 
    “Don’t go, Reese.” I stood behind her, prepared to beg. “Please don’t open that door.” 
 
    With her hand still on the knob, she asked a question without turning around. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you love me.” 
 
    She still wouldn’t turn to face me. “That’s not enough. We both know that.” 
 
    The knob began to turn. I had one chance to keep her. I had to act fast. “Because when you close your eyes I’m all you can think about. Because deep down you know we can’t fight this forever. Because I was the right choice all along.” 
 
    I was pulling reasons out of my ass hoping they weren’t making me look like a self-centered fool. 
 
    Reese let go of the door and turned around slowly. “You’re right.” 
 
    “About which one?” 
 
    “All of them,” she said softly. 
 
    I reached for her hand first and lifted it to my lips. “I love you so much. That’s not going to change. I’m so sorry for everything. I hate that I hurt you.” 
 
    I rubbed her hand over my mouth and closed my eyes.  
 
    Then she said it directly to me. It wasn’t included with something else, or used to prove a point. “I love you too, Jake. More than I ever thought possible. I love you so much that I ache at the thought of never being close to you again.” 
 
    I nodded my head. “I know. Trust me, I know.” We inched closer, and I knew what was about to happen. “Just tell me to stop. Tell me you have to leave.” 
 
    “I do.” She nodded and parted her lips, welcoming mine in. The moment we touched our connection ignited. I’d never desired her this bad before. Her warm hands touched my bare skin, making me immediately need her to be naked. We backed up until my legs hit the first bed. I fell back with her in my arms, appreciating her body landing on top of me. “Jake, I can’t stay.” 
 
    “Please,” I whispered. “I’m doing everything I can to keep going, but it would be a lie if I said I was okay without you. You see, I’ve had a taste. Now you’re all I crave.”  
 
    She gasped and threw her head back as I licked up her neck. My hand traveled from her throat down to her right breast. I cupped it over the fabric. When that wasn’t enough I made her sit up straight. She lifted her shirt over her head and came right back down for another insatiable kiss. With my hands holding her against me, Reese lifted up her head, breaking our embrace. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “You know we can’t. Your whole family is here.” 
 
    “They’re out doing their own thing. I don’t even know where their rooms are,” I defended. 
 
     She started reaching for her shirt. “I don’t want to get caught.” 
 
    I wasn’t angry, but I also wasn’t happy, especially since I was hard as a rock. “So you’re just going to leave me like this?” I pointed down at my predicament. 
 
    I could tell she was really considering it. Reese took two fingers and traced it over my shorts. I made it jump, causing her to giggle. “Is that your way of telling me to stay?” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s his way. His name is Elfranco Mendez.” 
 
    She covered her mouth and burst into a laughing fit. “Are you serious?” 
 
    I shook my head and cackled myself. “No, I’m just fucking with you. I like to call him Yo. I’m like Yo, get the fuck up. Yo, get back down. Nobody knows I’m talking to my dick. It’s great.” 
 
    “I miss you, Jake. I really do.” 
 
     “So about this predicament.” I kept pointing downward, while shaking my eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m sharing a room with Jax. He’s probably looking for me right now.” 
 
    I fell down on the bed and brought my arms up above my head. “Here we go again. It’s like a rollercoaster I can’t seem to stop riding.” 
 
    “Jake, don’t be like that.” she leaned forward and kissed me softly. “I’ll find a way to come back.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    She nodded and slid down off the bed. Before I could sit up, I felt her sliding a hand up my shorts. She took my cock in her hand and started stroking it. I had to stop her, because if I let her go another second there was no way I was letting her walk out of the room. “Okay, okay. I’ll wait.” I climbed off the bed and handed her my room key. “Just come in.” 
 
    When I leaned forward to kiss her she took her fingers and ran them through the back of my hair, using her strength to hold our lips together. I talked while we stayed close. “Keep it up, and I’ll tie you to the bed and make you stay.” 
 
    She left with one more chaste kiss and a very ornery smile. “I might like that.”
“I love you,” I whispered when the door opened. 
 
    She peeked back in. “You better.” 
 
      
 
    For a while I paced around. When I became impatient. I decided to start prank calling random room numbers. I started with Jax. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    I changed my voice to sound like a female. “Hi, this is Vivian Garfunkel. Are you needing pillow service tonight, sir?” 
 
    “No, we’re fine, Jake. You, dumb-shit. Don’t you have a hot blonde to tend to, or were you done in two minutes?” 
 
    “Sir, this is Vivian Garfunkel from the front desk.” 
 
    I could hear him shuffling. “Seriously?” 
 
    “No, fuckstick, it’s me. Sweet dreams. Hug your blankie. I love you, boo.” 
 
      
 
    After calling Jax I started just dialing numbers. This foreign guy picked up next, so I tried to mimic his accent, which sounded Russian.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, this is Vlad Montopopopo. Is your toilet flushing properly?” 
 
    “Who is this?” He demanded. 
 
    “It’s Vlad. You know me. We spent that summer together, naked under the stars.” 
 
      
 
    He hung up on me. 
 
      
 
    I was getting bored.  
 
    I pulled out my phone to look for the room number of my aunt and uncle. Once I’d found it I dialed their number. I knew they were still out, so I left them a message. 
 
    Once again I pretended to be a woman. I made my voice high-pitched as I spoke. “Hello, this is Wilma Peckerton. I want to come massage your balls. I like them hairy and old. I also offer genital grooming. It’s free of charge. Just dial the operator and ask for Jax. He’s our go-to guy.” 
 
      
 
    I kept checking my phone for both the time and possibly a new message from Reese. When she hadn’t showed up I kept at it. Next I called the front desk and ordered seventeen pillows. I also called them back and ordered a two a.m. wake up call for my brother’s and Christian’s rooms. At first they said they couldn’t do it, until I told them I was my father, who had paid for most of the rooms with his credit card. 
 
      
 
    When someone knocked on my door I shot up and ran to answer it. “It took you long…Oh, sorry. I thought you were someone else.” The housekeeper shook her head and shoved a pile of pillows in my face. When I only counted four, I called back to the front desk and raised hell.  
 
    Then I couldn’t take it any longer. I couldn’t sit in my room waiting when I knew she was with him. I left my room and knocked on their door, using a female voice as I spoke. “Housekeeping, you want hot towels?” 
 
    Jax opened the door. “It’s fresh towels, dickhead.” 
 
    I walked right in and jumped on the bed where Reese was sitting up watching television. I could tell she was shocked to see me. “Stop, Jake.” She gave me a weird look, like I was being a goof and making it obvious something was up. 
 
    I hopped onto the other bed so Jax wouldn’t flip. He sat down in the single chair at the far corner of the room, tossing a football up in the air. “You can’t sleep either?” 
 
    “No, I’m too wired.” 
 
    “I figured after you hit that pussy you’d fall asleep like a little baby.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so too.” I looked at Reese as I answered. “So what are you two doing?” 
 
    “What does it look like,” she snapped. 
 
    “What does it look like,” I mocked in a squeaky voice. 
 
    She gave me the finger. 
 
    “We’re watching porn.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Dad would beat your ass if that was on his bill.” 
 
    “Hey, I could have roomed with one of the guys.” He defended. “Dad said he wanted us to be comfortable and well-rested.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t sleep over there. That chick snores,” I lied. “I’m staying over here with you.” 
 
    “No way!” Reese looked shocked at my comment. 
 
    “He can stay here. It’s not a big deal. We’re only using one bed anyway.” 
 
    I looked over at Reese. “Oh really? I thought you were just pretending to be together.” 
 
    “We’re friends, Jake. You wouldn’t know what that’s like,” She announced. 
 
    I wanted to laugh, because I knew she was trying her best not to freak out because I was in the room. “I was hoping we could all three cuddle up together on one bed.” 
 
    A pillow came flying toward my head. “I’d rather eat manure,” she proclaimed. 
 
    “That’s sick. Then you’ll have shit breath.” 
 
    Reese turned around and got under the covers. Jax slapped me five before climbing in next to her. Sure, I hated it, but at least I wasn’t sitting in my room wondering what they were doing. After climbing into the empty double bed beside them Jax turned off the light.  
 
    I used my lady voice again. “Goodnight, Jax. Dream of lots of guys in jockstraps. Goodnight, Reese. Dream of being bitch slapped by bunny rabbits.” 
 
    My brother laughed and then turned the volume up on the television, I guess to tune me out. I watched with him, keeping quiet while I waited for him to doze off. Finally, after nearly an hour of watching the mating patterns of African elephants, my brother started to snore.  
 
    I had to make sure he was asleep, so I used the bathroom and came back out. He was still snoring with his back turned to Reese.  
 
    I tip-toed over to the side of the bed and held my finger up to my lips when she opened her eyes.  
 
    I used my head to motion for her to follow me.  
 
    She looked at Jax and shook her head. 
 
    I put my hands together like I was praying. 
 
    She declined again. 
 
    So I did what every guy in my situation would have done. I waved goodbye and walked out the door, making sure it didn’t slam behind me. 
 
    There was only one problem with my brilliant idea. Reese had one room card, while Amber still had the other. I was locked out in the hallway. 
 
    The moment I saw her emerge from that room my heart skipped a beat. She was coming to be with me. Finally I’d have her in my arms again. I didn’t even wait until were inside my room to kiss her.  
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    Chapter 29 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    This was a terrible idea. Even with Jax being a heavy sleeper, I couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t awake to find the room empty. Without me there he’d freak out. Making my way into the hallway wasn’t without fear. I knew it was wrong; that what we were risking could ruin everything, but I couldn’t stay away from him, not anymore.  
 
    We’d played this cat and mouse game too long. I now knew what it was like to love someone wholeheartedly. For the last two days all I’d done was think about Jake, and how we’d never be together again.  
 
    Suddenly I had another chance. I could touch him, and feel him holding me. I couldn’t stop myself. I was unable to rationalize with my decision. I’d made it, and that was final. 
 
    Seeing him standing in that hallway took my breath away. I ambled in his direction, paying no mind to our surroundings. It was as if we were the only two people to exist.  
 
    I could feel my heart beating rapidly, pounding to remind me of how dangerous this was. In so many ways I felt like a rubber band that was being stretched between the two of them. One I shared a past, and the other a possible future. Did I remain in the middle or run forward, because deep inside I know it’s where I belong?  
 
    It took only seconds for me to reach him. He stood before me, shirtless, his rock hard chest staring me in the face. Remnants of our last encounter together lingered on his tough skin. “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” he exclaimed while pulling me close. 
 
    “I had doubts.” 
 
    He spoke against my lips, grabbing my undivided attention. “I’m so hungry for you.” 
 
    I fought to keep standing. He made me dizzy, and if it weren’t for my thumping heart, I would have fallen over. 
 
    His tongue licked over my lips. “This is a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Probably.” He moved a piece of hair away from my cheek. “You can always go back to bed.” 
 
    “I could,” I licked my own lips. “But I won’t.” 
 
    Jake smirked and ran his fingers over my lips, watching as they stretched and bounced back into shape. “There’s only one stipulation.” 
 
    We needed to get out of the hallway. This was all too risky. 
 
    “If you come in this room with me right now, we’re together. There’s no more cuddling with Jax, or holding his hand. I’ve never been jealous of anyone, but that I can’t take. You’re all mine, or we’re nothing at all. It’s my only offer.” 
 
    He wasn’t being mean when he said it. Jake was tired of all the miscommunications. He was sick of the back and forth, basically because I couldn’t make my mind up. “We can’t wake up tomorrow morning as a couple without pissing a lot of people off and crushing your brother,” I argued. 
 
    “We won’t tell anyone, at first. We’ll keep the peace as long as we need to. I’m only looking for your promise.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. “You have it. God, you have all of me. I can’t fight it. I want you, Jake. I only want you.” 
 
    He lifted a brow. “It’s that easy?” 
 
    Before I could answer Amber stepped outside of her room. We pulled apart quickly, but I was sure she’d seen too much. She looked away and then pretended to suddenly notice us. “Hey, guys. Is everything okay?” 
 
    Jake answered for us, “Yeah, I just needed something out of my room.” It looked even worse when I had to hand him his keycard. 
 
    I could tell she was thinking about it. “Well, I’m just going to go downstairs for a snack then. See you both tomorrow.” 
 
    Jake quickly opened the door and pulled me along when he rushed inside. The second I heard that door fasten I was already gearing toward his lips. I didn’t just want to savor his adorning kisses, I wanted everything that he only he could give me. My clothes were the first to come off, while he only had to shove down his shorts. He picked me up and pressed me against the wall leading to the bathroom. I threw my arms around his neck and accepted his ravenous tongue to play with mine. Jake dove down to my neck, dragging his tongue back up to my chin, and then lips. I placed my hands on his cheeks, pulling him in for more intense kisses. 
 
    My head fell back when I felt him entering me. I tangled my legs behind his back, clinging to him as he started a vigorous pace.  
 
    When standing became too hard he carried me over to the bed, releasing our connection in order to get comfortable. Jake laid down with a pillow behind his back. He held his arms out. “Come here.” 
 
    I rushed over, craving for him to be inside of me again. The sheer force of sitting down on his engorged cock gave me chills. I placed both of my hands on his chest as I leaned back and rode him hard. God, it felt so good. I couldn’t imagine anything being better than giving myself to him. Jolts of pleasure seized me as Jake massaged my clit with his fingers. He held onto my ass with his free hand and urged me to move faster. I began to buck my body overtop of him, as if I were an irritated stallion. My orgasm was so intense that I cried out loudly, before collapsing in a pool of ecstasy on his chest.  
 
    We kissed, slowly, with passion and precision. He took my breath away. As I fought to regain composure he sat us both up, using his strength to do all the work. I held onto him so tightly, knowing that I couldn’t contain the waves of repetitive enjoyment he was providing me. 
 
    Jake still loved me. Just thinking of it sent me into a frenzy. At the pivotal moment when I could feel him tightening up, something happened that would change our lives forever. 
 
    I hadn’t heard the door opening, or even if something was said in shock. All I felt was my hair being pulled so aggressively that I was forced off of Jake. While twisting my body around to fight with the person attacking me, I came face to face with the one man I’d tried so hard to protect. 
“Jax, please.” 
 
    He shoved me down on the floor, as if I didn’t exist in the equation. While holding a key card up in his hand, he began speaking directly to Jake. “I woke up and you weren’t there. When I peeked out the door I saw something I couldn’t believe. The two people that I love the most in the world were standing together. Now normally that would make me happy, considering your hate for each other. As I continued to watch you can imagine my surprise when you were obviously having a fucking moment. It didn’t take a damn genius to figure out what was going to happen once you got inside this room.”  
 
    “I was going to wait until you were done. I told myself that I had to be mistaken. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me. There was no way that my own brother would do this to me. I mean, we’ve shared everything, but never a women. That goes against everything we’d ever known.”  
 
    “Your friend Amber saw me pacing outside your door. I thought she’d be going in, until she unlocked the room next to this. Don’t blame her for helping me. She didn’t have a choice. Once she explained that she’d been a decoy, it finally seemed to make sense. This was all planned. All of it.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t!” I cried from the floor, curled up and unprotected. 
 
    Jax pointed at me. “You need to shut the fuck up.”
“Don’t talk to her like that.” Leave it to Jake to come to my rescue at the worst time possible. 
 
    “What did you just say to me?” I could see tears in Jax’s eyes as he stepped closer to the bed where his brother sat. “Because I’m pretty sure you just took up for this bitch.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I did.” 
 
    Jax ran his hands through his hair. He looked like he was going insane, speaking something under his breath so we couldn’t make it out. “You picked pussy over us.” He took his fist and beat it on the wall, putting a large hole through it. “You fucking chose pussy over blood.” 
 
    Jake jumped off the bed and approached Jax. They were face to face, one naked and one not. I didn’t know what to do. Our lives were self-destructing and I couldn’t stand it. With no regard for being undressed, I threw my body in between them. “Stop it. Please. Don’t do this.” 
 
    Jax took me by the neck and threw me down on the bed. Before I could spin around I saw them tumbling to the floor. “Don’t touch her. DON’T YOU EVER FUCKING TOUCH HER,” Jake yelled. 
 
    Jake had the upper hand having landed on top. He got two punches in before Jax twisted them around and began going to town on his brother’s face. “I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!” Jax announced as he pounded his fists into Jake. I grabbed a sheet off the bed and ran out into the hallway, screaming for someone to help me, because I knew they weren’t going to stop until they really killed each other.  
 
    When I saw his uncle emerging from a closed door, I waved him down and ran back into the room, praying to God that they’d stopped. Blood was spattered all over the wall. I crouched down to try to break them apart. My hands were immediately crimson in color. I backed away, realizing I wasn’t strong enough to wedge myself between them. 
 
    They were still fighting, rolling around, kicking and punching each other at the same time. Profanities filled the room, while anger fueled their destruction. 
 
    Their Uncle Colt wasted no time separating them. “GO FIND THEIR DAD! NOW!” 
 
    I ran down the hallway, knocking on every single door, waking strangers up, until they finally answered. Wearing only a sheet, covered in their son’s blood, I pointed in the direction of their room. 
 
    Realizing just what we’d done; the extent of what had resulted, I collapsed to the floor. All eyes were on me as a crowd of people headed in the direction of commotion. Once again I’d lost Jake, but this time it wasn’t because we’d argued, or become jealous. I’d destroyed his bond with his brother. That was the one thing I couldn’t live with. 
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    Chapter 30 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Reese?” I asked as my father held me down in a chair across the room from my brother. I could feel the burning in my face and a shooting pain near my rib cage. After peering over at my brother I could tell I’d gotten a few good blows in. His nose was bleeding, there was a contusion over his eye, and he was holding the back of his head. 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Jake,” he said as he and my Uncle Colt tried to assess the damage of both the room and us. 
 
    While they held us down, we continued staring at each other. I wasn’t done with him, and I knew he felt the same about me. “They can’t hold me down forever, you fucking pussy,” Jax announced before spitting out more blood onto a washcloth. 
 
    “I’m sitting right here. Bring it on.” 
 
    My mom was pissed. I couldn’t remember ever seeing her so irate in my life. “This is despicable! I’m embarrassed that you would act this way. Look at yourselves.” My dad walked over and tried to get her to calm down. “No, they need to hear it.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m sorry, but Jake-.” 
 
    She threw up her hands and he knew better than to cross her. “Let’s all take a few breaths and think about what’s at stake.” We looked at each other and then back at our mom. At least for the moment we both thought she was losing it. “Now, Jax, I want you to tell your brother how you feel.” Before he could open his mouth she reiterated. “Calmly please.” 
 
    “I’m pissed. He’s screwing my girlfriend. I don’t even want to know how long it’s been going on. I want to beat him to a pulp. He ruined my life, and he’s not my brother anymore. A real brother wouldn’t do this.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to defend myself, but my father nudged me to stop. 
 
    “Now,” my mother started. “Jake, it’s your turn. Talk to your brother. Tell him how you feel.” 
 
    I couldn’t look at Jax, not at first. “Right now I’m pissed too.” 
 
    “Oh screw you!” Jax bellowed. 
 
    “Jax! Enough!” Our dad ordered. 
 
    “I’m pissed at myself.” 
 
    “You should be. You screwed my girl.” He wasn’t letting up. 
 
    I bit my tongue and continued. “Jax, I’m sorry.” When we made eye contact I could tell that he was still angry. His face was tightening, and if our mom hadn’t been between us I don’t know what would have happened. 
 
    “I’ll never forgive you for this,” he assured me. “You slept with the woman that I’m in love with. Who does that kind of sick shit?” 
 
    I never took my eyes off my brother, and I wasn’t scared of how he’d react. It was time he knew why I’d done it. “I love her too. God, I love her so much I couldn’t hide it anymore. Believe me, I tried. For months I’ve pushed her away and treated her like shit. I kept my distance when you two were together, because I couldn’t stand being around when you were so happy. You were the one who always wanted me around.” 
 
    “What?” Jax shook his head. “No. That’s bullshit.” 
 
    “It’s not. Think about it Jax. I know you’re pissed and hurt, but think about it. You heard me treat her bad. I did that for you. I did it for us.” 
 
    “Well we can all see how it turned out.” He pulled out of our uncle’s hold, but didn’t get up.  
 
    My father looked down at me, I presume to make sure I wasn’t going to run over and attack him if he let me go.  
 
    “Nothing happened between us, not until the cabin. That’s the damn truth. You can believe what you want. Even then I fought it.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying MY girlfriend came onto you? I know you’re lying.” 
 
    I hated the fact that I had to talk about this with, not only my parents, but an audience of family and teammates at the door. “She didn’t. I never said that. All she did was try to figure me out. She thought that since we were stuck in the cabin that it was a good time to make amends. We started drinking, and after a while it slipped. I couldn’t be that close to her, to see her feelings hurt, because I couldn’t stand being in the same room. It was innocent, Jax. You’ve got to believe me. There wasn’t a second during that time where I didn’t think of you.” 
 
    “Leave us alone,” was all he said. He looked up at our parents. “Seriously. Leave us.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen. Look around, Jax. You two did this.” 
 
    “I won’t touch him. Jake, tell them you’re cool.” 
 
    I nodded. It was hard to explain how in sync we were, still after this traumatic event. It was as if we shared the same mind, but used different parts. “It’s fine. Just give us a few minutes.” 
 
    Jax waited until the room was empty, leaving only the two of us. He got up from the seat, but didn’t come my way. Instead he paced around in a small circle. “Let me get this straight. Up until last week you never once touched or talked to my girlfriend inappropriately?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s true.” 
 
    He was thinking about the events that had occurred leading to this. “You thought she was pregnant, but after the cabin she wasn’t herself. Jax, I’m telling you the truth. I never meant for this to happen. I told her to forget about it. I pushed her away. All I cared about was you, bro.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” he whispered as he turned around to face me. “You don’t deserve that title.” 
 
    I looked down. “I get it. I’d be pissed too.” 
 
    “This obviously isn’t one-sided. How’d you do it? How’d you get her to want you instead of me? How did you convince Reese to let her guard down?” His chin was quivering as he finished his question.  
 
    “I don’t know. We talked at first. That’s it. She went upstairs to bed, and I stayed on the couch to keep the fire going. I swear nothing happened at first.” 
 
    Tears were falling down my brother’s cheeks. “So when did you fuck her?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I did it, and I can’t take it back.” 
 
    “It matters to me. Where did you do it? Where did you fuck my girlfriend for the first time?” He was demanding an answer. I’d rather have my eyes gouged out than to look over and see him hurting.  
 
    “Jax, Please don’t do this, man. Just let it go so we can get past it.” 
 
    “Get past it? Are you for real?” He laughed, out of shock, not happiness. “I want a fucking answer. Where did you fuck my girlfriend?” 
 
    “On the fur rug, in front of the fire.” I couldn’t take my eyes off of him when I responded. “Jax, she made me feel things I didn’t know were possible. She took my breath away, and I couldn’t stop myself. You’ve been with her. You know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    He nodded, but seemed conflicted. “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    “Our whole lives we’ve shared everything. The moment I fell in love with her I knew I couldn’t have her. I knew if I made a move I’d lose my best friend; the one person I share every part of my life with. I love Reese, Jax. We both do. I don’t know how something like that can be repaired, but I do know I can’t live without you. I’ve spent every day of my life with you, man.” 
 
    He sat down on the mattress and rubbed his hands over his face. “I can’t believe that bitch came between us. Damn, I thought she was the one. I really did.” 
 
    I got up and moved toward him. I wasn’t afraid to sit next to my brother. We’d been raised a certain way, and our word was important to stand by. With our parents right outside of the door we knew we had to keep the peace.  
 
    Like when we were little kids and our precious dog died, I put my arm over Jax’s shoulder. “Please forgive me, brother. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Jax didn’t answer, but he didn’t push me away either. For a few minutes we sat there together in silence. I couldn’t expect him to forgive me. I’d committed the worst of sins. All I could hope was that with time we’d get through it. 
 
    “I only see one way to resolve this, Jake.” 
 
    “What is it? I’ll do whatever it takes, man. I’ll make this right.” 
 
    “I want Reese out of our lives. That bitch needs to go. Cut her off completely and we’ll figure out how to get past this fucked up situation.” 
 
    I just sat there, unable to reply. How was I supposed to choose? Could I tell Jax that I’d end things with Reese without regret? Could I sneak around with Reese and risk losing my brother? There was no way out of it. My only option was to be honest, because lies had been the culprit of getting us to this point. “Jax, you’re my brother. We share DNA. I’d lay down my life and die for you, but I’m sorry. If I said I’d stay away from her I’d be lying. I can’t let her go, not after what I’ve sacrificed to be with her.” 
 
    Jax stood up, and without turning around, he told me what my decision would mean for us. “We’re done here, Jake. When we get home make sure you pack your shit and get out of my room. I’ll be professional on the field, but not even blood can help forgive you for this.” 
 
    He began to walk toward the door. I got up and ran after him. “Jax, wait. Please. You don’t mean that. We’re partners.” 
 
    He spun around quickly and got right up in my face. “We’re nothing, not anymore.” 
 
    Then he walked out the door, leaving me to assess all of the damage that surrounded my life. The dagger had been shoved into my heart, and I couldn’t begin to pull it out. I didn’t even know if I wanted to. My love for my brother had been tainted. While he ached, I ached too. When he felt alone, so did I.  
 
    With the drama over, the hallway cleared out. My dad called the front desk and let them know I’d slipped after my shower and put a hole in the wall from falling. I didn’t know why, but they believed his story, so I wouldn’t be held responsible for Jax’s fist. Since I was at fault, my parents went to be with Jax, who clearly needed them more than I did. With all the commotion I hadn’t even considered that Reese was out there somewhere probably going crazy. I tried to call her, but there was no answer. A little while later, my aunt knocked on the door. I thought it was Reese returning and rushed to the door, only to be disappointed.  
 
    Aunt Van walked into the room and looked around. “Your uncle thought maybe I should check on you, Jake.” She grabbed my chin and started looking at my face. I hadn’t even thought about my injuries. “You’re going to have a heck of a shiner.” She went into the bathroom, only to come back out with a wet washcloth. I sat on the bed quietly while she cleaned off my face, much like when I was injured as a small boy. “I heard about the fiasco.” 
 
    “Yeah. I screwed up.” 
 
    She sat down next to me and dropped the rag. “Jake, we can’t help who we fall in love with. It doesn’t work that way. We can’t make ourselves feel things that aren’t there either. I’ve been where you are. I’ve been Reese.” 
 
    “Dad said something about that.” 
 
    “He relates more to your brother. Our situation was different, of course. Your dad and I were together for years. He was my everything. At first, I worshipped the ground he walked on. Neither one of us understood the meaning of real love. We didn’t share the same goals, or even have similar interests. We were just a couple. We hung out. We slept together, and we discussed a future, with no regard for what being an adult entailed. After his accident, when he was in the hospital, it changed me. I wasn’t the same girl that was willing to sit back and live my life for someone else. I had my own dreams. Then your uncle came into town. We tried to fight our feelings. Colt would have done anything for Ty, he really would have, in fact, he still would. He just couldn’t seem to stay away from me, and I from him. I’ve never wanted someone like I longed to be with him. I still feel that way to this day. I knew from our first kiss that he was it for me. Nothing, not even your father could keep our love from growing.” 
 
    I looked over at my innocent aunt. She’d always been someone that people didn’t want to disappoint. Family was her reason for living, and through the years I’d grown to respect how them and my parents were so close. “How did my dad get past it?” 
 
    She sighed. “We didn’t make it easy, that’s for sure. After he caught us in his father’s truck one night all hell broke loose. Colt went back to Kentucky, and then I followed. It took your dad a while to accept what he couldn’t change. I still loved him, just not like he expected me to. I wanted to be his friend, ironically I became his cousin.” 
 
    “And his best friend,” I added. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. Your dad and I have a very special bond. We love each other without regret. We’re family.” 
 
    “Jax won’t forgive me. He’s like my dad, but worse.” 
 
    “Jake, your mom is what healed your dad. When she came into his life, he changed. Your sister changed him. My love broke him to pieces, but their love put him back together.” 
 
    I sulked. “Jax doesn’t have someone to be with. At this point I don’t even see how I do. He says that if I’m going to be with Reese our relationship is over. My brother’s breaking up with me. Do you believe this shit?” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “You boys remind me so much of your dad. I hate to see you struggling. It’s like a Mitchell rite of passage. All of the men go through some type of traumatic event in order to become the men they were always meant to be. Things will get better, Jake. It might not be tomorrow, or next month, but it will happen. Our family has good roots. We know we’re never alone, even in the worst of times.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aunt Van.” 
 
    “You should get cleaned up and make sure you’re not injured anywhere else. Try to get some sleep. It’s getting late.” 
 
    I got up to walk my aunt out and saw my dad standing outside waiting for her to finish. They hugged each other and then he came in the room with me. “I’m fine, dad.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask.” He plopped down on the bed and readjusted a pillow. “Get cleaned up, son. You need to go to sleep and I’m not paying for anymore bloodied sheets.” 
 
    “Are you my babysitter?” I didn’t mean it to be sarcastic, even though it came out that way. 
 
    “It’s obvious that you need supervision, if not from your brother, from yourself.” 
 
    “Is Jax okay?” 
 
    “Your mom’s with him. She’s afraid to leave him alone, with his temper and all.” 
 
    I nodded and walked into the bathroom to take a shower. My reflection was disturbing. Never in a million years could I imagine the damage that Jax had done to my face. He’d definitely gotten a few more punches in than me. 
 
    Since I knew there was nothing I could do, I climbed in the shower. The beads of hot water burned every cut and scrape. I cringed while washing my face, and climbed out feeling worse than before.  
 
    My dad was staring at the ceiling when I made my way to the other bed. “Jax fucked me up.” 
 
    “Yeah, he did. Do you blame him?” 
 
    “No,” I pulled down the bedding to climb in, and thought about Reese. My heart ached to know if she was okay. With my babysitter, I couldn’t begin to seek her out. “I deserved it.” 
 
    “I sent Reese home, Jake. She can’t be here with the two of you. It’s like putting fuel on a fire.” 
 
    He was right. Reese was our common denominator. She was the reason for all of this, even if it wasn’t all her fault. “Dad, I’m going to play my game tomorrow. I’ll do my best to make you proud, but I’m not going to stop loving her. I’d go through hell and back again to be with her. If you can’t understand that -.” 
 
    “I get it, kid. I know you tried to do the right thing. Your mom and I were proud of you for being strong. Sometimes love wins out even when we fight it. You did your best, Jake. Now we just need to pray that Jax can heal from it.” 
 
    I sat up in my bed and looked toward my dad. “You did. Aunt Van told me.” 
 
    My dad looked over at me and shook his head. “Of course she did. That sneaky little woman.” 
 
    “She meant well.” 
 
    “That’s the problem with your Aunt Van. She’s never wanted to hurt a soul. She believes there’s good in everyone. I have to admit, though, she’s right. I did heal, or I’d like to say I woke up. I realized that what I was holding onto wasn’t even what I wanted in the first place. When I hooked up with your mother she rocked my world. Man, she was a freaky nympho.” While he reminisced, I felt uncomfortable. 
 
    “Dad, please. No details.” 
 
    “Sorry. Anyway, I knew she was the one. She’s my life and I thank God every single day for her, and you kids. That’s the truth.” 
 
    “I love my brother, Dad. I never meant for this to happen. I got carried away. I couldn’t help myself. I had to have her. I still want her.” 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll get through tomorrow’s game before you do anything else crazy. I can’t deal with anymore drama tonight. I’m getting too old for this shit.” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    My dad clapped his hands in the air. “Stupid hotels.” I watched him roll out of bed to be able to turn off the light.  
 
    The room got quiet. 
 
    “I’m scared,” I said softly. “Can I come sleep with you?” 
 
    “If you come anywhere near this bed I will whip your ass, Jake. Go to sleep. Tomorrow is another day.” 
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    Chapter 31 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    I was too distraught to move when it all started happening. If it hadn’t been for Amber I don’t think I would have made it back to my room. The screaming coming from where the twins were still rung in my ears, even after I’d put on fresh clothes and washed the blood off my hands.  
 
    Since I knew I couldn’t face any of them, Amber offered to let me stay in her room. I think in some ways she regretted letting Jax have her spare key, though I’m sure he gave her no choice. Even though Jax wasn’t in our room, I looked back inside to remember our last moments together. He’d never talk to me again. As much as it hurt, I had to accept it. I deserved this fate, especially after being caught.  
 
    While everyone was busy tending to the boys, Amber tried to sneak me to her room. I was a mess, crying and barely able to keep on my feet. The moment she put the key card in the door I saw their dad. I’d never felt like someone hated me so much as he approached. “You did this. This is all your fault.” 
 
    I couldn’t respond. I was utterly petrified of this man, and what he was going to say to me.  
 
    “Trash like you doesn’t deserve either one of my sons. Get the hell out of here, and make sure you stay away from them when they get back. I won’t let someone like you tear them apart.” 
 
    Amber pulled me inside the room, but only so she could gather her things. Within a few minutes we were checking in to the hotel across the street. The new room was quiet, and as I sat down on the bed it all hit me at once.  
 
    I hadn’t just broken Jax’s heart. I’d shattered his soul. I’d taken the one constant in his life and ripped it away from him. Nothing could explain the amount of regret I had when it came to seeing the look on his face when he walked into that room. My God, his face turned pallid, and his eyes, those beautiful light-brown eyes stared in shock as he witnessed my sins.  
 
    The bile rose to my throat while I considered being in his position. What was it like to see everything you cared about swiftly taken from you? How would he ever be able to look at Jake the same again? How could either of us live with what we’d done? 
 
    I think that’s the moment that I knew it was all over, even my struggling relationship with Jake. All the promises we’d made tonight were in vein. We never had a chance in all honesty. Jake had been right to push me away from the beginning. He saw what I was unable to accept. He knew the risk, but I’d persuaded him to take it anyway.  
 
    I felt like I’d gone into their home, turned on the gas and lit a match. I hadn’t done enough to protect them.  
 
    What hurt the most was knowing how much both of them meant to me. I understood where their dad was coming from, but he couldn’t be more wrong about my feelings for his sons. Though twisted, I cared deeply for both of them. Jax was a good guy. He treated me nice, and tried his hardest to be true. My feelings for Jake came out of nowhere. I suppose they’d always been stewing. In the back of my mind I know now that I’d always thought he was better for me. When he revealed his feelings everything I’d ever felt for Jax changed. He opened my eyes and helped me see that I wasn’t as happy as I could have been. 
 
    Had it been two guys that didn’t know each other this wouldn’t be happening. I wouldn’t be blamed for destroying lives. I’d be called a whore, and move on with the man I loved. It was selfish to picture, but very true. The only reason the result of this was so tragic was that they were related.  
 
    Amber did her best to try to calm me down. She got us some water and helped me clean up my elbows where I’d been shoved down and skinned them. My tears wouldn’t stop falling, and I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted them to. I needed to be punished. I deserved every single dirty look, bad name, and terrible fate that the Mitchell family was wishing on me.  
 
    Sadly I’d still never be able to regret loving their sons. My time with them may have been over, but they’d never be far from my heart. I’d carry all of the good and bad moments with me forever, learning from my mistakes, and accepting what couldn’t be changed. 
 
    I would have liked to thank Amber for being such a sweet person, but when I woke up the next morning she was already gone. I knew why. She was expected to go to breakfast with the family, while the guys headed out for their game. Even though I knew I shouldn’t have, I wanted to be there. 
 
    I thought about calling Jake. Right before everything happened I’d agreed to be with him. I wondered if his fight with Jax and his family could have provoked his feelings to change for me. Something inside told me to leave it alone. I’d caused enough trauma. It was time to let go. 
 
      
 
    Football games had never been an interest of mine. Only after I’d started dating the star quarterback was I introduced to the sport. I’d mended cuts, massaged sore muscles, and even dealt with all of the superstitions that Jax swore by.  
 
    Sometimes they went without showers. Others refused to shave. Sometimes they’d wear the same socks without washing them. No matter what crazy idea they got in their heads, the whole team would abide, as if one of them not going along with it would lose them the game.  
 
    As I entered into the large stadium, and found my seat, the environment felt different to me. I wasn’t the girl that was envied for dating the quarterback. I was just Reese Miller, a broken woman, who’d lost her way, and her heart. 
 
    All of my life I’d wanted to help people. I’d strived to be true, and worthy; someone people could trust and count on. I hated the person reflected back in the mirror. I didn’t even know myself any longer.  
 
    While people conversed around me I focused on the field, looking for the jersey numbers of the two men I was there to see. Jax was easy to spot. His number four was the lowest on the team. I studied the players, one by one, looking for Jake, but number sixty-nine wasn’t on the field. Fear hit me when I considered why that could be. My hands began to shake as the worry set in. Had Jax injured him so bad he couldn’t play? Had Jake refused to show up for the game? Was this all my fault too? 
 
    Just as I was about to run around and search for their family, I saw him running out onto the field. After taking a few deep breaths to calm down, I focused on his movements, just to make sure he was okay. That’s when I first noticed how far they were apart. They’d always been side by side for every warm up. They’d joke around and smack asses, while their teammates egged them on. None of that was happening. The twins were clear across the field from each other, and I knew exactly why. 
 
    After the National Anthem played, and the introductions were made, the players took the field. The time on the large play clock started to count down, and I was prepared for a nail biting, highly intense game.  
 
    During the first quarter the opposing team scored once. Jax threw an interception, but it was recovered within the next play, and possession was returned to their team. Pass after pass I watch Jax throw to every player but his brother, who had scored the most touchdowns than any player in twenty years at our school. 
 
    This was personal, and he was going to cost them the game.  
 
    The second quarter was much like the first, although they were able to tie up the score. When time ran out I watched as the players headed to the locker rooms. I don’t know what made him gaze in my direction, but Jake looked up, and I knew he saw me sitting there all-alone, cheering them on. It was only a split second, but he stopped walking and just looked at me. So many emotions rushed over me, even after he’d disappeared underground.  
 
    In the third quarter Jax threw Jake his first pass. He made it thirty yards before being taken down, and when he fell he didn’t get up. He rolled around on the field holding one of his legs. The medical team rushed to him, while the other players took a knee. Jax didn’t walk over to him, not at first. Just when I’d lost hope that he cared, he surprised me. He ran toward his brother, falling down at his side.  
 
    Seeing that love was all I needed. It let me know that there was hope. They still loved each other, no matter what I’d done to them. They were brothers forever. 
 
    I think the people next to me thought I was insane. I sat there silently crying to myself, especially when Jax helped Jake walk off the field. The crowd cheered, but I remained silent, thanking God for showing me a sign. 
 
    Jake returned to the game in the fourth quarter. His leg was wrapped, and his limp let me know he was in pain. He caught a pass in the end zone and they took the lead, giving them the final points to win the game. As soon as the clock ran down I got up from my seat and exited the stadium. I’d seen everything I needed to be able to let go. They’d be okay without me in their life, and I’d have to be okay with that. 
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    Chapter 32 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    Jax didn’t speak to me on the way to the stadium. We didn’t get dressed at side-by-side lockers, and there certainly wasn’t the normal banter that existed at every game since we were kids.  
 
    Everything had changed in an instant.  
 
    Our teammates took one look at our banged up faces and knew something was going on. When we refused to be near one another they had their answer.  
 
    I struggled to keep my focus during the game, not that it mattered. Jax didn’t throw one pass to me. I’d been open plenty of times, but he refused to even look in my direction.  
 
    I knew it was his way of punishing me. Scouts were there, and with only one more year to play, doing well would make a huge difference during an NFL draft.  
 
    At halftime I snapped. I was ready to go into that locker room and crush him. This was the game we’d waited our whole lives for. All of the years of hard work had led us here. I refused to let this moment fall apart because of our problem. 
 
    Right before leaving the field I looked up into the stands and saw her sitting there. I’d know her face in any crowd. Reese hadn’t gone home. She’d stayed to support us, and I couldn’t help but feel happy even though I knew being with her was impossible. 
 
    Entering the locker room, I had a different outlook. I wasn’t going to give up on my brother. He could be mad for the rest of his life, but I wouldn’t let him disown me. We needed each other. 
 
    My teammates saw me approaching and moved out of the way. They didn’t want to get between us, especially not after seeing our faces. Jax turned around right as I shoved him into the locker. “Listen to me. This stops here. It’s not about her. This is our game. We’ve waited our whole lives for this opportunity. Put last night aside and let’s win this fucking game.” 
 
    Jax shoved me off of him and threw up his arms. “Okay. I’ll play this game with you, but when it’s over nothing changes. We’re done, Jake. Do you hear me, man? We’re done!” 
 
    His words echoed as we went back onto the field. I half expected him to ignore me for the remaining two quarters. All of a sudden a perfect pass came spinning to me, just like we’d practiced so many times before. I smacked my gloves together, jumped up and felt the leather gripping my hands. I took off down the field, swaying in and out of players trying to block me.  
 
    I never saw him coming. I still don’t know the number of the player that took me down. All I can think of is the amount of pain that shot through my lower leg. I tried to be tough. I told myself I could stand up and play through it. Before I knew what was happening I had medics around me, poking and pressing on the affected area.  
 
    I wondered if my parents were worried. I looked around for Jax but he wasn’t there. I was alone. 
 
    I could feel the tears burning my eyes, so I kept my helmet on to keep anyone from seeing me. Sure, the pain was excruciating, but that wasn’t the reason I was crying. No pain was worse than the thought of not having my brother there.  
 
    Just when I closed my eyes and gave up hope I heard someone duck down at my side. I turned and saw him take off his helmet. Our eyes met and he nodded before talking to me. “Where does it hurt, Jake?” 
 
    “It’s my leg. I tore something man. I can feel it.” 
 
    “You’re going to be okay, bro. Just hang in there.” 
 
    I reached over and touched my brother’s hand. “Jax, just win the fucking game.” 
 
    We were far from making amends, but he couldn’t deny that he cared. The proof was written all over his face.  
 
    He held out his hand. “Get your ass up. I can’t do this without you.” 
 
    Walking off the field with him by my side was the best part of the game. I didn’t care about winning anymore. I didn’t care about impressing the scouts, or even my teammates. All I cared about was having the support of my brother.  
 
      
 
    My leg was jacked up. I knew it was my ACL. With extensive work it would heal, but probably never be the same. Like my first relationship, a future in football was over, but at least it ended with a bang.  
 
    My leg got wrapped up tight and I managed to make it on the field one last time. Jax knew I was done. He was aware that this might be the last time I ever played again. His pass to me was perfect. It hit me on my chest as I stood in the end-zone, holding onto it until the whistle blew.  
 
    Winning the championship was epic. We celebrated the whole weekend. It was nice having most of our family there. Enough people were around to keep Jax and I separated. I had a lot I wanted to say to him, but this wasn’t the time.  
 
    My parents never mentioned Reese, and I refused to bring her up and reopen what had already been settled. They’d never approve of us being together, and I couldn’t take the chance of hurting Jax anymore than I already had.  
 
    Upon arriving back at the campus, I packed my things up in our shared room. Jax came in as I was pulling down a pinup of a porn star we’d both fancied. “Do you have to take her too?” 
 
    I stuck the tape back up on the wall. “Don’t be like that, man. I just figured you didn’t want any reminders of me.” 
 
    He flopped down on his bed. “Yeah, well then you should crush every mirror from here to Texas then. I mean, I can’t look in one without seeing your face.” 
 
    I sat down carefully on my bed, trying my best to be comfortable considering my injury, and folded my hands together. “Jax, listen, I’m sorry. How many times do I have to say it?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when the time comes.” 
 
    “That’s fair, I suppose.” 
 
    We sat there quietly, not knowing what else to say. “I guess I’ll be heading home then.” 
 
    “Was she worth it?” He asked without looking at me. “Was she worth losing this?” 
 
    I rubbed my face with my hands. “I guess not. Obviously she ain’t here, and now we’re…well it sure as shit ain’t the same between us. If I could take it back-.” 
 
    “Don’t, Jake. Don’t say shit like that when you know you don’t mean it.” Jax sat up and faced me. “I know you better than anyone. We’re brothers before anything else. You wouldn’t have slept with Reese if you didn’t love her.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re right. It doesn’t make a bit of a difference now does it?” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t.” 
 
    I stood up and lifted my bag over my shoulder. “Text me when you’re stopping by the farm. I’ll make sure I stay out of your way.” I walked up to him and placed my hand on his shoulder, like our dad had always done to us. Jax reached up and grabbed my arm, pulling me into an awkward hug. He said nothing, but instead just clung to me. “I know I fucked up, Jax, but you’ll always be my brother. I’d lay down my own life for you, and I know you’d do the same for me.” What I said was powerful, and he may not have been prepared for how it would make him feel. I wasn’t looking for pity. I just needed to be clear where I stood.  
 
    “It’s not going to be the same here without you,” he surprised me. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be around. I’ve still got classes every day. Maybe I could stop by and kick your ass on Xbox.” 
 
    Finally he let go and smiled. “Yeah, man, that would be cool.” 
 
    We shook hands and I walked away from my brother, the only person I’d shared my whole life with.  
 
    Despite it being challenging to get around, I found myself climbing the stairs to Reese’s room. I wanted to check on her; to at least know she was okay. 
 
    I got to her door, lifted my hand, and just stood there. I couldn’t bring myself to knock on it. I knew if she opened it up I wouldn’t be able to resist taking her in my arms and falling right back to where we were before.  
 
    This entire struggle was impossible to grasp. I turned and headed out of the building, determined to make things right, even if I had to give up my chance of ever being with her again. I had to choose Jax.  
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    Chapter 33 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    It’s been three months since my whole life was turned upside down. In a matter of a week I’d managed to destroy any hopes of ever being happy. I’d settled into a pretty mundane routine of school and working part-time to keep me occupied. I picked a place I knew the twins had never been, just so I wouldn’t have to run into them.  
 
    Avoiding seeing them on campus became easier. I heard Jake dropped his classes and underwent surgery to repair his leg. While I wished I could send him well-wishes, I knew it was better if I stayed away.  
 
    It wasn’t easy burying my heart and trying to stay focused. At night, when I was all alone, thoughts of the brothers consumed me. The night at the hotel haunted my dreams, and I was left in a river of despair.  
 
    My body paid a price as I withered down two pant sizes out of depression. I looked like a hobo walking around in drooping clothing. I stopped wearing makeup and doing my hair. With the exception of showering and brushing my teeth, I did nothing else to stay healthy. Eating wasn’t the same, because I’d shared so many meals with the two of them.  
 
    My grades fell, almost to the point where I was in danger of failing. My focus was off, and I was drowning in a pool of never-ending sadness. For three months I’d wished I could go back and redo all of the things that led me to this very predicament. I didn’t want to live anymore, not with the lingering guilt held high over my head. 
 
    Since I hadn’t done much of anything in a long time, a group of my co-workers were wanting me to go out with them. I was reluctant, but tired of being locked up in a dorm room, dwelling on the emptiness that filled my life. After I’d made sure we were going to a place pretty far from campus, I agreed that one night wouldn’t hurt me. 
 
    Getting dressed up was a task, since nothing fit the way it should. I tried on several outfits before settling into a skirt and a form fitting sweater. My high boots didn’t have a heel, but I felt like they were nice enough to wear out. 
 
    Once I’d finished my hair, and applied some makeup to my dark circled eyes, I stared at my reflection, remembering the happy person I used to be. I wanted my life back so bad, but knew that going out to a bar wasn’t going to change anything. I was still pathetic.  
 
    I guess I could have gone home and started over with the help of my family. Disappointing them was the utmost despicable thing possible. I knew that if I stepped foot in their house I’d feel even worse. 
 
    Determined to make the most of the night, I met my new friends and we set out for a night on the town. After eating, we did a few shots, and honestly I felt great. I was out on the dance floor, feeling carefree. My smile was apparent, up until I saw someone in the corner of the bar, making out with a tall blonde.  
 
    At first I wasn’t sure who it was. I mean, from a distant it was difficult to tell them apart. One action let me know it was Jax. He pulled away from the girl’s lips to rub his nose over hers. I had to admit that for a split second I felt offended. I thought it was just something he’d done with me. Obviously it was some kind of trademark.  
 
    Feeling annoyed, I turned my attention back to my friends, hoping that he’d soon leave with his conquest without even noticing me. A little later the place was crowded with people. I’d done a few more shots, and stopped worrying all about Jax and his friend. 
 
    It took one trip to the bathroom to change that. Before I walked toward the restroom, I looked around to make sure I didn’t see him anywhere. When I got inside I leaned over the sink to check out my eyeliner. That’s when I heard commotion coming from inside a stall. Four feet were noticeable as I turned around. The shoes, that I’d bought him for Christmas, allowed me to know exactly who was behind the closed doors. I quickly used the bathroom in the next stall, trying not to listen to them getting all hot and heavy.  
 
    Jax being with someone else didn’t bother me like I thought it would. I was glad he’d moved on, because it meant that he wasn’t as miserable as I was. While doing my best to hurry out of there, I heard the door open and saw him coming out first, buckling his pants back up. 
 
    Our eyes met, and there was nothing I could say to make it any easier. “Hi Jax.” 
 
    “Reese.” I watched his jaw clenching. “How’d you get in here?” His words were slurred, and the lids of his eyes were heavy, like he was struggling to keep them open. I knew he was drunk, and I wanted to get away from him as fast as humanly possible. 
 
    While his date was still doing something in the stall, I tried to walk by him, so I could get the hell out of there. “Enjoy your night.” 
 
    “I always do,” he said as I exited the room. 
 
    I must admit that it was impossible to not feel something being so close to him again, although it wasn’t attraction or even pain. The last time we’d seen each other he’d thrown me into a wall when I tried to break he and his brother up from fighting. Yes, I was the reason for it, but he knew he’d hurt me and he just kept pounding on Jake. Jake wouldn’t have done that. No matter how much that would have hurt him, he would have kept me out of harm’s way. 
 
    He was always too rough for me, even in bed. I liked kinky, but his extremes were selfish and sometimes left me sore and confused. Just thinking about it made me want another drink. I headed up the bar to order something stiff when I heard a commotion coming from the back of the establishment. Jax and some guy even bigger than him were up in each other’s faces. The blonde he’d been in the corner and later the bathroom with was standing behind the other guy. Then it dawned on me that she hadn’t been there with Jax.  
 
    I don’t know what got into me. I suddenly found myself running toward them. While yanking Jax back by his arms, the bouncers stepped between the guys. They pointed in our direction. “Get him out of here!” 
 
    What was I supposed to do? Did I just shove him out the door and carry on with my night? Would he even listen? 
 
    Before I was able to make a logical decision, Jax turned around and leaned on me. “He wants me to leave.” The smell of alcohol was so obvious on his breath.  
 
    “How did you get here?” 
 
    “I drove,” he said with laughter following. “I got in my new car and put the key in the ignition. Then I turned it on and-.” 
 
    “I get it, Jax. I don’t need details. I know how to operate a vehicle.” I couldn’t let him drive in this condition. Unlike what he assumed, I wasn’t heartless. I cared if something bad happened to him. “Come on, I’ll get you back to the campus. Give me your keys.”  
 
    He put his arm around me. “Are we going to fuck? I just banged this chick in the bathroom, but it wasn’t that good. Her husband was pissed. Did you see the size of his fists?” 
 
    We made it outside while he continued talking nonsense to me. I clicked the little button until I found a car blinking, and pulled him along to get him in the passenger seat. “How much did you drink tonight?” 
 
    “Is it night time? I didn’t even notice,” His cackles were annoying, and moving him was like pushing around dead-weight. “Are we going to another bar?” 
 
    “No, Jax. We’re going home.” 
 
    He pointed at me as I buckled his seat belt. His index finger pressed into my cheek. “Are you real? Is this a dream, because if it is we’re totally going to fuck.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and shut the door, wondering if I should hide his keys and leave him there stranded. It sure beat listening to anymore of his nonsense. “Trust me, this isn’t a dream, it’s a nightmare.” 
 
    I hadn’t seen or heard from him in three months. For most, that would be enough time to get over someone. Though I didn’t want to be with Jax, I wasn’t feeling as if I was going to break if we were in the same room together. Still, this situation made me very uncomfortable. 
 
    Jax and I hadn’t spoken since that night. We never discussed feelings, or even closure. It was just over. 
 
    As I drove us back to the college he rambled about a lot of things, but never once mentioned his brother, not until we climbed the stairs and entered the bedroom. Jax side was still a mess, while Jake’s was nothing but an empty bed. I froze in place, realizing that he’d not just moved home to recover. He had no intentions of coming back. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?” He shoved past me and plopped down on his mattress. “He’s been gone for months, thanks to you.” 
 
    I entered the room and closed the door behind me. Determined to give him his keys and get out of there, I started digging in my purse. While fumbling through a disarray, Jax continued tearing me to pieces. 
 
    “How does it feel knowing you took him away from me? Do you feel satisfied?” He got up from the bed and walked over to be in front of me. “You ruined my life.” 
 
    I didn’t have the patience to keep looking in the bottom of my bag for his keys. At that point in time I needed him to know that he wasn’t the only one in pain. “How dare you! Do you have any idea what it’s been like for me? I lost you both, but you don’t see me blaming anyone else.” 
 
    He was close enough to kiss me if he wanted to. “You’re to blame. You and that ass of yours. Why’d you give in to him? What made you break at that cabin? How’d he get into your little panties?” 
 
    I should have said something smart, like I wasn’t wearing any, but I couldn’t be that evil of a person. “Jax, it doesn’t even matter anymore. The damage is done. Just let it go, please.” 
 
    He reached up and pulled his own hair out of frustration. “It matters to me.” 
 
    He said it with so much compassion that I forgot about him being drunk. My lips quivered, and a rush of warm liquid filled my eyes that looked right at him. “Please,” I begged. 
 
    “Just tell me. Admit it to me.” He laughed and lifted my chin up to be even with his stare. I tried to look away, but it was a losing battle. “Why, Reese?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and felt the tears falling. “Because I wanted to feel his love” 
 
    He let go of me and turned around, hiding his face. “God damn it! Why can’t I get past this?” 
 
    I stepped forward and placed my hand on his back. “Jax, I never meant to hurt you. It happened so fast. I couldn’t stop it. I tried so hard to not want him. I swear I did.” 
 
    He still wouldn’t turn around. “After you left the cabin, what happened between you when you got home? Did you avoid each other until the hotel?” 
 
    I know he wanted to hear that I was faithful that week, only breaking up with him when I knew I couldn’t stand it anymore, but it wasn’t the truth. “No. I saw him in class.” 
 
    He twisted to face me, and even though he wasn’t crying, I could see the conflict in his eyes. “Did you sleep with him here at school?” 
 
    “Never in this room.” 
 
    “But yours?” he started flipping out again, pacing around and waving up his arms. “Is that it? Is there anything else you want to tell me?” 
 
    I shook my head, afraid to even move an inch. “How many times we were together is irrelevant, Jax. After the first time we’d already betrayed you. Jake was broken up about it. He wanted me to stay with you. He begged me to.” 
 
    “For what? So you could sit back with him and laugh at what a fool I was?” 
 
    “No! To protect you.” 
 
    “That’s hysterical. You actually thought that you were protecting me? You were fucking each other, apparently over and over, behind my back? Who does that?” 
 
    I sighed. Jax wasn’t going to understand our point of view. “What if he was a stranger? You wouldn’t have wanted to know. When I broke up with you it was because I knew I wanted to be with him. I couldn’t drag you along. It was tearing me apart, Jake too. He told me to stay away from him. I just couldn’t. I’m so sorry, Jax, I know it hurts to hear, but I couldn’t let him go. I was desperate, and it all went terribly out of control.” 
 
    Jax seemed confused when he looked at me again. “How long have you loved my brother, Reese? How long has he been the one you wanted?” 
 
    The tension in the room was so thick. I opened my mouth but the words wouldn’t come out. 
 
    “Did you ever love me?” 
 
    I rushed over and took his hands into mine. “Of course. I loved you very much. I never lied about it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. You of all people. I never expected this. I tried so hard to make you two get along. It never crossed my mind that you were doing it for my benefit.” 
 
    “That was all Jake. I had nothing to do with it. Until the cabin I believed he hated me.” 
 
    “That’s when everything changed. All it took was a hot fire and a fur rug.” 
 
    The fact that he knew about that crushed me. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Jake told me. I know the exact spot in that cabin where he took you from me. I can play it out in my head like I was standing there watching.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    Jax let his hands fall away from mine. He looked to the side as he spoke. “I loved you. For the first time in my life I let myself fall for a girl. I thought we’d be together forever. I would have been good to you.” 
 
    I nodded, interrupting. “I know you would have. I don’t doubt that.” 
 
    “I only have one more question for you, and you might not want to answer.” He reached up and touched my cheek. I put my hand over his and kept it there.  
 
    “I’ll tell you anything.” 
 
    “If you had your choice in the beginning, if Jake never hit you with that ball, who would you have picked?” 
 
    Any question in the world would have been easy to answer except that one. “Jax…” 
 
    “You’d pick him.” He smirked and continued. “I always knew you two had more in common. Sometimes I felt like I was dating my brother. I get it. You’ve always been his type of girl.” 
 
    “When we were together I never thought about Jake that way. I was in love with you completely, I swear. Being your girlfriend made me happy. You made me happy, Jax.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It doesn’t even matter. What’s done can’t be changed. It’s over, and there’s no going back.” 
 
    I don’t know what made me do it, but I wrapped my arms around him. “I’m sorry I had a part in all this.” 
 
    After a few moments, I felt Jax reaching up and embracing me back. He nestled his head against my shoulder and left it there. “I’m trying not to hate you, Reese. You broke me, but I’ve gotten over that. What I can’t get past is Jake’s deception. I miss my brother, more than you’ll ever know. However, I can’t look at him without being angry. I loved you, but no one means more to me than my brother.” Jax backed way and pointed to the door. “You need to go.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding that I didn’t belong. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and moved his head from side to side. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I hope you find someone that takes your breath away, Jax. I hope she treats you the way you deserve. I’ll never forget everything we shared. Good and bad it’s still a memory.” 
 
    When I walked out of his room I sank down to the hallway floor and cried. I could hear him inside tossing things around and yelling. Then I remembered I still had his keys. Reluctantly I knocked and waited for him to answer. When he opened it I could tell he was more distraught. “Are you here to rip out my heart? I’ve got bad news, I gave it to the last girl I was with.” 
 
    When he took a second to finally look at me he saw that I’d been crying. I lifted the keys up and placed them in his hands. “I forgot to give you these.” I knew he was watching as I turned to walk away, because his door never closed. He said nothing, and I refused to look back. 
 
    If I never saw Jax again I’d be alright. We now had grounds for closure; as much as could be expected. My only regret was Jake. Nothing could change the way I felt about that man. He could reappear in twenty years and I’d still get weak in the knees. Every bone in my body knew he was the one that got away. That was what would haunt me forever; knowing we’d never have the opportunity to explore the beautiful life we could make together.  
 
    I just hoped that he was able to move on and love again. I hoped they both could. 
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    Epilogue Part One 
 
    1 week later 
 
    Reese 
 
      
 
    Waking up to an empty bed was something I’d gotten used to. The ill feeling after my confrontation with Jax, well I couldn’t shake how that left me feeling. After getting up and dressing, I headed over to his room, determined to give him a piece of my mind. He couldn’t hold a grudge against his brother forever. I was out of the equation. It wasn’t like the constant reminder of our relationship was being thrown in his face. They had to get back what was lost, if not for me than for themselves. 
 
    I knocked on the door four times before he finally answered.  
 
    He turned back around and left it open once he saw it was me. For days after I left his room I’d sat up thinking about how I was going to move forward.  
 
    “What do you want, Reese? I thought we said everything last week. Did you come here to give me back my balls?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and sat down on Jake’s bed. Right away my mind thought of him. “We can’t keep living like this.  It’s not fair to any of us.” 
 
    Jax put his hands behind his head and looked over at me. He was laying flat on his bed, with no shirt. I couldn’t help peeking at his washboard abs and remembering what it was like to be held by his strong arms. His attitude cleared my train of thought. “My life ain’t your fucking problem. You’re the one who ended things, remember?” 
 
    “And why did I do that, Jax? Was it to be completely miserable for the rest of my life, because that’s where I’m headed.” 
 
    “So you’re here to make yourself feel better? Take a damn number. I’m not seeing clients at the moment.” 
 
    I picked up a dirty sock and threw it at him. “I’m being serious. For once act like an adult.” 
 
    He moved into a sitting position and cupped his hands together. “Fine. If it gets you out of my face I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “What will it take for you to be friends with your brother again?” 
 
    “It’s always about Jake and his magic cock, isn’t it?” There he was again, ignoring the question. 
 
    “Jax.” 
 
    “Fine.” He wiped his face. “I don’t know. The wound is still fresh.” 
 
    “It’s been months.” 
 
    “I don’t care how long it’s been. Time doesn’t heal shit!” He grumbled something under his breath and looked disgusted. “Your pussy must be dried up by now. Did you honestly think he’d still want to be with you? You knew better than anyone that Jake doesn’t do relationships. He tells women what they want to hear to get into their pants. Had I’d known you’d fall for it I would have told you sooner. My bad,” he said as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “You got played.” 
 
    “You’re an asshole. I know you’re lying. Jake loved me.” 
 
    He laughed. “You think? I mean, all it took was one night alone in a cabin. He was probably bored as shit without power. All you were was a piece of ass to warm his dick.” 
 
    I jumped off the bed and flew at him, not even rationally thinking that there was no way I could physically harm him. He grabbed my arms and prevented me from moving as I fought to free myself. “You’re lying! He wouldn’t do that to me.” 
 
    Jax waited until I stopped fighting, but he didn’t let me go. He held my wrists tight. “Why hasn’t he tried to contact you then? Either you’re lying about still seeing him, or you weren’t that important after all.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. “If you ever loved me you’ll stop this.” I couldn’t fight my emotions. Desperately, I fought to break him down, because I knew it was the only way to get through the wall he’d built. “Please Jax.” I looked him right in the eyes, forcing him to watch me fall apart. “I’d rather be dead than know I did this to you.” 
 
    When my body became limp he stood up and pulled me into his arms. I cried harder. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten back into this situation after dealing with it before. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    I continued sobbing against his chest. “I hate myself, Jax. I screwed up.” 
 
    His head leaned over mine and I felt him softly kiss it. As I inched my gaze to look at him, I wasn’t really sure what was going to happen. “I did love you, Reese. I know I shouldn’t, but I still do. I can’t make it stop. You being here, it just makes it worse. It’s like you have a spell on me and there’s no remedy. Then I’ve got to come back from class every day to this empty room and be reminded of what the two of you did.” 
 
    He finally let go of me and turned around. “You should go.” 
 
    I didn’t move. “No. I’m not leaving this time. I’m not leaving until we fix all of this.” 
 
    “If I tell you the truth will you go?” 
 
    “What truth?” 
 
    “You’re right, I am lying to you.” Jax turned around and glanced at me. “It wasn’t just me that told my brother to let you go. It was our father. He basically said that if Jake continued to be involved with you he wouldn’t have a house to come home to.” 
 
    “What?” I backed away. 
 
    “Jake didn’t a have choice. I think that’s why I can’t get over this. I know how he still feels about you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How could you know that?” 
 
    “Because I know what it’s like to lose the person you love. You don’t really get over it. You want to, but you can’t.” 
 
    My hands covered my face. Nothing could have prepared me for that. While I stood all alone losing control, Jax continued. 
 
      
 
    “The truth hurts worse doesn’t it? I thought about telling you the other night, but I was pretty buzzed, and really couldn’t believe you were actually back in my room.” 
 
    I wiped off my face, determined to hold my ground. “Jax, I don’t expect you to do me favors. I certainly don’t deserve your friendship, but I need your help. I desperately need you to help me.” 
 
    I was begging, pleading, doing anything in my power to reach out to Jake, even if I had to go through Jax to do it. 
 
    “Reese, it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what I’m going to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I’m the only person standing in the way, and I want it that way, not because I’m trying to manipulate you, but because I don’t think either of you deserve to be together. It’s not just that though. I can’t spend every holiday with the two of you. I can’t be around that shit.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about what it could do to Jax long-term. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
    “Reese, I’m sorry. If it was anyone else in the world I’d help you. I just refuse to help you get Jake. I’m not a bad guy. I’m angry, bitter, resentful, and still pissed, but I’m not a bad guy.” 
 
    I tried to smile. He was doing the best he could to be kind to me, even though helping me find a resolution was out of reach. Jax longed to find peace, and that was something I’d never be able to give him. It was time for me to go. My visit had cost me a ton of progress. I’d taken one step forward and forty steps back.  
 
    I reached out to touch Jax. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry we can’t be friends, because I miss you very much. I’d do anything to go back and fix that part of our relationship.” 
 
    “What’s done is done.” 
 
    My throat burned when I attempted to ask him one more question. “Will you ever forgive us?” 
 
    He sighed heavily and stared into my eyes. The moment was intense. “I hope so. I really do. I mean, we’ll never be best friends again, but I’d like to be happy to see you, both of you.” 
 
    I held a friendly grimace. “I’ll always care about you, Jax. I hope you’re able to heal.” 
 
    When I started to leave the room he called after me. “Reese, wait!” 
 
    I turned and gave him my attention. 
 
    “I hope you have a good life.” 
 
    I couldn’t reply. Speaking had become impossible. It hurt me too much. All I wanted to do was run away from everything, but I had nowhere to go. 
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    Part 2 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    What they did to me couldn’t be erased.  
 
    My trust was gone. 
 
    Our friendships were destroyed. 
 
    Yet I still loved them. 
 
    I loved both of them so fucking much that it was tearing me apart. Being around Reese only proved how much I hadn’t gotten over her. Her pleas for me to help her weren’t going to be answered, but I did feel terrible for lying to her at first about Jake. My brother could be a shallow prick when he wanted, but he never would have gone after her if it wasn’t love.  
 
    Reese’s visit left me with a lot to think about. I knew right from wrong, and it was very obvious I needed to stop dwelling on things I couldn’t change. Life is what one makes it, and I was sitting in limbo, restless and violent, unable to come to grips with how things ended up. 
 
    My ride to the farm went by fast, because of how much was on my mind. When I pulled in and saw my brother’s old truck I knew he’d be around somewhere. Every time I visited he stayed away, probably out in the barn, or over our sister’s house. My mom had mentioned that he was spending a lot of time with our niece Sarah. Maybe it was because she was too young to pass judgment on him.  
 
    He was the person I needed to locate first. It was important to be able to look my brother in the eyes when we spoke.  
 
    Luckily he was in the entertainment barn, sitting on the couch drinking a beer, with his leg elevated. “You look like shit,” I said as I entered. 
 
    “I feel like it.” 
 
    “I thought it was healed?” 
 
    He sat down the can. “Yeah, well I fell down the damn steps last night at Bella’s house. I fucked something up, but I ain’t going back to the doctor’s office just yet.” He motioned toward me. “What brings you here? You coming to gloat about my miserable predicament?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I stumbled with finding the right way to come out with what I wanted to say to my brother. “I saw Reese. Actually I saw her twice.” 
 
    Jake looked away. Through the tremendous amount of stubble on his face I could tell he was clenching his jaw.  
 
    “Jake, we need to talk.” 
 
    He picked up his beverage and downed the rest of it. “There’s nothing left to say.” 
 
    “She looks good.” I don’t know why I’d said it. I think I wanted to get under his skin, if only for a second. He couldn’t have all the glory in this situation. 
 
    “Good for her. Like I said before, I don’t want to talk about her.” 
 
    His reluctance only let me know he wasn’t done with Reese, not by a long shot. “I told her I still loved her.” 
 
    Jake looked in another direction to avoid me seeing his despair.  
 
    “We fucked like rabbits.” 
 
    “Enough, Jax. I gave her up. I did what you said. Don’t you fucking come here and do this to me.” 
 
    “I’m only playing, bro. We didn’t fuck, although she was in my room. It just so happens that she saved me from a bar fight and took my ass home so I didn’t have to drive last week. Then last night she stopped by to give me a piece of her mind.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” He quietly questioned.  
 
    “She said I’m pathetic. That’s it imperative you and I make amends.” 
 
    Jake shook his head and covered his face with his hands.  
 
    “She told me everything. I know about the whole week you spent together.” 
 
    “I’ve already said how sorry I was for that.” He refused to look up. 
 
    “I might have mentioned that I wasn’t the only one keeping the two of you apart. She knows about dad’s threats.” 
 
    My brother turned and looked hurt. “Why would you do that? You should have just let it go. She needs to move on.” 
 
    I moved closer to my brother so that when I spoke he’d be sure to hear me clearly. “I didn’t come here to boast.” 
 
    “Why are you here?”
“We can’t keep going like this. I’m angry and then I’m hurt. You’re angry and then you’re hurt. She’s angry and then she’s hurt. Do you see the fucking pattern? We’re stuck on repeat and nothing’s going to change unless we do something about it.” 
 
    “If you came here to make peace with me, you’ve got a fucked up way of showing it, Jax.” 
 
    I looked at my brother, at all of his flaws, at all of his mistakes, and at how he’d become so lifeless. At the end of the day he’d always be my brother. That fact could never change, even if I pretended it did. No matter how angry or devastated I still was, I couldn’t deny that I loved him. “She still loves you, Jake.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” He began to stand up and hobble toward the door.  
 
    “If you could be with her again, if nothing was standing in your way, would you be able to make her happy? Would you never take her for granted, and have no regrets about the choices you made to make her yours?” 
 
    “Jax, I won’t answer that.” 
 
    “I need you to. I need you to look me in the eyes and answer it.” 
 
    “I regret what I did to you. That’s all I’m going to say.” 
 
    “Damn, would you just answer the fucking question. Don’t make me beat the shit out of you again.” 
 
    Jake sat back down while laughing. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I got a few good blows in.” 
 
    “Do you remember when we were kids and we wanted that hedgehog? We made that pinky promise that if we got it we’d share it. It was cool for a few weeks, but then we lost interest. It doesn’t really matter who forgot to do what, but dad gave it to some other kid when he felt like it was about to die from malnourishment.” 
 
    “What the hell are you getting at?” 
 
    “Just let me roll with this. There will eventually be a point.” I requested. 
 
    “Whatever. Carry on with your bullshit.” 
 
    “We got punished to teach us a lesson, but you went to dad and took the blame. You made up some story how you’d promised to take care of the hedgehog for one month and I’d have the next. He let me off the hook and even apologized to me for being harsh.” 
 
    “So what? We were kids. There was no sense on us both going down.” 
 
    “That’s not the only time it happened. What about the time I was flunking math? You cut your hair like mine and went to my class for a whole month, while still keeping up with your own workload, all so I wouldn’t be benched. I got to be in your gym class while you worked your ass off.” 
 
    “We were a team on that field, Jax. I couldn’t play without you.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands. “Yeah, I get that. What about when we lost our virginity?” 
 
    “Oh come on. We were thirteen. Who cares about that now?” 
 
    “I do,” I said confidently. “I care about that shit.” 
 
    “Those girls were going to give it up anyway. After they stole that whiskey from their parent’s liquor cabinet there was nothing they wouldn’t have done.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you let me have the hot one. She was into you, but we switched shirts so she wouldn’t know the difference.” 
 
    “So what? We both lasted two minutes. It probably doesn’t even count.” 
 
    “You got stuck with the chubby one, who had more metal in her mouth than teeth. Just thinking about that chick makes my skin crawl. You made a lot of sacrifices for me, Jake. I’ve been stubborn. I know you’ve never done anything to hurt me, not before this all happened with Reese.” I looked over and smiled when our eyes met. “I figure I owe you one.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me shit. I made my bed, and got exactly what I deserve. End of the story.” 
 
    I stood up and walked in front of my brother. I placed my head down against his. “I want all the credit for what happens next, Jake. You’re my brother, and I will love you the most for as long as I’m breathing. You’ve always protected me, and helped me be a better person. You’ve taken the fall for me, and taught me to stand up for what I want. I do owe you, even if I’m pissed about it. I can’t forgive you, and I don’t know if that will ever happen, but I’m making the choice to do something about it. You can’t sit here and be a lazy bitch. You need to get your ass up and get back out there. Remember that when I’m gone.” 
 
    I pulled away and ambled toward the exit. “Jax, wait! Where are you going? Don’t do something stupid, man. Come back and talk about this.” 
 
    I kept moving. By the time he caught up I’d already have sealed my fate. There was no turning back now. He still loved her and I couldn’t deny that he was falling apart without her. As difficult as it was, I knew what was necessary.  
 
    My parents were sitting in the kitchen eating lunch. They stopped and looked up when I entered the room. “Hey.” 
 
    “Jax. What are you doing here?” My dad asked. 
 
    “I came here to talk to Jake, and you. There’s something you need to know, and I couldn’t tell you over the phone.” 
 
    Saying goodbye to my parents wasn’t as hard as my brother. I think they saw it coming, even if they were too upset to admit it.  
 
    Jake and I had worked our whole lives for a common goal. We’d made great achievements, but that run was over. He’d never play ball again, and I knew being on that field without him would be a constant struggle; one I wouldn’t be able to handle. 
 
    When I left the farm I was content with my decision for the first time in as long as I could remember. I hadn’t forgiven my brother, but we were at peace. I’d say goodbye to the rest of the family before I left. Maybe some day I could come back and share in that life we’d always dreamed of. For now the wound was still oozing. I didn’t know if it would ever heal, so keeping my distance was the only solution. I’d give up my life in North Carolina for my brother’s happiness. It was now up to him to go after what he wanted. 
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    Part 3 
 
    Jake 
 
      
 
    Three weeks ago my brother decided that it was time for a change. Since his visit, he’d been making arrangements to spend his summer in Kentucky. Even though he hadn’t mentioned it to my parents, I had this feeling he didn’t have plans on coming back. With a possible football career on the line I hoped that he’d change his mind before August, when practice started back up.  
 
    In lieu of him leaving, my parents decided to throw him a going away party in order to lighten up his spirits and possibly ours too. Everyone had been walking on eggshells, avoiding the topic of it being my fault that all this was happening. I didn’t care. I knew I was to blame, and that my brother leaving would always be my burden.  
 
    Once my leg had healed for the second time, I was able to get around better. While Jax was in class taking final exams, I was busy driving a combine, making sure that our crops were maintained. I didn’t mind working on the farm that much. I’d been taught from a young age how everything went, knowing one day my brother and I would take over the family business together.  
 
    Now all that had changed. We weren’t the same people as we were before Reese came into our lives. Our bond was broken. Jax had put up a wall and I feared he’d never let it down, not for me.  
 
    With the going-away party being held in the entertainment room of the large barn, I helped my dad and uncle setting up tables to seat all of us that would be eating. It wasn’t a big ordeal. My grandparents, immediate family, and Uncle Conner’s crew would be in attendance. I hated the fact that they all knew my business, and what I’d done to Jax. I felt like everywhere I turned they were giving me dirty looks and saying things behind my back. Even my cousin Cassie made it a point to tell me I was a pig, and that I deserved to have my dick chopped off. After her comment I stayed away from Sunday dinners, making a plate and eating it alone to avoid everyone.  
 
    With the grill fired up, and the smell of meat barbequing in the air, I walked inside of my parent’s house and headed in the direction of my room. Once Jax got there I’d make an appearance. Nobody would care if I wasn’t around anyway. 
 
    I passed by my brother’s bedroom door and found myself wanting to go inside. He thought he was slick keeping the door locked, but I knew he hid the little key in a candle holder that was in the hallway. Entering his room gave me an immediate sad discontent feeling. He hadn’t lived at home in a while, but yet everything was the same as he’d left it. His bed linens were pulled down, and there was a basket of clean clothes at the foot. I sat down on his mattress and looked around at all the trophies and memories we’d shared together. He had a frame of us when we shot our first bucks, and then there was one of us on four-wheelers one Thanksgiving. In the corner of his mirror was a picture from Noah’s wedding. I hadn’t even known he had a copy of it. Jax and I stood together, while Reese was on the other side of him.  
 
    I walked over and took the picture into my hand, needing to get a better look at how happy we all seemed to be. Even though I was already in love with her, things were better back then. Back then I had my priorities straight. I thought nothing would ever come between us, not even Reese. 
 
    While I traced the photo I heard someone laughing. In the doorway was Jax. He had his arms crossed. “What the fuck are you doing, dude? Are you in here crying already? I haven’t even left yet.” 
 
    “I’m not crying,” I corrected. 
 
    Jax walked up and took the picture out of my hand. He looked down at it and then handed it back to me. “I forgot this was here. You should keep it. I don’t need any reminders of that part of my life.” 
 
    “Jax…” 
 
    “Don’t. I didn’t come here to fight with you. I came here to say goodbye to everyone I care about.” 
 
    “I want you to come back, bro. Don’t ruin your life because of something I did. You need to keep playing football. It’s what you love.” 
 
    He looked down. “I wish you knew how hard this was for me, Jake. I wish you knew what it was like to wake up in that room everyday and see nothing but an empty bed. Sometimes I feel like calling you and telling you how much you suck as a brother. I know it hasn’t always been bad, but this one instance feels like it cancels all the others out. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t want that picture of the three of us. In that picture you were my best friend. I can’t take that with me, not anymore. We’ll never be able to get that back.” Jax looked down and sniffled. In that moment I knew he was getting upset. “You’re my brother, my flesh and blood, but we’re not friends. And because of that, I can’t stay, even if I want to. As far as football goes, we’ll see. I think I just need some distance to be able to think clearly. Does that make sense?” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course it does.” 
 
    Jax walked over to me and placed his hand on my shoulder. For a moment he did nothing, so I pulled him into a much needed hug, “I’m going to miss the shit out of you, Jax.” 
 
    He hugged me back and then it was very apparent that he was choked up. “I know.” 
 
    For at least thirty seconds we stood in his room together like that. It was hard for some to understand how he could hate me and love me at the same time, but I got it.  
 
    Jax pushed away first and wiped off his eyes. “When you get done being a little pussy, there’s something out in the living room for you. I didn’t put a bow around it or nothing fancy.” 
 
    “I didn’t know we were doing gifts.” 
 
    “Just do me a favor. Don’t thank me. Don’t fucking even talk about it to me.” He patted me on the arm. “I’ll see you out in the barn.” 
 
    I waited a couple minutes before going out to find my present, because I knew I had to calm down. Figuring I could take the package back to my room, I went looking for it.  
 
    Nothing, and I mean nothing could have prepared me for what was in that room waiting for me. At first I thought someone had come in and was just sitting there relaxing until dinner was ready. But that hair, I’d know it anywhere.  
 
    This wasn’t possible. 
 
    How could she be here? 
 
    My parents were going to be pissed.  
 
    Jax was insane. 
 
    Panicked about what to say after so much time had slipped away without us speaking, I wiped off my eyes again and cleared my throat. “Is it really you?” 
 
    She heard my voice and turned around, standing up quickly to face me. “Jake.” 
 
    “Reese, what are you doing here?” 
 
    She placed her hands in the pockets of her jeans, which were tight enough to reveal she’d lost a bunch of weight. “I was invited.” 
 
    “What? I don’t understand. Do my parents know you’re here?” 
 
    “They’re the ones that invited me, Jake. We went out for lunch last week and put everything out on the table.” 
 
    I kept shaking my head. “This is impossible. They wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Jax did it. Apparently he sat them down to inform them he was leaving, and told them there was only one thing he wanted.” 
 
    “I just talked to him. Nothing is resolved. He’d never be okay with this.” I was sure of it. Reese was the last person Jax would want with me. He’d made that clear. 
 
    Reese broke the distance between us and stood only inches from me. I looked into her blue eyes and could feel myself getting lost. Too much time had passed, and even though I’d tried my hardest, my love had only intensified.  
 
    “Jax may not want to be your friend, but he loves you, obviously more than you know. He knows if he leaves you’ll be alone, and I think we both know what that feels like. He’s moving on with his life, Jake. We can be together.” I could tell from the way she said it that she was nervous, as if she were afraid I didn’t still feel the same.  
 
    I still wasn’t able to reach out and touch her. It was all surreal. “Why don’t you hate me? I left you. I abandoned you in that hotel room. I made you think you were nothing.” 
 
    She looked me dead in the eyes and reached for my hands. “You did it for Jax. He told me.” 
 
    “Still, I always had a choice. I could have found ways around it.” 
 
    “No. Too much damage had been done. You needed to walk away.” 
 
    “I hurt you. I’ll never be able to take that back.” I looked away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect this.” Getting choked up in front of her was kind of embarrassing.  
 
    “Do you love me, Jake?” She asked in a soft voice. 
 
    I turned back to face her. “I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you, Reese. Every day I wake up and I feel like I can’t breathe.” 
 
    Tears fell down her cheeks, but she wasn’t crying, not hard enough for it to be noticeable. “I’ve missed you so much. Your love does something to me. What we had was short-lived, but it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever experienced. That’s why I’m here now, Jake. I’m here because I don’t want to go another day without you in my life. Please tell me you want that too. Tell me I didn’t come here today to get my heart ripped out again.” 
 
    I leaned forward and pressed my lips against hers. “I’ll never let you go again, never.”  
 
    Our chaste kiss was interrupted by my sister. “Dinner’s done if ya’ll are hungry.” She noticed that she’d come in at a bad moment. “Or you can just eat later. Carry on, oh and it’s good to see you again, Reese.” 
 
    When she left I took Reese into my arms and pulled her closer. Her lips were exactly how I’d remembered. I savored her tongue as it began to trace over mine. When we pulled away I knew what we had was real, and this time we wouldn’t have to hide. Reese was finally mine, and even though I knew I was the reason Jax was leaving town, I had to appreciate what he’d done for me. I wasn’t sure how he’d convince them to forgive her, or even if they did. None of that mattered anymore. I’d find a way to bring my brother back home. I wouldn’t stop until he trusted me again, and I knew it’s what he would expect me to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After the party I found a letter on my bed from Jax. Reese sat down beside me as I opened the folded paper and began to rea[image: Description: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:jaxjj.jpg] 
 
      
 
    Reese turned and looked over at me after reading thenote herself. She took my hand and smiled tenderly. “I love you, Jake. No matter how long it takes, we’ll figure out a way to bring him home.” 
 
    I leaned forward and rested my head on hers. “I love you too. I keep feeling like this is a dream.” 
 
    She kissed me again, this time climbing on top of me and wrapping her arms around my neck. The letter fell down on the mattress as I pulled her down on the bed with me. “I’ve dreamed of this too.” 
 
    “Tonight, after everyone leaves, I’m taking you somewhere special, and we can make up for lost time.” 
 
    She nodded and nestled her head against my chest. “As long as you never let me go, I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    “That I can promise. I’ll never take you for granted.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    My brother drove away from the ranch one month ago. In that time I’d spent every free moment with Reese. I thought the distance would bring Jax and I closer, but as the days passed we heard from him less.  
 
    Jax kept in touch with my parents, and with the rest of the family, so we knew he was doing okay, but his absence left a part of me empty. 
 
    I think Reese noticed it the most. When I should have been all smiles, I’d get depressed and feel alone. Our relationship was great, and in that aspect life was perfect. The only thing missing was my brother. 
 
    That’s why I knew I had to go see him. I had to go the extra mile to prove that I wouldn’t give up hope. While Reese stayed behind, I headed out in an effort to bring my brother home, determined I wasn’t leaving without him by my side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To be continued… 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    I’d like to meet the author of every self-help book ever written referring to moving on, and punch them in the face. Not any of them had a twin brother that stole the love of their life away. Nor could they even begin to feel what it was like to lose everything they cared about all at once.  
 
    My struggles were real, and with them came so much pent up animosity. One month ago I left my home in North Carolina. I had to get the fuck away from them, so I could begin to figure out how I was going to move forward. 
 
    You see, from the moment I came out of my mother’s womb I had a soul-mate. It wasn’t the kind people typically reference in novels or chick flicks. This was a real, honest to God, mate of my soul. We were twins, identical at that, sharing everything since that very day we came into the world.  
 
    Older by only a couple minutes, Jake was the leader. He did everything first, like rolling over and later taking steps. I’d like to think that seeing him taught me faster. I kept up, no matter what the task. 
 
    When we were young, maybe around the age of six, there was nothing that we didn’t get into. There was never one culprit when our parents were looking to see who painted all the cows tails, or set the woods on fire. They knew we were a team, a package deal. If we had friends they liked both of us, or we didn’t hang out with them.  
 
    I suppose school is where we first noticed some of our differences. Where I enjoyed to fool around and socialize, Jake appreciated learning, as much as he could possibly fit in that huge head of his. At the ripe age of ten we discovered girls, or better yet, they discovered us. They were like flies on shit, writing us letters and competing for our attention whoever they saw fit. While we were growing into young men, our attributes seemed to only improve. Jake, the scholar, and Jax the prankster, filled the halls at our local high school with constant popularity. On the football field we were a force to be reckoned with. We played in sync, which always gave us a strong advantage. I was the quarterback, while Jake played tight end. I could get carried away with a ton of gay jokes referring to his ‘tight-end’ but it’s really not important, not anymore at least. 
 
    Football was the only reason I got into college, but I knew Jake wouldn’t play without me. As always, the scouts became aware that we were a package deal, the Mitchell twins. Our first two years living in the dorms were surreal. There were parties almost every night, and more pussy than he and I had ever dreamed of.  
 
    Hooking up with chicks was never a problem for us, because like school, we had different interests when it came to types. I loved me some blondes, especially the natural ones. My brother was all about the brunettes, and they had to be studious. If he nailed a stupid girl, the whole world would hear about it for days on end.  
 
    By the beginning of our junior year we were well-known on campus. We lived life to the fullest, but never took each other for granted. At the end of the day there was no one else I wanted to bunk with. Every morning when I woke up I knew my partner in crime would be at my side, and if one of us had a bad day the other knew how to cheer them up.  
 
    Like a lot of couples that stand the test of time, Jake and I had spent every day of our lives together. That’s a hard task considering how many twenty-two years adds up to. There was not one day in all those years where I wished he didn’t exist; where I wondered if my life would be better if he was never born.  
 
    There’s scientific studies that prove twins have some existential gene, which enables us to communicate differently, on another wave length even. If Jake was somewhere on the field and he’d gone down I knew it without looking. If he was having a bad day, his mood radiated through me.  
 
    I think that’s why it bothers me so much that I never saw this coming. For the life of me I couldn’t remember one time ever worrying that this could be a possibility. Never, in a zillion years would I have pegged Jake to not only lie to me, but steal something so precious.  
 
    Months later it’s still left me wounded. Like a broken soldier coming home for the first time and not knowing his place, I knew I had to leave my home and move to Kentucky. There was no other way.  
 
    I think the kicker was that no matter how hard I tried to recover; even in my hardest attempts, I couldn’t stop seeing it play out in my mind, like a damaged, repetitive record player.  
 
    My brother, my very best friend in the entire world, had not only fallen in love with my girlfriend, my very first love, but he’d taken her from me behind my back. He slept with her knowing how much it would hurt me, and that if I ever found out he’d lose me forever. What did that say about our relationship? Did he think of me as one of the cheap little sluts on campus he never called back? 
 
    That’s how low I felt.  
 
    It’s easy to sit here and put all the blame on my brother, but I was fully aware it takes two people to be together. Jake never forced Reese to be with him. She ran to him on her own, claiming their connection was undeniable.  
 
    Well, my god damn hate for them was undeniable too. 
 
    Looking back now I wished I hadn’t left things the way I did. Jake was trying to prove to me that I was more important. He cut her off, and hadn’t talked to her for months. It was me who got them back together, and I’d been kicking myself in the ass ever since. Now I had to dwell in the fact that they were happy, while I was still struggling to find my fucking way.  
 
    Sure, when the sun was up I kept busy. I was surrounded by my family, and we carried on just like if I were at home, but the nights only brought more pain and suffering. I was alone and there was no denying that fate. As much as I missed the twenty-two years of waking up and knowing my buddy was going to be there waiting for me, I couldn’t look back.  
 
    I refused to, because that would only make me weak, when I was so desperate to be strong.  
 
    Jake tried to contact me a few times. If I hadn’t made it clear when I left that he was the reason, I assumed he’d finally gotten the hint. My cell phone hadn’t displayed his number in weeks, and according to my sister he was hardly ever around. I knew she was trying to refrain from saying who he was with, like I was a piece of glass that was ready to shatter. Perhaps in many ways I’d become a pussy. They didn’t know what I did behind closed doors, when nobody was around to judge me. They didn’t know the pain of losing a brother. They couldn’t begin to understand what it felt like to be alone for the first time in my life. None of them had lived this fate. I was a lone wolf, trying to survive in the forest alone. When I howled at the moon there wouldn’t be an echo to follow. No one was coming to join my pack. I was on the path to extinction. 
 
    For the first month of being in Kentucky I stayed at my aunt’s mansion. It was lavish with lots of southern décor that had been in the house since before I was born. Since it was only she and her housekeeper, I basically had a whole wing to myself. That was the pros to living there. The cons were that there were pictures of me and my brother in every damn nook and cranny.  
 
    My Aunt Van loved to take pictures. She’d been doing photo sessions for us since we were all very little. In everyone’s homes were reflections of us children growing up. Through love and laughter we’d shared so many memories. When you’re a twin you tend to get your picture together, more times than apart. It just goes to show you how probably every other twin on the planet keeps a good standing relationship with their sibling, instead of banging their brother’s girl and stealing her out from under your feet at a cabin in the middle of a snow storm. 
 
    Not to get carried away, but it bothers me. Still to this day it pisses me off. If I didn’t find reprieve soon I was going to go ape-shit crazy.  
 
    So after that first month I moved into the old trailer that had been passed down through the years. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it would suffice until I could figure out what I was going to do with my life. According to my parents I was coming home to continue my football scholarship, but I wasn’t real sure about that.  
 
    From the time I started playing I’d done so with Jake. He’d been injured, and could no longer participate. As mad as I still was, I couldn’t imagine walking out onto that field without him there next to me. I think he sort of had an idea that I was thinking about quitting school, but he hadn’t mentioned it to anyone yet, or else I’d be hearing a lot of shit from my dad especially. One of my biggest problems with college was that I just wasn’t good at school. Give me a ball, I could make magic happen. Stick a pencil in my hand, I sat there like a stiff rock.  
 
    Had it not been for my brother I never would have made it this far, and if they didn’t believe that they could look at my final exam grades and see how true that statement really was. I’d failed almost every one. Thank God I’d done well enough that my GPA would allow me to be involved in the sport’s program, but I was borderline being benched.  
 
    With that being added to my already fucked up problems, I couldn’t grasp how I was to manage it all. Some way or another I had to force myself to get up every morning, though it was getting harder by the day, and just when I thought I’d hit rock bottom, someone came knocking on my trailer door that I hadn’t expected to see.  
 
    There was my brother, clean shaven and smiling. I looked past him to see if he brought the woman that ripped out my heart and fed it to birds, but didn’t see her anywhere. “I came here alone, bro.” 
 
    “What for?” Maybe she’d dumped him. Wouldn’t that be ironic? 
 
    “It’s time to come home, Jax. Enough is enough.” 
 
    I swung open the door and backed away from it. “I am home,” I said confidently. 
 
    “No, you’re not, and I’m not leaving here until you admit that too. In fact, I’m staying for as long as it takes to make you see that we need each other.” 
 
    “You seem to be doing fine all on your own, brother. From what I hear you’re tied at the hip with Medusa herself.” 
 
    “Jax, seriously? Can you be more childish? You’re the one that got us back together.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I like it. I just didn’t see why we both had to live in misery. Why not let you have the one thing that tore us apart. I mean, what better revenge than to know that every time you look at her you think of how you destroyed me.” 
 
    Jake looked away. I could tell he was annoyed and I was glad about it. He deserved a lifetime of teardowns.  
 
    “I’m not here to talk about Reese. This is about you and me, and your place in life.” 
 
    “My place is as far away from you as I can get.” 
 
    Jake opened the trailer door, which took me by surprise. He’d just said he wasn’t going anywhere. “What’s wrong? Do you realize you came all this way for nothing?” 
 
    He smirked. “Nah, I’m just grabbing my things. I’ll be back to cuddle in a sec.” 
 
    I slammed the door and stormed to the refrigerator for a beer, wondering how I could make him angry enough that he’d leave, because there was no way that he or anyone else could convince me that I belonged alongside my twin brother. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Jax 
 
    As pissed as I was, I knew I didn’t have a choice when it came to Jake’s visit. One way or another he’d find a way to wedge himself into my life, and my future. My only regret was not having made arrangements to keep me away from the ranch.  
 
    Jake came back in with a large bag over his shoulder. When he dropped it to the laminate flooring a loud smack filled the room. He clapped his hands together and made a face like a cute little rabbit with an extra gleam in his eyes. “Let’s get this party started. Give me a beer.” 
 
    “Get it yourself,” I said while walking out of the room. If he expected me to cater to him he had another thing coming, because I wasn’t doing shit for Jake. He’d already gotten enough from me. We could spend the rest of our lives celebrating holidays and birthdays and I wouldn’t need to fork out a cent. I’d paid him with my girlfriend, and to me, that would be the only gift he’d ever receive. 
 
    Jake took it upon himself to fetch a beer and follow me into the living room. The left side of the old green couch was my favorite spot in the house. Before I was able to plop my ass down, Jake dove in front of me, spilling a good bit of his cold brew over his shirt. “I can see that this is going to be a habit of yours.” 
 
    “What’s that?” He asked. 
 
    “Taking everything I love and making it yours. Jake, I get that you drove all this way, but you’re not going to change my mind, and frankly, I’m doing just fine without you.” 
 
    Jake sat up and started wiping off his face. “Sticks and stones, brother.” 
 
    It was blatantly obvious that it would take more than pissing him off to get him to leave. While sulking, I sat down in the recliner across from him. It would have been better if I turned on the television, or got up, jumped in a vehicle and drove away, but the shock of him showing up had my mind all fucked up. “How’d you get away from your girl?” Calling her that made me cringe. 
 
    Jake leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “I’m not here to talk about Reese. I think it’s best if we keep that topic off limits.” 
 
    “Why? Did she dump your ass?” 
 
    My brother smiled and simply sipped on his drink. “What do you want to hear, Jax? You want me to say we’re not together?” 
 
    I thought about it for a second. Did I want to hear him lie just so that I could feel better about myself? Would that even work? “No. Forget it. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    The room got quiet for a second, and I was beginning to wonder how in the hell I was supposed to hang out with him when I had nothing to talk about. Then it hit me, like a ton of bricks. “Well, you’re probably going to have to hang out here alone. I’ve got plans tonight, and I know you won’t be able to come with me.” 
 
    “Why? Is it a date?” 
 
    “No. It’s a place your girlfriend wouldn’t approve of.” 
 
    “I make my own choices, Jax. She’s trusts me.” 
 
    With that statement I had to get up and walk away. Already, we were off to a rocky start. 
 
    It only took my brother a couple minutes to seek me out. I was preparing to jump in the shower, after scrambling Noah and Ethan together for a night out on the town. Noah was reluctant, but Shalan insisted that he come along to get him out of her hair. Apparently since their wedding they’d been tied at the hip. Though he didn’t want to go, Shalan felt it was important that he have some breathing room to unwind. 
 
    With two more guys coming along, I felt less likely to kill my brother when he decided to follow me. My only hope was that there would be a slew of hot chicks so I could hook up with one, or maybe a few, right in front of his jealous face. 
 
    In all honestly Jake was too good of a guy to be jealous. He didn’t need to be on the lookout for something else, not when he already had the perfect woman at home. The thought made my skin crawl.  
 
    “So where are we going?” Jake asked as I came out of the bathroom, following a very hot shower.  
 
    “Out. Does it matter?” 
 
    “No. I was just wondering. Should I eat now, or will there be food?” 
 
    I raised my brow, dropped my towel and began doing stretches. It was something I did to annoy him when we used to room together. Jake turned around quickly. “Dude, seriously? You’re still doing that stupid shit? I figured you’d grow out of it.” 
 
    “I happen to enjoy looking at myself. My nipples are so cute,” I said in a sexy female voice. 
 
    My brother didn’t laugh, not that I expected him to. He had a thing about being serious when I acted too immature. Some things never change. “So seriously, where are we going?” 
 
    I turned around and saw him sending a message on his phone. Annoyed, I rolled my eyes and looked away. He was texting her while sitting in the room with me. Did he have no compassion? “Really? You can’t go without talking for one night?” 
 
    Jake tossed his phone across the bed. “See for yourself. I haven’t sent Reese a message since I arrived. She’s off to visit her family this weekend, and won’t even get off of a plane until tonight. The message was from Christian. She wanted to know if she could come along, or is it just for guys? To be honest, I’d like to spend time with her while I’m here, but you’re making the plans.”
“No one invited you to go with us tonight, Jake. You could stay back and hang out with Chris. I’m sure she’d be happy to see you, unlike how I’m feeling about you barging in on my weekend like you did.” 
 
    “Chill the fuck out, bro.” I hated hearing him call me that. Yes, we were brothers, always and forever, born on the same day, sharing the same DNA, but I didn’t have to like it, not anymore. That part of my life was done. Going back would only bring me pain. Jake brought me pain, and I wished he’d get that through his head and leave, before I got drunk and made this situation even worse. “I told you why I’m here. I’m not leaving until we work this out.” 
 
    “Well tonight I’m going out and getting some pussy. If you care to tag along so be it, but I wouldn’t recommend bringing Chris along. Noah would just get pissed and be  overprotective. You know how he is, especially after what happened.” My cousin being sexually assaulted had changed more than just the way she lived her life. It had us all on high-alert, especially where she was concerned.  
 
    “Yeah. I get it. I just didn’t want to leave her out. I mean, I’m sure Ethan and Noah aren’t interested in picking up chicks.” 
 
     “That means that I get my choice of the tacos. Maybe I’ll go on a fucking smorgasbord. You better prepare yourself. There’s no telling how many chicks are coming home with me tonight.” 
 
    To be honest, I didn’t know why I was talking so much shit. If anyone could tell I was lying it was Jake. What pissed me off the most was that he didn’t even mind. It seemed like he was actually pleased about my optimism. Could this guy be any more ridiculous? 
 
    “If it gets too crowded there’s plenty of other beds I can sleep in around the ranch. I just hope they’re gone by morning. I was thinking we could take the four-wheelers out and go mudding. Ethan told me that you all had some new trails you’ve been using. Since it rained last week the ground’s perfect.” 
 
    After pulling the shirt over my head, I replied to my brother. “Look, I get that you’re trying, but I’m not interested in spending the day bonding. This shit ain’t going to work, Jake. Get it through your head.” 
 
    Jake stood up and walked to the doorway. I could see the conflict in his eyes. I’d finally hit a nerve. As relieved as I was, a part of me hated that I was pushing him away. He’d been the only person I could count on. Through thick and thin we’d been a team.  
 
    How had life gotten so screwed up? Oh yeah, not only did he sleep with my girlfriend, but he stole her right out from under me. So what if I had to keep pushing that memory into my head. I couldn’t let myself forget, because I’d be the guy that everyone looked at as pathetic. I wouldn’t let my life come to that. I wouldn’t be weak, not even if it cost me my only brother. 
 
    “I’m still not leaving. Go ahead and push my buttons, Jax. If you think I haven’t prepared for this you’re mistaken. Since the day you pulled down that lane and moved away I’ve known I’m the only one that can bring you back. Fight me if you must, but things are going to change, not only because I want them to, but because deep down somewhere in that thick skull of yours, you want that too. So go on and fight me. Tell me everything you think will break me down. Make me feel like shit for falling in love with Reese. Do whatever you need to do to get it out of your system. I’m staying, for as long as it takes. Hell or high water, you’re coming home where you belong. You’re my best friend and we belong together.” 
 
    I could sit around being disgruntled, or I could go on with my night and show my brother that I was fine in Kentucky. If he wanted a battle, I was going to make it impossible for him to win. I’d be the happiest fucking guy he ever laid eyes on, and when his precious girlfriend requested his presence at home he’d be forced to run right back to her.  
 
    There was only one problem with my idea; following through with it. Since moving I hadn’t exactly wanted to go out anywhere. Hopefully his visit would get me out of my shell. I had something to prove, and I’d be damned if I didn’t have fun while I was at it. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    “So where are we going?” My brother asked after we’d all piled into Noah’s truck. 
 
    “Yeah, I want to know too. It’s not every night that I get a pass to hang out with the guys,” Ethan added. 
 
    Noah peered over at me in the passenger seat, and then back to my brother and Ethan. “I need to know where I’m drivin’ to.” 
 
    “Let’s head out to where the campus is. I’m going to find me some Kentucky State pussy.” 
 
    Noah shook his head but proceeded down the lane to exit the ranch. “I don’t know why I agreed to this.” With a pregnant wife at home I couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t want to go out and sample the grass. I mean, it’s got to get boring being held up on the same property day after day. Since they’d been traveling the year before because of Shalan’s music career, I figured he’d be itching. Besides, she was gaining weight. Why not go out and at least look around? Even when I was with Reese it was okay as long as I didn’t touch.  
 
    “Don’t be such a pussy. Take your man card back and live a little.” 
 
    Noah took offense. “I’ll have you know my man card has always been in my possession. When you’ve got the perfect woman at home, you won’t need to go out to be satisfied. I’ve got everything I need waitin’ in my bed at night, and now there’s a little one on the way. Nothin’s better than that.” 
 
    Ethan and Jake were mumbling in the back, probably running their mouths, agreeing with Noah. “Y’all are pussies. For real.” 
 
    Forty minutes later we were sitting outside of a pub frequented by University students. It wasn’t on the campus, or even near it, but apparently still popular. As eager as I was to get inside, I saw a sign flashing in the distance, and recognized what it implied right away. A fluorescent glow of the silhouette of a woman caught my attention. “Um, is that a strip club?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ethan replied. “I’ve been there a couple times.” 
 
    “Damn. Do they have a good selection?” My mouth was already watering, while I secretly peeked back at the expression on my brother’s face. “You three little bitches can hang out in this bar, so you won’t have to beg your women for forgiveness. I’m going down the road, because I answer to no one.” 
 
    I figured my pussy whipped brother would be the first to like my idea, but I was very wrong.  
 
    “Hey, don’t count me out. I’m up for the strip club.” 
 
    “Yeah right. Reese would cut your balls off.” 
 
    Noah and Ethan laughed while Jake crossed his arms and cocked his brow. “Reese trusts me. She knows I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize our relationship. You’re going to need to work harder if you’re thinking that will keep me away, bro.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and got out of the truck, feeling defeated again. “Whatever. Let’s get going then.” 
 
    Noah and Ethan followed behind, while Jake kept up with me. I think he could tell I was eager to see some beaver, but he didn’t say much about it. In fact, I preferred it that way since he’d once again brought up his perfect fucking girlfriend. 
 
    After paying the cover-charge, I narrowed in on the stage, determined to get a front and center position. I wanted to be close enough where I could see the beads of sweat dripping down her titties while she danced.  
 
    When I turned back to look for Jake I saw him at the bar, ordering us beers. After checking my wallet for singles, I found a booth seat and sat back just as one dancer was finishing her routine.  
 
    The music changed, and so did the atmosphere. The crowd became rowdy, whistling and carrying on for the next girl to come out. I looked to my left and saw a guy calling something out. He leaned toward me. “Have you seen this next girl yet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. She seems popular, though.” 
 
    “Let me tell you something. I’ve been around the block a time or two, and this chick has it all and then some. I come here to see her. Every Friday night I’m in this seat, forking over enough to get her to smile at me. She’s that good.” 
 
    “Damn,” the music began to get louder, and I knew she’d soon be out on the stage. My brother slid a beer over and climbed into the booth next to me, followed by Noah and Ethan. While I was enthusiastic about the upcoming performance, I watched my brother pull out his phone and look down at it. I could tell from his grimace that he was either reading a message or sending one. Just to be a dick I took mine out of my pocket and shot Reese a message. 
 
    I can’t believe you’re okay with your boyfriend being in a strip club, especially with the cowgirls they have in this state. Don’t worry. If he hooks up with one of them I’ll be sure to let you know. – J 
 
    I slipped it back in my pocket before he’d even noticed what I’d done.  
 
    Only seconds later I saw him react to another message. I waited for him to acknowledge me, while holding the shit-eating grin on my face. Jake was annoyed, and I had to admit that it made me happy. I’d succeeded in pissing him off. He wasn’t unbreakable. If I kept at it he’d leave.  
 
    While Jake continued trying to talk his way out of the predicament with his girlfriend, I turned my attention back to the stage. The lights started changing colors and then I saw her for the first time.  
 
    She was wearing a corset that almost forced her tits out of the top. Her short skirt left little to the imagination, and I couldn’t wait to see what she was hiding behind the masquerade mask that covered her whole face. One of her first moves brought her leg up straight to rest against the pole. Right away my dirty mind caught onto that flexibility and what else she’d be able to do with it. Her head flew back, only to come up sporadically. Her leg lowered and she twirled around on the brass pole, tying one leg onto it and spinning. After swinging until she was free, she crept toward the front of the stage, stood up, and swayed her thick hips side to side. The stripper’s arms lifted above her head before her hands came down tracing over her breasts.  
 
    She dipped down and pulled on the front string, loosening the top. Only inches of black leather kept me from seeing whether her nipples were worth a quarter, or a whole silver dollar. No matter what, I knew they were real.  
 
    The dancer swayed her body and then fell down to the stage floor, rolling around and raising her sexy long legs up toward the ceiling. She spread them out, displaying another position I’d like to get her in. Quickly, she spun around and shot back up on her feet, twirling while freeing her tits from that corset. Her manicured fingers covered her nipples. I licked my lips in anticipation. She was teasing everyone in the room, but I was taking it personal. In this moment I wasn’t in a club full of horny men. It was me and this faceless chick.  
 
    Finally I saw them; the most perfect set of double-D’s to ever exist. With the pull of her arm the skirt flung off, leaving her in only a G-string. I turned to make sure all the guys were catching this fantastic show, but noticed right away that Jake was still on his phone while Ethan and Noah were leaning over talking to each other.  
 
    I shoved my brother in the side. “Dude, are you catching this?” 
 
    He kept typing. “Yeah, she’s great.” 
 
    “Whatever. You don’t even know what color hair she has. Fucking whipped ass.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to waste another second on those fools, not when this woman, who was absolutely going to be in all of my dreams, was dancing in front of me.  
 
    The next thing I noticed had me even more intrigued. She danced closer to the edge of the stage, crouching down right in front of me and shaking her boobs all around. If it were permitted I would have liked to lean forward and give her a motorboat. That’s how awesome her rack was.  
 
    For the second song in her performance the music slowed down. She tiptoed over to the pole and spun around slowly. Then, with her back against it, she started playing with herself, reaching her hand down into that little G-string. “Holy fuck,” I said loudly. 
 
    The guy who’d warned me of this performance pushed me in the arm. He pointed in her direction. “What’d I tell ya?” 
 
    I stuck my thumb up, making sure to turn my focus back to the chick.  
 
    The next time she crawled to the edge of the stage I was already feeling the bulge in my pants coming to life. Her eyes were fixed on mine, and a half-smile formed across her face as she licked her plump lips.  
 
    While she was close I got a good look at her smooth skin. She’d oiled it up so it glistened against the lights. Just as it was getting good, right when I felt like I had her attention, the music ended. The stripper gathered her things, collected her tips and exited the stage to prepare for the next act. 
 
    The thing was that I didn’t want to see anyone else dance. That first chick had me fully turned on, and I knew what I had to do next.  
 
    I pulled my wallet out of my pocket and started counting my money. When I realized I only had two twenties, I realized it wouldn’t be enough. I wanted a lap dance, and this chick deserved a good tip, so long as she let me stick it in those thin panties. 
 
    I nudged my brother. “Give me some cash.” 
 
    “What? I’m not a fucking bank.” 
 
    “Dude, give me a damn twenty.” 
 
    “That was the first dancer. You can’t spend it all at once,” he argued. 
 
    Then I saw her out of the corner of my eye. She was coming out into the crowd. While her mask was still on, I could tell her eyes were bright blue. I stared at the way she greeted everyone she passed, accepting tips on her hip. Then our eyes met, and that bright smile came back. I knew I wasn’t mistaken after it’d happened for a second time. With her index finger she motioned for me to follow her. I looked over at my brother, who still wasn’t paying attention, and then decided to slide out the other side.  
 
    I heard my cousin asking where I was going as I sauntered away from the table. Wouldn’t he like to know? 
 
    She led me to a back room, where little booths were set up with cushioned flat seating. I knew the rules. Touching wasn’t allowed, so I kept the money low on my lap. She stepped in my direction and spoke before doing anything else. What she said shocked the hell out of me. “Are you Jake or Jax?” 
 
    “Come again?” Did she really just say my name? This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a wet dream. Soon I’d wake up and have to change my sheets like in middle school. Thank God I lived alone, so I wouldn’t have to explain why I immediately needed new bedding to my parents, especially my dad, who never let up about it. 
 
    “You don’t remember me? It’s only been a couple months.” 
 
    Now, I’d like to say that I was paying close attention to her words, trying to figure out who she was, but her tits were up in my face, and if I opened my mouth the only thing that would come out would be drool.  
 
    She looked down at what I was obviously staring at. “Oh, hang on.” The chick walked away, only to come back with a boa covering her small bikini top, just enough for me to stop staring. “Is this better? Sometimes I forget it’s a little weird for people I know.” Then she took off the mask and it all made sense. I did know this girl. I’d met her when I was with Reese, at the hotel for the championship football game, the night I’d caught her with my brother. This chick was Jake’s supposed date. 
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    She giggled. “I’m guessing you’re Jax.” 
 
    I was so flabbergasted I didn’t know what to say. “Yeah, that’s my name.” 
 
    “I’m Amber, if you don’t remember.” 
 
    “I do, remember that is. I never forget someone who looks like you,” I lied. “So does this mean I don’t get a dance?” 
 
    She ripped the boa off and wrapped it around my neck, pulling me closer to her chest. Her lips were so close to mine. “I’m working, and my boss is pretty strict, so if you’re paying, you get what you came for.” 
 
    I forked over the money, like a kid paying for a first kiss. “Show me what you got.” 
 
    She took her stiletto and drug it over my groin. “Baby, you can’t handle all I’ve got. Sit on those hands and I’ll get started.” 
 
    While I leaned back on my elbows and began watching my private dance, I suddenly realized that for at least ten minutes I hadn’t thought about Reese, or even my brother. Maybe it was the tits. Whatever the case, I could have paid her to dance for me all night, and enjoyed every minute of sitting on my hands.  
 
    What I knew for sure was that this chick was going to go out with me, even if she didn’t know it yet. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    There I was, at the strip club, getting the best lap-dance in the history of exotic entertainment. What made it even better was that this chick was already an acquaintance, and she wasn’t playing a fair game with my head, or dick in mind. She had to know I was into her, obviously bringing me back into this room so I could get my jollies on.  
 
    While Amber swayed her body around, grinding against me, I was overwhelmed by the fact that it had been so long since I’d been with a woman. Sure, that first month after Reese I went a little crazy, but I hadn’t touched a pussy since I moved to Kentucky. 
 
    I don’t know what got into me, but I freed my hands and narrowed in on her hips. Immediately she slapped them away, backing up so that she was out of reach. “No touching.” 
 
    Sulking would have been a better reaction than attempting the same rouse again. As she spun and bent over, I let the palm of my hand course over her flawless skin. Her body shot up, and when she turned to face me I could tell she was offended. I threw my arms in the air. “Sorry. It’s a habit.” 
 
    She shoved them down and moved until her body was against mine. “This is my job. There’s no touching. That’s the rules. You can either abide by them, or get up and get out.” 
 
    To be honest, it was a rarity to be rejected. I took it personally. “What if I’d like to see you out of this club?”
“I don’t date guys that I dance for.” Obviously she’d had a ton of offers. Someone that looked like her didn’t walk around without getting noticed. You’d have to be homosexual, no scratch that. Even gay guys would notice this chick. Hell, she might even be able to convert them back to straight. 
 
    She swirled around like a beautiful milkshake in a blender. “That’s not very fair. I wasn’t given the rules beforehand.”
“Sorry about your luck,” she revealed. 
 
    I kept quiet, absorbing the essence of being this close to her. The game was on, and I didn’t lose. I never lost. She could play hard to get, standing behind her own rules, but I’d find another way inside of those walls. I just needed to be patient and wait for the opportunity to present itself. “My brother’s here too. I bet he’d like to say hi.” 
 
    She seemed to cheer up. Even though it rubbed me the complete wrong way, I had to appreciate that he could be my way in. “I’d love to say hello. Once I get done with you, we can go hunt him down.” 
 
    While watching her bend over, hoping to get a glimpse of her naked pussy, I kept talking. It was the only thing preventing me from standing up hard as a rock. As much as I’d like to stay back in this booth with her for hours on end, I knew my time was up. Amber stood up and straightened her hair. She was paying no attention to me, probably because so many guys stood up with an embarrassing predicament between the legs.  
 
    After giving me ample time, I got to see her cobalt eyes as they stared into mine. “It’s great to see you again, Jax. What brings you to Kentucky? Did you always plan on moving here? I’ve been at the farm a couple of times to see Christian, but she never mentioned you being there. Do you live somewhere else?” 
 
    “No. I’ve got a place on the ranch. You should come by sometime.” 
 
    She smirked, but held her ground. “Like I said before, I don’t date guys I dance for. It’s a rule I keep. Guys get protective. They want me to stop working. This job pays my bills. I’ve got one more class to pass and then I’ll have my first degree. After that, I’m out of this town.” 
 
    It was obvious she wasn’t from around this area, because her accent didn’t exist. People from Kentucky carried a twang to their voices. Amber’s was more nasal than anything else.  
 
    As we walked out to meet the other guys, I felt like every man in the place was envious of me. It was another solid reason I knew this girl was a perfect fucking ten. One way or another I would nail her, even if I had to work my ass off to do it. 
 
    The look on my brother’s face when we came strolling out of the back, Amber all smiles, was indescribable. He appeared to be in utter shock, or maybe in awe. It was possible that he was kicking himself in the ass for not hitting it when he had the chance. This chick was clearly hotter than Reese, who easily was rated at a high nine.  
 
    Jake slid out of the booth and approached us. “Amber. Holy shit. I didn’t know you worked here.” Maybe it was me, but I found it peculiar how he refused to look at her awesome tits. A part of me wanted to see him getting into trouble, so that I could instigate another fight between him and Reese.  
 
    “You never asked. Did you move here too? Honestly, I never thought you two would be back in the same room again,” she proclaimed. 
 
    “No. I’m just visiting my brother, and we’re actually working on mending our relationship. It’s why I came,” Jake admitted. 
 
    “He’s trying. I’m ignoring,” I added. 
 
    “Well, I think you two should forgive each other. You can’t help who you fall in love with. Studies show that being around someone frequently promotes attraction.” 
 
    I flashed her a shocked face. She sounded exactly like Reese when she said it. There was no way.  
 
    “What did you say your major is?” 
 
    “Psychology. My dad’s a doctor. It’s in my blood I suppose. I still have a lot of classes until I have my medical degree, but I’m almost done the first step.” 
 
    I tried to laugh off the fact that I was attracted to another woman who’d spend every second trying to read me. “What does your daddy think about you taking off your clothes for money?” 
 
    She snickered. “There are some things my daddy doesn’t need to know. Besides, they live in another state. My parents think I’m a bartender, and I don’t correct them. I live by strict rules, and as long as I stick to them, I can only benefit from this occupation. I’ve got plenty of extra study time, and a nice pad that I’m proud of. Plus, I never claim my tips as my income. I know I probably should, but how are they going to know if my tits make a twenty or a one?” 
 
    I knew for a fact that I’d forked out over fifty since I’d first laid eyes on her. “Good motto.”
Amber looked from Jake and then back to me. “It’s uncanny how much you look alike.” 
 
    Feeling disgruntled that Jake was taking away some of her attention, I quickly changed the subject. “Yeah, well that will never change. Unfortunately, Jake’s living it up with my ex-girlfriend, so I moved away to avoid them. He thinks he’s going to drag me back to North Carolina, but I’m not interested in his nonsense.” 
 
    Jake gave me a crude look and walked back over to the booth. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Noah and Ethan standing up. They waved me over, in which I feared Amber would walk away, but she didn’t. “What? Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something?” 
 
    “We’re gettin’ out of here, Jax. There’s a pub down the road we’re going to hang out at. When you’re done here come find us.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. We just got here.” 
 
    The beauty queen patted me on the arm. “I’ve got to get back to work, Jax. It was nice seeing you again.” 
 
    With that, I watched her walk away. While sulking, I followed the group out of the bar. As soon as we hit the outside pavement I knew I’d be back again. “I think I’m in love,” I blurted out. 
 
    “With yourself maybe,” Noah joked. 
 
    “No. With Amber. Holy shit. I can’t even tell you what it was like back in that booth. The things she did. Oh my God. My dick is suffocating as I speak.” 
 
    “Get a grip, Jax. You paid her to dance for you. It’s not like you’re going on a date,” Ethan announced. “Amber doesn’t date guys that go in there. Everyone that knows her is aware of her professionalism. Trust me, she’s not the kind of girl you’re picturing in your head.”
“Dude, I don’t care what kind of girl she is. I’m on that shit like a fucking fly.” 
 
    “It’s hopeless, Ethan,” Jake cut in. “He thinks he can screw anyone he wants. I knew when I met her that she wasn’t easy. Just because she’s hot doesn’t mean she’s a slut. It only gives her more reason to be picky. Why would she hook up with you when there’s probably someone out there that could offer her stability?” 
 
    I shoved my brother. “Is that what you told Reese to get into her pants? Did you say I wasn’t stable, but you were?” 
 
    My brother cocked his brow and chuckled. “Seriously? We’re back to this? No, shithead, I didn’t promise her that I was better. For your information Reese chose me because I didn’t bullshit her.” 
 
    “Screw you, bro.” 
 
    “Screw you right back. I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    “Whatever. Get off my jock so I can picture Amber all over it. In fact, why don’t you take a cab back to the ranch, pack your things, and never come back?” 
 
    Noah put his arm around me, while Jake hustled to catch up to Ethan. “Cuz, you need to cut this shit out. He’s tryin’.” 
 
    “I get that, but this can’t be fixed. It’s hopeless. I hate him for what he did. The sooner he leaves the better life will be.” 
 
    “I think you’re full of shit. I know for a fact you miss your brother. You ain’t even funny anymore.” 
 
    That was a low blow. I’d always strived to be comical. Had all of this affected me so much that I could no longer make people laugh? “Whatever. I’m telling you right now, I’m hooking up with that chick. Ethan might be friends with her, but I’m going to be more. Just wait and see.” 
 
    Noah shoved me inside the entrance to the pub. “Just shut up and have a good time.” 
 
    For the moment I was content hanging out with the guys, but I knew when I got home I’d start making up my plan to win her over. The sooner I got her into my bed, the better my deprived dick would feel. Then everything would start falling into place. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    I didn’t suspect her to show up at my trailer, though I knew she wouldn’t need to look far when she came onto the ranch property. As I opened the kitchen door to greet her I already knew her intentions, but still asked. “What are you doing here so late?” 
 
    “A girl has a right to change her mind, Jax. Are you going to let me in, or do I have to stand out here half-naked in the cold?” 
 
    I swung the door as wide as I was able. “Jake is sleeping in the other bedroom.” 
 
    “I can’t promise we won’t wake him,” she said confidently as she passed by me.  
 
    I followed behind her like a little puppy dog, chasing a treat. Somehow she knew just what room to enter, and as I made my way inside I found her climbing like a cat up on my bed. Her supple ass stuck up high as she turned back and looked right at me. “Isn’t this what you want, Jax?” 
 
    I nodded, unable to express myself with words.  
 
    After taking two steps in the direction of my mattress, I watched in awe as she loosened her tiny bodice, freeing those perfect tits I’d seen earlier. She tossed the fabric onto the floor and stayed there, on her knees, waiting for me to join her. 
 
    I didn’t waste any more time. It wasn’t like I had much choice. She was beckoning me to take her, and I wasn’t about to refuse.  
 
    Face to face on the bed, Amber leaned forward and kissed me hard, tugging my bottom lip as she pulled away. “Oh yeah, I can already tell you want it bad. Tell me, Jax. Beg for me to be with you.” 
 
    I reached to kiss her again, only to be rejected. “Come on. Don’t tease me.” 
 
    “Say it then. Beg me to touch you.” She ran her hand between her tits, watching herself doing it. Her tiny thong panties barely covered her pussy, as and I looked down I started to feel dizzy, like it was too much to be so close to her. “What part of me do you want to touch first, Jax?” 
 
    Was that a real question? I wanted to touch every inch of her skin. “Your pussy.” 
 
    She backed away and threw her head around as she laughed. “That’s a good start. Take off your shorts and lay down.” 
 
    Like the Flash in comics, my clothes were removed in light speed. When I got comfortable on my back I felt her down at my feet. Amber sat up and swung her hair around as she stood over me on the bed. She turned around, swaying those sexy hips side to side, while she shimmied her tiny panties down, revealing every inch of her ass. As she bent further I could see her hot cunt, naked and smooth staring back at me.  
 
    Just as quick, she swung around and flung the thongs somewhere in the room. Amber licked her teeth and looked down at her lips as she spread them apart. “Is this what you want?” 
 
    I nodded and swallowed hard. “Hell yeah.” 
 
    She took her foot and drug it over my stiff cock, while remaining standing over me. I didn’t know whether to like it or fear she was going to hurt me. “Do I turn you on?” 
 
    “I’ve never wanted to fuck someone so bad. Does that answer your question?” 
 
    She took her toes and applied pressure to my cock again, this time not letting up. I held my breath to prepare for what was next.  
 
    At the same time I saw her sliding her hand between her parted legs. She glided over her clit, rubbing slowly while I silently watched in disbelief. “That’s so fucking hot.” 
 
    A finger drilled into her pussy, coming back out shiny and wet with her own anticipation. Then she reached up and licked it, savoring the taste of herself.  
 
    If my dick had a mouth it would be screaming. That’s how turned on I was. “Mmm, do you like the taste of pussy?” She touched it again, and I could feel the lids of my eyes getting heavy.  
 
    I licked my own lips, biting down as I nodded.  
 
    She pulled her finger out and leaned down, traipsing the slick remnants over my mouth several times. I could smell it as I brought my tongue out to taste what I craved. She held her head close to mine as she spoke. “You want more don’t you?” 
 
    Amber stood up again and started spanking her pussy lips, making them redden from the pressure. She snickered as she did it, continuing to please herself while I watched from underneath.  
 
    “Sit on my face.” I’d never wanted to devour a woman so bad in my life. My mouth watered as she squatted down and climbed up to position it over my head. Drunk on a sexual high, I looked straight in front of my face to see her glistening pussy only inches out of reach. She lowered herself, only to pull away before I could react.  
 
    I brought my hands up to prevent her from stopping me, but she slapped them away. “I’m in control, Jax. I’m always in control. Do you understand?” 
 
    Amber jumped off the bed and located a pair of hunting socks, in which she separated and began tying my hands together above my head. “Don’t touch me, Jax. Only your mouth has permission to eat me. Understand?” 
 
    When she climbed back on the bed she first brought her knee up against my balls. It was slow, so it didn’t shove them up into my stomach, but I was frightened. She literally had me by my nuts, and I liked it. “Are you going to behave?” She asked. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Gradually, Amber licked her way up my chest. When she came down to kiss me she pulled away, teasing me again. She licked the tip of my nose and laughed again, before climbing up. Finally, she lowered her gleaming cunt onto my face.  
 
    “Jax, wake up, we’re home.” I lifted my head and looked around, realizing I was still in the damn truck with the guys.  
 
    I wiped the drool off my mouth and shook my head. “Damn. I was dreaming of that chick.” 
 
    “Too bad you’re going to bed alone, bro. I can promise you Amber’s not coming.” 
 
    I hated Jake for reminding me how I wasn’t getting laid. I felt like he was rubbing it in that I had no one in my life to spend time with. 
 
    “Fuck you, Jake. If you had the opportunity, you’d hit that shit too. Trust me, after tonight, I’m not letting up.” 
 
    “Whatever man.”  
 
    I avoided Jake when I got out of the truck and went inside of my trailer. All I wanted to do was close my eyes and get back to my hot dream, where she was in total control.  
 
      
 
    The next morning I woke up feeling better than I had in a long time. I’d also decided that I was going about the whole Jake thing wrong. Maybe if I was nice to him he’d assume I’d head home when the summer was over. It was worth a try. 
 
    I woke up earlier than him, so naturally I started cooking breakfast. Since it was a Saturday I didn’t have any plans. The smell of bacon was like a natural alarm clock for my brother. Looking like death, he crept into the small kitchen. His eyes narrowed in on the coffee pot. Before he could make his way over I pulled a cup out of the cabinet and handed it to him. “Here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I then fetched the milk and sugar and placed them on the table where he would be sitting. “How many eggs do you want?” 
 
    “Two is fine.”  
 
    I was no chef by any means, but I’d learned a long time ago how to cook eggs over easy. We called them dippy, and sometimes got strange looks when we ordered them that way in public. After turning two eggs over and making sure they weren’t runny, I put them on the plate with the bacon and toast. Then I plopped a spoonful of potatoes with onions and peppers cooked inside, before sitting the food in front of him. “The hot sauce is in the refrigerator.” 
 
    “Man, this is awesome. When did you learn to do this shit?” 
 
    “I get hungry. Look around. It’s just me. I had to unhook all the smoke detectors on account of them going off frequently, but I think I’ve got the hang of breakfast.” 
 
    “I’d just eat with Uncle Colt and Aunt Van every night.” 
 
    “If I ate there every night I could kiss this sexy ass figure goodbye. She’d have me fat by fall.” 
 
    Jake laughed and piled all of his food onto a piece of bread, before putting another slice on top. Then he squeezed the sandwich so the egg dripped yolk all over his plate. I watched him dip the edge in it and take a bite. He’d done this since we were kids. I preferred my food to not touch each other, probably because I put something different on every item. If it was a vegetable it would get butter or cheese. If it was potatoes it would have ranch or sour cream. Meat always had barbeque and hot sauce mixed together. Obviously I had a fascination with condiments that went above and beyond a normal person.  
 
    “I appreciate this. Does it mean you’re willing to act decent today?” 
 
    I took a bite of bacon before replying. It was going to take me a few minutes to put on a convincing grimace. “Yeah, I guess. I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “You’re stuck with me. As soon as you realize that the faster we can pack up your shit and get you home.” 
 
    “So, do we get to do what I want, or do you get to choose?” I was trying, even though it was taking everything in me to not speak my mind. 
 
    “We’re not going back to the strip club, and thanks a lot for texting Reese, by the way. I appreciate the fact that I come here to spend time with you and you screw me over. I spent half the night convincing her that we accidentally ran into Amber there, and that I had no idea she was a stripper.” 
 
    I started to burst into laughter. My plan had worked. I knew Reese would freak out, especially since she’d met Amber. She couldn’t even deny her beauty. “What’s wrong? Is she jealous?” 
 
    “Come on, man. Do we need to keep doing this?” 
 
    I immediately changed the subject. “So, what did you think when you saw Amber, all of her, I might add.” 
 
    “Honestly?” 
 
    “Don’t act like you didn’t notice those tits. Oh my God, you should have seen her dancing on my lap. I’ve never wanted to fuck something so bad in my life.” 
 
    “Jax, she’s a nice girl. If Ethan says you don’t have a chance, it’s probably true. Look, I’ll be honest with you. Amber came to our game as a decoy. She told me back then she wasn’t interested in a relationship.” 
 
    “A decoy? For someone that wants to drop the subject, you sure as hell keep bringing it up in every sentence. I already knew that anyway. You probably don’t remember, but she told me when she gave me the room key.” 
 
    I stood up from the table and stuck my plate in the sink. That was the only problem with cooking. I was left to clean up the mess. A girlfriend would be nice to help me figure out things, but I wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment, not after the last one.  
 
    “Yeah. Chris brought her along so you’d stop picking on me about being gay. I didn’t know she’d pay for her own room and have to deal with everything that went down. When I saw her last night I swore I’d get slapped. Reese told me she’s the one that got her out of the hotel and taken care of that morning. I should have thanked her, but I guess it doesn’t matter. I’ll never see her again.” 
 
    What part of that was I supposed to be okay with? “I’m going to fuck her. Mark my words. I’ll get in those panties, if she even wears any. In my dream she looked good without them.” 
 
    Even though my brother didn’t seem interested in my new conquest, it was important for me to keep the memory of our encounter last night fresh in her head. I picked up my phone and dialed my cousin. Since I knew she’d used Amber as a decoy for Jake, I planned on forcing her to owe me a favor. I was going to see her, even if I had to stalk the parking lot of her place of business. 
 
    “Jax? I’m still sleepin’. What do you want?” 
 
    “Jake just told me you brought Amber to our championship game as a decoy. That’s fucked up, cuz.” 
 
    “Can we talk about this later?” She sounded groggy, like she’d waited for us to get home last night.  
 
    “Come on. Admit it.” 
 
    “Fine. He asked me to bring someone, so I did. She’s my only real friend besides Ethan, and I trust her. It was months ago. Let it go, Jax.” 
 
    “About that. We may have run into her last night…” 
 
    “I know. Ethan told me. Thanks for allowing my boyfriend to see my closest female friend naked. I really appreciate the confidence boost.” 
 
    “Look, before you get all jealous, Ethan wasn’t into Amber. In fact, him and my homo brother were too busy talking to their girlfriends. Besides, after her dance she was a little preoccupied in a back booth.” 
 
    “If you’re suggestin’ that you hooked up with Amber I know you’re full of shit. She may take her clothes off for money, but she doesn’t do that with customers, even if she’s met them before. Amber’s been through a lot, and I know she wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “I paid her to dance for me, miss Defensive. Damn. You’re overprotective.” 
 
    “I have my reasons.” She paused for a moment. “Why are you callin’ me anyway?” 
 
    “I want you to hook me up. I figure you owe me, so this is how you can repay me. Set me up with your friend.” 
 
    “No way! You are the last person on the planet I’d ever introduce as a potential love interest.” 
 
    “Please, Chris. I need this. You know how lonely and depressed I’ve been.” Jake rolled his eyes and covered his face while he chewed his food. I flipped him the finger, even though he couldn’t see me.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll buy you and Ethan a couch when your house is built.” 
 
    “What? A couch? Who says somethin’ like that? Jax, please let it be. She’s not interested.” 
 
    “Don’t make me beg.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t change my answer. You’re not hooking up with Amber, not now, not ever.” She seemed so adamant.  
 
    I couldn’t understand it. She was a damn stripper. Surely she’d slipped before. It was obvious she had guys showing up to see her. I know I wasn’t the only one asking her for more. “I’m having a party tonight. Invite her over. I won’t ask you for anything else for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “If I invite her will you let me go back to sleep?” 
 
    I nodded, though I knew she couldn’t see. “Yes. I cross my big black heart.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll invite her to the ranch, but I’m just warnin’ you, she’s not interested in hookin’ up with anyone.” 
 
    “Wait. Is she a lesbian? Is she bisexual? I’m totally okay if she is. The more the merrier. I can share with another woman, just not my asshole, girlfriend-stealing, little dicked brother.” 
 
    “She’s not a lesbian, Jax. I don’t even know if she’ll come.” 
 
    “Figure out a way to persuade her. I’ll be in your debt forever.” 
 
    “Whatever! Goodnight.” 
 
    After she hung up I sat my phone back down on the table and waited for Jake to look up at me. “You don’t actually think she’ll come, do you?” 
 
    I nodded. “If she doesn’t I’ll hunt her down and make her come. That chick’s pussy is my destiny. I’m going to hit that shit so deep.” I made an air-hump while standing in front of him. “I’m going to give it to her so good. She’s going to be screaming, Jax, uh uh ohhhh.” 
 
    Jake shook his head and placed his hands flat on the table. “Can we go four-wheeling now?” 
 
    I obtained my keys off the counter. “Actually, come on. We need to run into town and get some alcohol. After a few of my special concoctions I’ll have her spreading open.” 
 
    Jake put his plate in the sink and rinsed it off. After loading it in the drainer to dry, he leaned forward and washed off his mouth. Instead of using a paper towel he flicked the excess water into my face. “For the record, I hope you do get laid. Maybe you’ll finally be able to let the past go.” 
 
    I pushed by him and walked out the back door while still talking to him. “It’s going to take a lot more than some good pussy to make me forget what you did to me, Jake.” 
 
    I could tell he was frustrated. Hoping I could kill two birds with one stone, I was pretty much praying that Amber was going to show up. If I could prove to my brother that I had a good reason to stay in Kentucky he’d back off. He’d go back home to Reese and finally see that we were better off being apart. No matter how much time passed, I wouldn’t be able to see them hugging and loving all over one another. It was taking me back down that road I never wanted to drive on again. The image of the two of them in bed was unimaginable. It was what my nightmares derived from. No way in hell was I going to relive that moment. If they were meant to be together, then I was meant to stay away. It was as simple as that. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    “Come on, slow poke. I can’t keep stopping to wait for your ass.” My brother was struggling to get through another large puddle of mud. His ATV kept getting stuck, while mine made it through easily. The chocolate colored puddles had left both four-wheelers covered in it’s wrath. Our clothes were drenched, and as the sun shined through the trees it was drying hard. While Jake maneuvered around his latest obstacle, I stuck my rear wheels into a large wet hole and pressed on the gas.  
 
    Mud blasted backward dousing him completely in muck.  
 
    I couldn’t contain the laughter that was imposed on me, not that I’d want to. It made me feel better when I tortured him. What was even more comical was the fact that he kept on coming for more. The fool wouldn’t back down. 
 
    Jake brought his vehicle up next to mine, only stopping so he could wipe his face. “Thanks, asshole.” 
 
    “You think you can keep up this time?” I took off. While my brother struggled on the new trails, I soared through them. Ethan and I had worked hard making them that I could have driven blindfolded.  
 
    Jake flew by me at a rapid speed. I fought to catch up, and as the turns became more frequent, I could tell he was fighting from flipping his ATV. All of a sudden a fox went running out in front of him. Jake tried to swerve, but the vehicle went on it’s side.  
 
    Panicked, I jumped off mine and ran toward my brother, frantic to discover if he was injured. “Jake, can you hear me?” He was only about five yards away, but it felt like it was taking forever. I skid down next to his body, prepared to see blood or even bones sticking out. From the speed he was traveling it wouldn’t have been surprising if he’d broken a limb. “Jake,” I repeated. 
 
    My brother had his eyes closed. I started worrying if he’d hit his head. I patted his cheek, leaning closer to make sure he was still breathing. My heart pounded, as if it were going to pop out of my chest.  
 
    Then he opened his eyes and began to laugh. I turned away, knowing I’d just been played. “You should have seen your face, dude.” 
 
    I shoved him. “You’re a dick. I thought I was going to have to drag your ass back to the house and call an ambulance. You could have broken something.” 
 
    Jake stood up and looked down at his elbows. On his left arm he was all scraped up. “I think you should kiss it and make it all better.” 
 
    I stood up and started to laugh. “You’re pathetic. If I didn’t know any better I’d say you did that shit on purpose,” I scorned. 
 
    “Just admit it. You still love me. You can act like you don’t care, but I know you still do. I’m your best friend, and you miss me.” 
 
    “I’m not saying shit. Get your four-wheeler and let’s go.” I was disgruntled, mostly because he was right. No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t deny the pull I had when it came to my brother.  
 
    “Oh, come on. It’s not like you wouldn’t have done the same thing. Jax, don’t walk away from this. We’re having a moment. Let’s hug it out like mom used to make us do.” 
 
    I spun around, annoyed by his presuming that being funny would lighten my mood. “Find someone else to hug your pathetic ass. Better yet, why don’t you just go home to your girlfriend. I’m sure she likes wrapping her arms around you at night. I bet you like smelling her sweet skin, or how her shampoo reminds you of a summer breeze. No, I bet you like her kisses the most. Does she tease you in between them, letting her lips linger over yours?” Jake stood there. I could tell he was getting angry. “You thought you were the only one?” I let out a snarky air-filled chuckle. “Sorry to burst your bubble.” 
 
    “You know what? I’m sick of being nice about it. Yeah, her skin smells fucking awesome, and when I hold her in my arms EVERY SINGLE night I enjoy the scent of her shampoo, but what I enjoy more is being the one to wash her hair. Oh, and our kisses…” 
 
    I ran after him, taking him down to the ground. Before he could catch his breath I had my hands around his neck. If he couldn’t breathe he wouldn’t be able to keep talking. I just wanted him to pass out so I could get away from him. “I hate you!” 
 
    Jake brought his knee up and caught me in the groin. Immediate pain rushed to my stomach as I collapsed down beside him.  
 
    “You deserved that one, Jax. That was fucking low, even for you.” 
 
    “Screw you,” I managed to cough out. 
 
    “This needs to end, brother. We can’t continue doing this. It’s not fair to anyone. Yeah, I fell in love with Reese. I probably loved her before you did if you want to get technical. You and I both know it never would have worked out between you. You were too different. I can’t change the damn past, but I’m here trying to get my brother back. I miss you like crazy, and all this fighting ain’t getting us anywhere. You don’t have to like that we’re together, Jax, but stop pretending that you don’t care about anything. I know you do. When you hurt I hurt. It’s always been that way.” 
 
    I couldn’t let myself feel the pain that this brought me. I had to get away, from him and everything he was saying to me. “I’m going home to shower. You can sit here and simmer in your cesspool of regret alone.” 
 
    I could hear him calling me names as I walked away, but chose to start the motor on the ATV and get the hell away from him. No matter how hard he tried, or what he said, it wouldn’t change my mind. Yeah, I was stubborn. He knew that.  
 
    Since I’d left my brother with a tipped over vehicle, I did pull over halfway back and shut off my engine. Once I heard his running in the distance I went about my way. The last thing I desired was to have to go back and save his ass. 
 
    Nothing felt better than pulling up to my aunt’s large in ground pool. Christian, her sister Addison, and Ethan were all laying on lounge chairs, basking in the hot rays. I climbed off the four-wheeler and opened the little separating gate. The squeal of it caught their attention. “Oh hell no, Jax. You are not getting in the pool with all that mud on you. Go get the hose and clean it off first,” my cousin Chris threatened. 
 
    The pool was warm, but the hose was ice cold. “Are you kidding me? The chlorine will clean it.” 
 
    “Don’t make me go inside and get Gram.” 
 
    Just as I was about to jump in the water, I saw someone coming out of the house. My peripheral vision was sharp enough to know that it wasn’t an old woman coming out to scorn me. In a very skimpy pink bikini I watched Amber cruising across the patio with a drink in her hand.  
 
    There I was, standing in front of her, covered in mud, and all I could do was stare, thinking about the heated dream I’d had. I’m not even going to exaggerate. She was stunning, and it was taking everything I had in me to not drool. “I didn’t know you were here,” I said as she gave me a once over. 
 
    “Whoa. What happened to you?” 
 
    “I was four-wheeling with Jake. It ain’t fun unless we come back damaged.” 
 
    She curled up her top lip. “Are you planning on getting in the pool like that?” 
 
    “I was thinking about it,” I teased. 
 
    I knew she was grossed out, and if I wanted to watch her dive into the pool, possibly losing that little top, I was going to have to keep it clean.  
 
    “Why don’t you sit your drink down and hose me off? I can’t really see my back.” I could have put the hose over my head and done a good enough job, but having her help me was an added bonus.  
 
    Amber headed over and placed her drink down on a small table. When she came back to where I was standing I already had the water running. Just as I suspected, it was freezing. I could feel my dick shriveling up at the thought of it hitting my body.  
 
    Amber was smiling when she approached me again. She held out her hand and I eagerly gave her the hose. “Be gentle with me. I have sensitive areas,” I taunted. 
 
    She started at my arms, letting me get used to the temperature. I could sense orneriness while she squirted me, putting her thumb against the end so it sprayed stronger. The mud started rinsing off, probably faster than I wanted it to. If I could have stood there all day staring at her cleavage I would have.  “I can’t believe you’ve been here for over a month and I haven’t seen you around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t get out much.” The sad truth was that I usually spent weekends on the couch. Occasionally I’d head over and play cards with some of the other ranch hands.  
 
    “How long will Jake be here?” 
 
    Hearing his name pissed me off. “Hopefully not too much longer. I’m sure Reese will be calling him to go home soon. Apparently they can’t live without each other.” 
 
    I played the sympathy card and got an immediate reaction. “Oh, that must be so hard for you.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s been terrible. I lost my girlfriend and my brother, and I don’t even have anyone to talk to about it.” Since I knew that she wanted to be a therapist of some sort, I decided to portray the comforting role.  
 
    “If you need someone to talk to I’ll listen. You can’t live if you’re that depressed, Jax. It’s not healthy. I know we aren’t exactly friends, but I’m a good listener, and since I’m not interested in dating I can probably give better advice.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear, but it was a good start. “I don’t like talking about it. I’d rather be able to forget, ya know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I do.” She had me spin around so she could finish my back. “Have you tried to talk to Jake about it?” 
 
    “He’s here to make amends. I’m just not ready for something like that. It’s too fresh in my mind. You were there. You saw what I saw. I’ll never forget that night.” 
 
    Amber dropped the hose and placed her hand on my arm. “I can’t imagine what that was like for you. The fact that you can even speak to your brother is a big step. The last time I saw you the two of you were trying to kill each other.” 
 
    If she only knew that had just happened again. “We’ve come a long way, but I don’t see any resolve in the near future. It’s impossible.” 
 
    She made a sad face. “Well come on over here with us. We do this every Saturday. You should start making it a habit to join us.” 
 
    I didn’t mind following behind her, because the view was just as good. “Thanks for being so nice, Amber. I know I didn’t really say it last night, but I appreciate it. Not everyone is happy to have me around. Sometimes I feel like I don’t have a place.” 
 
    “You poor thing.” Amber looked sympathetic. I liked that. 
 
    When I was feeling as if things were going in a good direction here comes my brother, strutting in with mud all over him. I turned around and shook my head, knowing damn well he wasn’t going to give up. In order to impress Amber I was forced to be nice to him, even if it killed me. 
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    Chapter 7 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    Before I knew what was happening, my brother came rushing toward me, shoving all of his weight into my body. Unfortunately he couldn’t have predicted that Amber wouldn’t move from where she was standing. She also wouldn’t have known that the force of our weight combined would throw the trajectory of our fall out about six feet. The three of us plummeted into the water, while brown mud oozed from Jake’s body all around us.  
 
    Appalled and in shock, Amber stood up with soaked hair right in the middle of the filth. She put her hands up and looked around, hoping to swim in a safer direction. As the circle of disgust surrounded us I knew I had a choice. I could go after Jake, or I could save the damsel in distress.  
 
    For obvious reasons I went with helping Amber. Before she was able to protest I’d wrapped my arms around her and drug her out of harm’s way. Even when we made it into the clear water, there were still remnants of the haze coming from our bodies. In the meantime while all of this was happening, Christian had begun yelling so loudly that our aunt came outside. She saw the pool in it’s condition and went off on my brother.  
 
    Once Amber and I were safely out of the water, I fetched her a clean towel and handed it over. “I know you have a no touch rule, but I could tell you were about to freak out. Sorry about your hair. It was cute up in that messy bun.” 
 
    She looked away, playing a half-smile on the right side of her lips. “Thanks for taking control. I was about to lose my shit. I don’t think Jake meant to involve me though. It’s probably a good idea if I steer clear of the both of you until you can come to an understanding.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw, while still hearing my aunt ripping my brother a new ass. Amber was taking the towel and trying to dry off her hair. I took in her beauty one more time. “I don’t see that happening. Some things can’t be fixed. It’s like an egg. Once it falls out of the carton and onto the tile floor you’re fucked. That’s how my life is.” 
 
    Feeling like it was a great time to walk away and pretend I was in control of the moment, I snatched myself a towel and headed over to watch my brother get reprimanded. Aside from making sure he was going to clean the entire pool, she let him know that she was beyond pissed at his actions. Since Jake was always the golden boy, this entertained me. I’d always been the one to cause problems or play pranks that damaged property. 
 
    While my aunt’s back was turned, I pointed and laughed at my brother, silently making fun of his downfall. When she finally went back inside, the rest of us burst into hysterics. “You got owned, dude!” Ethan announced. 
 
    Jake splashed the water in his direction. “Fuck off. How am I supposed to clean this shit?”
Christian sat up and looked at the hazed water. “Wait until tomorrow when it all settles to the bottom. You can vacuum it up easily. When the dogs used to be allowed in here it happened all the time.” 
 
    “Then why did she just flip out?” 
 
    “I suppose it’s a pain, and it looks disgusting,” Christian replied. 
 
    “Whatever. I’ll clean it up. For the record I don’t feel bad about it. That asshole over there,” Jake pointed to me. “Tried to kill me in the woods. I was pissed, and lost my temper. Amber, I’m sorry you were dragged into all of this. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from that guy.” 
 
    I was more pissed than ever. Did my brother, who’d stolen my livelihood, seriously just cock-block me? 
 
    “Go to hell. You deserved what you got. The sooner you get out of here the better my life will be.” 
 
    I took off out of the yard, feeling like I didn’t have a pot to piss in when it came to Amber. She’d known my brother first, and of course after he’d confessed that I’d tried to take his life, there was no way she’d take me seriously.  
 
    I was going to have to wait until my stupid brother left town to figure out another approach.  
 
    By the time I’d made it back to the trailer I was hot, and roaring to take my anger out on something, or someone. Lucky for him, my brother didn’t come back right away, probably because he knew I needed some time to stew.  
 
    About twenty minutes later there was a knock on my door. Figuring it was just him, I opened the door without looking to see who was standing on the other side. I’d made it back into the living room before I realized that Amber was standing in the entryway. “Hi, um, I hope it’s okay that I stopped by.” 
 
    I jumped out of my seat, noticing immediately that folded laundry, nude magazines, and empty beer cans covered the tables and even the cushions of some furniture. While grabbing as much as I could hold at once, I cleared a spot for her and put the trash in the kitchen. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting company until later.” 
 
    She sat down on the edge of the recliner, as if it was too filthy to place her whole ass on. I was failing at this game, as if I didn’t have a clue how to pick someone up anymore.  
 
    “It’s fine. I’m sorry for barging in like this. Forgive me if I’m out of line, but I hate that you walked away and let Jake get the last word in edgewise. Christian’s told me how close the two of you were. It’s got to be hard suddenly having to do everything alone.” 
 
    She was spot on. More than being angry, I was torn apart. My other half was missing, even when we were in the same room as each other. It was obvious that the relationship was severed. “It hasn’t been easy,” I admitted truthfully. “I’m doing the best I can. I took myself out of the equation so that one of us could be happy. I never expected him to come here to try and make amends. Honestly, I’m not ready for it.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. I think Jake is desperate to hold onto you. It’s obvious that he cares. He felt bad about what happened in the woods earlier. He said he taunted you to come at him.” Amber was acting kind. Aside from her being the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes, I couldn’t help but feel a pull from a different direction. Was it possible that this girl was that gorgeous inside and out? Did she really care about others; people she hardly knew? 
 
    “I feel bad too, but it doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to make you more upset. Actually, I came by to let you know I won’t be able to make it to your party. Someone asked me to cover for them tonight, and she’s done the same for me so I feel obligated.” 
 
    This was heart-wrenching news considering I’d planned the whole thing to be close to her. “Could you come afterwards? I’m sure we’ll all still be hanging out. It’s just the people that were at the pool. Family and couple close friends is all we need to have a good time. I’m sure Chris would like it.” 
 
    “Maybe. It depends how late I have to stay. It will probably be after midnight, and I wouldn’t want to drive home that late if I did decide to come.” 
 
    “You can stay at the main house. I’ll take you over there myself. Come on,” I continued asking. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
    I could tell she was thinking about it. “Okay. If I get out early I’ll come here on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I was willing to do anything. 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on Jake tonight. He’s having a tough time too. I know what it’s like to have a sibling that drives you crazy sometimes, but at the end of the day you’d want to be there if you could.” 
 
    “How many siblings do you have?” It was small talk, and I was curious. Suddenly her body wasn’t the only thing I wanted to get to know. 
 
    Amber looked down at her hands, and then back up to me. “I had a sister.” 
 
    “Had? Like step or something?” 
 
    She shook her head, and I could tell she was fighting back some kind of emotional tug at her heart. “Sorry, I don’t talk about it much.” She paused for a second. “She passed away when I was almost seventeen. There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t wish I had her around.” All of a sudden she applied a fake smile to that beautiful face. “Enough about me. My concern is you, Jax. Trust me when I say that you need to at least try. Live every day like it’s your last. Don’t wait until it’s too late. It will haunt you forever.” 
 
    I wanted to ask what happened to her sister, but when she stood up I could tell she was done talking. I think she probably regretted telling me that story, even though she hadn’t divulged details.  
 
    I walked her outside, and saw my brother approaching the house. Amber twisted around to look at me. “You play the tough guy role pretty good, Jax. The thing is, the people that hold everything in tend to lose control at some point. I’d hate for things to get worse for you.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a role? Maybe it’s who I am.” I was pretty annoyed that every woman I was attracted to tried to psychoanalyze me. 
“I live my life the same way. It keeps me safe. If I don’t let anyone in, then I can’t be hurt. After a while it gets lonely though, and I’ve lost a lot of friends along the way. I hope you’ll keep that in mind, or at least take my advice and lighten up on Jake. We never know when we’re going to lose the people we love, and I know you love your brother, especially a lot more than that girl probably meant to you.” 
 
    When I watched her turn to leave I was angry; not with Amber, but with myself. How could she have pegged me so easily? Had I let my guard down? Was I that obvious? 
 
      
 
    Amber and Jake were cordial as they passed each other, but it was obvious he wanted to know why she’d stopped by. “There’s no way she’s into you that fast, Jax.” 
 
    I threw my hands up. “What can I say, I’m irresistible.” Telling him a boldface lie was easier than admitting that I was pathetic and she’d see right through me. 
 
    “You’re full of shit. Did she come to tell you she couldn’t make it tonight? She mentioned it while I was at the pool. I told her you’d be upset.” 
 
    I shook my head and fought the urge to shove him across the room. He knew how to push my buttons until I lost control. Amber had that figured. She’d obviously gone through something traumatic, and as curiosity overwhelmed me, I fought with the idea that Jake was still standing in front of me gloating, because she wasn’t going to be able to stop by for the get-together. “She’ll be here. She’s coming after her shift and spending the night.” I may have left out the part where she’d be staying in a different house. My hopes were that she’d stay up all evening and end up crashing at my place, but I couldn’t be too sure. Amber was obviously a special girl. I wanted to know more about her, and was willing to slow the pushing until I figured out how to get her to open up. 
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    Chapter 8 
 
    Amber 
 
    What was wrong with me? 
 
    It was a huge mistake telling Jax about Meg. For years I hadn’t mentioned her name to anyone, not even when I was around my parents. The thought of losing her was still so overwhelming, especially the circumstances around it. It’s why I left home, and how I’d ended up in Kentucky of all places.  
 
    It’s why I became a dancer. It was the only thing in my life that made me feel alive again. People think that taking off my clothes left me vulnerable. On the contrary I felt empowered. All eyes were on me because they couldn’t have me. They weren’t allowed to lay one hand on me, no matter what they paid. If someone made me uncomfortable, I wouldn’t provide them lap dances that they may want to pay for. My job was an addiction; one I’d taken up when my whole life had turned upside down. Instead of drowning my sorrows in drugs and booze, I took it out on the stage, becoming someone else that was less damaged. 
 
    That’s why I couldn’t understand how I felt the need to pry into the twin’s business.  
 
    All of a sudden I’m dropping walls to make an asshat like Jax Mitchell feel better about his predicament. 
 
    Sure, he was sexy as hell, and it was clear he knew it, but I wouldn’t go down that road again. I wouldn’t let my attraction to someone make decisions for me, not after the last time ended up with me being raped and left pregnant. Since that day nothing in my life had been the same. Losing my child; the one person in the world that would love me unconditionally, it ripped out my soul, leaving an empty shell. 
 
    I’d put up walls, and buried the pain deep down inside, promising that I’d never let anyone get that close to me again.  
 
    If it hadn’t been for Christian I’d still be living with the brutal secret. Sharing in something so wretched had given us a common ground. She made me feel safe, and I’d never betray her trust. That’s another reason why I was so mad at myself for telling Jax about losing a sibling. He’d for sure tell her, and then she’d want to know about it, about her and everything that happened in our lives. She’d be sad I didn’t confide in her with a secret deeper than being assaulted. I knew Chris enough to know she’d want to help, but there was nothing she’d be able to do. A part of me died the night my sister left this earth, and there was no way to bring it back.  
 
    After warning me to steer clear of her cousins, I was sneaking around trying to help them make amends. I didn’t want to see anything happen to them. God forbid they lost each other forever. I’d never wish that fate on anyone. 
 
    Since I was feeling a bit emotional when I left the ranch, I did something I hardly ever thought about anymore. I called my mother. It was a Saturday and I knew she wouldn’t be at the special school working.  
 
    She answered after three rings. 
 
    “Amber. Is everything okay?” She always asked this same question. What bothered me about it was that it was more rehearsed than anything else.  
 
    “I’m fine, mom. I just called to say hello.” 
 
    “You sound a little off. Are you sure you’re okay? Do you need money?” 
 
    “No. I don’t need anything. Really, I just wanted to hear your voice.” 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to call you this week. We want you to come visit. Dad’s decided to sell the house, and I was hoping you could help me go through a couple things.” 
 
    I knew what things she was talking about going through, and the idea of that made me feel ill. It would be impossible to imagine looking at her stuff. I couldn’t touch them without feeling her there next to me. It was too hard to fathom. “Mom, I_.”
“Amber, please. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Can you get off from bartending in the next few weekends? I can send you a plane ticket if you don’t want to drive.” 
 
    For once I wished she could talk to me like a normal parent. I wanted her to say she missed me, or to make sure I was eating three meals a day. It was about my mental health, or money. Always. 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Please do. I’ll let your father know so he’ll have someone cover his on-call hours. We’ll go out to brunch, and catch up. It’ll be wonderful.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I lied. 
 
    “Will you be bringing someone with you this time?” This was her way of prying to see if I was involved with anyone. She still didn’t know about the rape. The only reason they’d found out about the child I lost was because I was still on their insurance. It took a couple months to catch up to me, but I didn’t hear the end of it once they learned about the baby. 
 
    “I’m not seeing anyone, mom. I told you I’m staying focused on school.” 
 
    “Okay, I just thought I’d let you know it’s always okay to bring a friend. I’ll look forward to seeing you. Message me about when I can expect you, and make sure not to cancel. You know how upset your father gets when you break plans with us.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’ll be there. I’m heading into work now and I’ll be sure to request the time off.” 
 
    “Great. Don’t forget to let me know.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Okay, bye bye.” 
 
    “I love you…” The line had already been disconnected when I said it. I knew she wouldn’t say it back to me. She hadn’t used those words in years.  
 
    Since my phone call only left me more disturbed, I decided to focus on work, and getting there in one piece. Now that I’d made plans to travel back home, I’d have to spend now until then preparing myself for that disaster. It wasn’t like I could hire some guy off the streets to pretend to be my boyfriend just to get my parents off my back. That was asking for a catastrophe.  
 
    A hot shower did wonders for the growing headache I had coming on when I had finally stepped out of my BMW. The vehicle was a going away present from my parents, so naturally every time I got inside of it I thought of them. 
 
    While the beads of water massaged my brain, I closed my eyes and focused on what routine I’d dance to at the club. Since depression was lingering it’s ugly self in my face, I didn’t feel like getting dressed up and doing my hair. That’s why I knew the teacher routine would suffice. I hadn’t done it in a while, and all I’d need was a little bun and the outfit. Trust me, not one person in that audience would care if my hair wasn’t professionally styled. I bet half of them couldn’t even guess it’s length right after I walked off the stage.  
 
    I was aware of what I did for a living and how most people construed it. I understood that it wasn’t for everyone. Like I said before, it was my escape. I became someone else when I stepped on that platform, and when my clothes came off it wasn’t hard to maintain that identity. Since I was majoring in the field of helping people cope with mental illness and depression, I knew what I was doing wasn’t healthy. Some days I wanted to stop. Like every addiction, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Without that job, I’d have nothing. I’d be broken again, completely reminded of everything I’d lost in my life. 
 
    After gathering my things I headed to the club. I parked in the back behind the fence, where all the employees exited their vehicles safely. Once inside I heard the music playing. Unlike me, most of the employees had a lot of baggage. Some played with drugs. Some sold their bodies for extra cash in and out of the club. Some had been in jail and couldn’t get a job anywhere else. There were several single mothers, who were supporting their children on this one income.  
 
    None of them came from money like me. They didn’t have a surgeon father and a special needs educator mother. They didn’t come from a once loving family, or travel the world like I had as a child. That alone gave them enough reasons to not be my friends. None of them wanted to chat, or listen when I had a tough day. They didn’t ask me to hang out, or even babysit their kids, and trust me I offered. They despised me. They loathed that I was educated, and that I had goals. They hated that I didn’t have to do it. 
 
    So we fended for ourselves, and I preferred it that way for the most part. The owner, who was a sixty-year-old widow, barely came in. Her husband had passed away leaving the club to her, and she was too prudish to admit she was a part of something risqué. She’d show up to do payroll and check on the conditions of the building. She’d hire the girls, but never let them take off their clothes in front of her. Instead she’d let the dancers decide if that person had what it takes to be an entertainer. I suppose it was smart, but still a bit weird to me. 
 
    I clocked in and looked at the dance schedule, making sure I had enough time to do my makeup. With only a few minutes to spare I got to it, applying my fake eyelashes first and then filling in the rest. Just as I finished I heard someone calling my name. I quickly ran back to the music guy and told him which track to play. Hot for Teacher came on and I pranced out on the stage, closing my eyes as Amber, and becoming Charisma when I opened them back up. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared me for what it would feel like to look out into the audience and see him sitting there. He’d had his own plans, and made sure I was invited. Yet there he was, looking up at me with that same infatuation as the night before. I had to ignore it like every other set of eyes in the crowd. He was only a guy. Just because he was related to my only true friend didn’t mean I could break my rules. He was here to see the body of the dancer, not Amber, the broken student who’d run from everything, and lost even more in doing so. I couldn’t let myself even consider that he’d want to know the real me; the one who’d had her innocence taken, not once but twice. No matter how hard he pushed, or how bad I felt for him, I couldn’t let Jax Mitchell get close to me. It was a proven fact that two broken souls were key ingredients for a disastrous relationship.  
 
    I’d have to push him away, and stop being nice. It was the only way to protect myself, and all the secrets that I kept buried deep inside. 
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    Chapter 9 
 
    Jax 
 
    After the falling out with Jake, I didn’t feel like hanging with him at the trailer. I made a call to my cousin to let her know the party was a no-go, but didn’t even tell my brother. When he went to get a shower, I snuck out of the house with only one destination in mind. 
 
    She probably wouldn’t be happy I was there, and to be honest it was most likely going to end any hopes of getting her into bed. I couldn’t help myself. She’d been so compassionate earlier, and I hadn’t felt a connection like that in a long ass time. Being close to her wasn’t going to be a problem for me. It was staying away that would do me in. I didn’t want to seem like the stalker type, though I could tell that was the vibe I was putting off once I entered into the establishment for the second day in a row.  
 
    This time I got myself a drink before finding a seat close to where I’d been the night before. Two dancers performed while I sat there, and though they were talented, they didn’t hold a candle to the perfection of Amber. She had style, and amazing grace. She was focused and determined. I valued her principles as much as I wanted to break them down. Each time we spoke I found myself drawn to her words, like she held the key to me overcoming my obstacles.  
 
    After a bit of a wait I heard a new bout of music starting. Now I must admit, every man has a slew of fantasies. Aside from other obvious ones that I may or may not have divulged in at some point, I always wanted to fuck a teacher. In my mind she’d be sexy, with long tanned legs and perky tits that protruded from her half-buttoned blouse. She swayed her hips around, while seducing me with her bright-blue eyes. Though just a fantasy, I could picture it vividly in my mind, as if it happened before.  
 
    Nothing, and I mean nothing, could have prepared my dick for the moment that Amber walked out on that stage in a tight pleaded skirt accompanied by a half-buttoned blouse. A jolt came from my crotch area while I watched in shock as she filled my mind with new material to jerk off to. She may have rules about sleeping with me, but I could sure as hell pretend it was happening. 
 
    It only took her a couple seconds to find me in the crowd, and I wasn’t exactly sure how to take the grimace that appeared on her face. I wasn’t disappointed, but maybe a bit concerned. Was I coming across as a creeper, or could she tell there was so much more to my interest? Obviously she wouldn’t be able to recognize that I was desperate for a friend; someone who could relate to my situation, but be understanding enough to realize it wasn’t easy to fix. Though she’d provided me with advice, I could tell she wasn’t attempting to force my hand, but more like she was pushing for me to have a better outcome than she’d had. My curiosity probably wouldn’t get me far. I could tell Amber kept her life under lock and key.  
 
    As she continued dancing and unbuttoning her white top, I folded my arms across my chest and tried to keep my composure. It wasn’t every day that I got to see tits like hers.  
 
    To keep the audience on the edge of their seats she spun and exposed herself with her back to us. I already knew what was waiting the next time she twirled around, because I’d memorized them the night before. Though this time it was different. Our gaze met immediately when she twirled around, and I never once let my eyes linger off of her face.  
 
    This was the first time in my life where I hadn’t taken advantage of what was literally staring me in the face. They were right there, one blink away, but I refused to give in. Her stare sent little sparks of energy to my cock, and when she made it to the pole and removed her skirt I felt as if we were the only two people in the room.  
 
    This intense feeling overwhelmed me. I couldn’t understand how my attraction was changing before my eyes. This woman captivated me in a way I’d never experienced before.  
 
    To be honest I didn’t lose control when she spun and tangled her legs around that pole. I didn’t yearn to take her into the back booth and pay for her to dance in front of me. All I wanted to do was spend time with her; a lot more time than one four-minute song would allow.  
 
    It took her a few moments to emerge from the back, and while I waited I wondered if she was purposely avoiding me. Realizing that I’d come across as a creeper, I stood up to exit the building. Screwing this up would result in my dismay, and I wasn’t in the position to be disappointed again.  
 
    I’d made it to my vehicle before hearing my name being called. “Jax.” 
 
    I turned around to see her coming from the entrance. “Hey, I was just leaving.” 
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you were having a party.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wasn’t really in the mood to be close to my brother. He’s relentless, and I know he’s not going to leave until he’s sure I’m going home. To be honest, I just needed to get away for a while, and I didn’t have any other place to go. I guess I had it in my head that we could talk some more. I know our conversation was short, but it was the most decent thing anyone has done for me in a while. It’s nice to have an outsider offer advice.” 
 
    “You don’t have to leave. I’m just filling in for someone. Technically I don’t have to stay. We only stick around to make extra tips. That’s not as important as helping out my new friend.” 
 
    Friend.  
 
    I’d heard it clearly. 
 
    This appealed to me. Reese was my last friend that was female, and even though it ended terribly, I liked connecting with her that way. I felt like we were on the same page, and maybe that’s what led me to put my guard down.  
 
    Then I started imagining what she must think of me coming to see her strip. “Your eyes are beautiful,” I blurted out. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to watch you take off your clothes. I mean, I’m not going to lie and say that I don’t like what I see. You and I both know I’m attracted to you. It’s just that somehow I know I need a friend more than a friendly fuck, ya know?” 
 
    She nodded and smiled. “Wait here for me. I’m going to grab my purse and then you can follow me out of here.” 
 
    “Do you want to go out? I don’t feel like going back to my place. Jake is there and he’ll make my life hell if I show up with you.” 
 
    Amber snickered as she began backward stepping away. “I’m hungry. Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    My mind went all over the place when I thought of food and Amber. If I closed my eyes I’d be able to picture eating an assortment of desserts from her naked skin. “Yeah, that sounds great.” 
 
    I followed Amber for about five miles down the main highway. We parked in front of this little diner, and she met me at the front door. “This place has amazing pancakes.” 
 
    Once again she was winning me over. “You like pancakes?” 
 
    “I love them. I could eat them three times a day.” 
 
    I smiled and looked down at the ground to hide my excitement. “Yeah, me too. It’s kind of family thing.” 
 
    “Your aunt makes the best. The first time I had her pancakes I asked if I could move in.” 
 
    Mentally I made a note to learn her magic ingredient so I could make them for Amber later.  “She does. There’s nothing like waking up Christmas morning and having them.” 
 
    A hostess seated us in a booth at the far end of the establishment. Just as we sat down a waitress walked over to greet us. “I’m Patty. Can I get you some drinks while you decide on what you want?” 
 
    “I’ll have a hard cider,” Amber announced before looking in my direction. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    The waitress looked at both of us. “Can I see some ID?” 
 
    After proving we were both over twenty-one, she came back and served us with two frosty glasses. She took our orders and finally left us to be alone. Amber sipped at her drink first. “I love this stuff. It’s so good with apple pancakes. I can’t believe you ordered the same thing.” 
 
    “What can I say, it sounds delicious.” 
 
    “It is. I promise. I especially like the whipped cream on top.” She giggled. “I need to remember who I’m talking to. You probably hear the mention of whipped cream and think about sex.” 
 
    I almost spit my drink all over her. While sitting it down and wiping off my nose, I thought of a witty comeback. “I’d say you were the one with the dirty mind. I was just thinking about dinner.” 
 
    She balled up a napkin and tossed it at me. “Oh my gosh. Don’t turn that around on me. You forget that I’ve been with you at the dinner table. You’re an instigator.” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah, maybe. I can’t help it. I enjoy making people smile, especially beautiful women with bright blue eyes.” 
 
    I could tell she was taking my words in and churning them around in that gorgeous mind of hers. “Jax, I think we need to make some rules for this friendship. If there aren’t boundaries I won’t be able to spend time with you.” 
 
    I leaned forward, hoping to get a rise out of her. “You keep saying that, but deep down I can tell you’re attracted to me. I respect your work rules, and I’ll keep my distance, but I’m not going to sit here and pretend that I wouldn’t like to explore every inch of you.” 
 
    Amber looked uncomfortable. “I appreciate your honesty.” She looked down at her drink when she spoke again. “You are attractive, Jax. You know you are. That’s part of the reason why I can’t like you that way.” 
 
    “Because I’m over-confident?” I inquired. 
 
    She finally looked up into my eyes. “Basically. Look, I can’t get into it, but I’ve had bad luck with guys in the past. I’m attracted to people that think they can control me, and I won’t go through that again.” 
 
    I could have reached across the table and promised I wasn’t the guy she was describing, but I’d always been the one to make decisions in my last relationship. “You’re right. You have me completely pegged. I’m a conceited douche bag that likes to fuck hot chicks.” While she backed away and tried to dissect my words, I continued. “But I’m also a lonely guy who really needs someone outside of my family to be my friend. I’ve never been in this position. My brother’s always there for me. Now that he’s my problem I don’t know where to turn, or who to talk to. I got them back together, but every day I hate myself for it. She was the first woman I’ve ever loved, and now she’ll probably go off and marry Jake. They’ll have two point five kids and a dog named Alfalfa. He’ll build her their dream home, and they’ll sit on the wrap around porch sipping coffee while the kids play in the drizzling rain.” 
 
    Amber let out an air-filled laugh and finished off her beverage. “Jax, you’ve put way too much thought in your brother’s future. You can’t do that and expect to move on.” 
 
    “I know.” I wiped off the condensation on my glass. “It’s the only way I know how to cope. I keep thinking that if he’s happy I could somehow be able to appreciate it. I get that it’s stupid.” 
 
    “You’re not stupid. You’re human and you’re hurting. Frankly I don’t blame your family for not wanting to get in the middle of it. They love both of you. They want you to be happy. So while Jake is starting a new life with Reese, and they’re happy for him, they’re saddened that you’re hurting. It’s a lose-lose situation.” 
 
    The waitress delivered us two more frosty drinks and I thanked her before addressing her statement. “This is why I like hanging out with you. You tell me like it is.” 
 
    “I only speak the truth.” 
 
    “This friendship…what does it entail?” 
 
    Amber folded her hands and took a deep breath. While I waited for her response, I admired her hair up in a messy bun and the smoothness of the skin on her neck. She had one freckle right under her ear, and I could picture kissing it as my nose glided up to her lobe. 
 
    “I’ll be there for you until you figure things out, but only if you stop coming to the club. I don’t like to mix business with personal. When I’m there I become someone else. It helps to perform better. I don’t like to be Amber when I’m on that stage.” 
 
    This was going to be harder than I expected. “Well if I can’t go to the club how will I get to see you naked? Can we go naked camping just as friends?” 
 
    She covered her face to contain her laughter. “Jax, you’re crazy.” 
 
    “What? I’m being serious. How about it? I’ll pitch a tent and when it’s dark we’ll strip down in front of the fire, across from each other, of course. Then we’ll spend the whole night talking about our fears. If you force my hand I’ll play truth or dare, but I draw the line at naked tree climbing. The bark gives me splinters on my balls, and I don’t want to experience that ever again.” 
 
    I could tell she was entertained.  
 
    “Don’t laugh at me. It took three weeks to get them all out.” 
 
    Our food delivery ended our moment. Right away I watched Amber cutting up her pancakes and making sure syrup and whipped cream covered every bite. She stuck a fork full in her mouth and closed her eyes, savoring the taste. “This is amazing,” she said with a mouth full. 
 
    “You have terrible manners.” 
 
    Amber opened her mouth and began laughing. She was cute when she responded to my humor, and it was another reason added to the list of why I wanted her to be mine. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    Amber 
 
    This wasn’t how I saw my night going, but in all honesty it was the most fun I’d had in forever. I just hoped that Jax was okay with a friendship label. Being around him made me feel things, but I’d been in this position before. I’d let myself fall for someone that took my breath away, and it turned out to be terrifying. I held onto that each time Jax said something funny and made me smile. My mind was fighting my heart, and I prayed that it would win the battle.  
 
    We sat there for hours once we’d finished our food. After talking briefly about his circumstance, we began getting to know each other better. He told me all about his childhood, and the endeavors that he and Jake got into when they were younger. I valued their relationship so much, because I’d been there with my own sister.  
 
    After some time our waitress stopped coming to ask if we needed anything. By midnight another rush of people had come in, and it was obvious she needed her table back for the next paying customer. Reluctantly we paid our check and walked side by side to the parking lot. When we reached my car Jax stopped with me. He gave me this look, and I knew what it implied. “Thanks for sharing a meal with me, Jax. I had a lot of fun.” 
 
    “You’ve had a lot to drink. Let me drive you home.” He crossed his heart with his hand. “I swear I won’t touch you. I’m just trying to ensure that my only friend gets home in one piece.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied. Even standing there I could tell I was dizzy. I thought that I’d spread my drinks apart enough.  
 
    “I insist.” 
 
    “What if you just follow me? Once you see me park you can head on your way. I’ll need my car in the morning, and it’s out of your way to pick me back up.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I don’t live far. It’s a country road. Just follow behind me. If I start to sway flash your high beams and I’ll pull over.” 
 
    When he’d agreed, we got into our vehicles and started on our way. With him behind me I had time to process the evening. Sure, I’d promised to show up for his party. We probably would have ended up spending the same amount of time together, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a mutual connection between us. As exciting as it was to feel something for a guy after a whole year had passed, I still had to keep the wall up. I wasn’t ready to accept that he wouldn’t do the same thing to me. I’d seen him being aggressive with his brother. He had an angry side to him, which I’d have to keep reminding myself in order to keep him at a distance. 
 
    I drove slow, but made it to the parking lot in one piece. Figuring Jax would keep driving, I grabbed my purse and headed to the door.  
 
    Him jumping out scared the daylights out of me. I screamed and covered my mouth so that my neighbors couldn’t hear me.  
 
    He touched my shoulder while laughing hysterically. “Holy shit. I thought you saw me.” 
 
    “No. I thought you left.” 
 
    He dropped his hand and looked directly into my eyes. “I wanted to say goodbye first.” 
 
    “Jax, we talked about this.” 
 
    Before I could argue my case on why we shouldn’t kiss, he leaned forward and put his lips against my cheek. For a second I closed my eyes and accepted the affectionate gesture.  
 
    “Thanks for hanging out with me, Amber. It was a lot of fun being myself again.” 
 
    I watched as he began walking in the direction of the parking lot. This was where I should have unlocked my door and went inside without looking back. It was where I made sure every window and entryway was fastened tight before going to bed. This was the part that I’d taught myself to avoid at all costs.  
 
    “Jax, wait.” He turned around halfway between me and the lot. “I have a couch if you don’t feel like driving back to ranch. It’s not comfortable, and I’m not sharing any of the pillows on my bed. I’m locking my room, and I won’t answer even if you tell me the place is on fire, but you’re welcome to stay.” 
 
    My hands were shaking after I’d said it. A part of me wanted to retract the statement, run inside, and pretend he wasn’t standing on the opposite side.  
 
    “Jake would freak out if I didn’t come home. I’m in.” 
 
    Before opening my door, I wanted to reiterate the rules. “I’m serious about what I said. I don’t let people in my house.” 
 
    “Do you want to blindfold me and tie my hands behind my back? I can’t promise that I won’t like it, but I’d do it to prove I’m not a creep. I’ve already seen you naked without effort. We had fun tonight, and to be honest, I don’t want to fuck that up. If inviting me in makes you feel weird I’ll go home.” 
 
    “No.” I whispered. “I trust you.” 
 
    Did I really trust this guy? Seth had been the same way to me at first. What if history was repeating itself and I was setting myself up for another assault? 
 
    Without speaking about my concerns we entered my place. I tossed my keys into a basket and kicked my shoes in the coat closet. Jax followed me into the living room and pointed to the couch. “Is this my bed?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is it okay?” 
 
    “It’s fine. Do you have extra blankets or a bath towel I can cover up with? It’s cold as shit in here.” 
 
    “I keep it cool so I can cuddle under my cozy covers, and no you’re not sleeping with a bath towel. I’ll get you a blanket, and if you sit there quietly I may even share a pillow.” 
 
    He folded his hands together and smiled. “I’ll be like this when you get back.” 
 
    When I walked into my room I closed the door and leaned against it. My heart felt as if it were going to beat out of my chest, and I was sweating like a pig.  
 
    While rushing to put on some more comfortable sleepwear, I settled for a one-piece footed monkey themed ensemble. It was hideous, and the less sexy I felt the least threatening Jax would be. 
 
    I pulled a blanket off my bed and fetched a pillow before joining him in the living room. If I felt sweaty before I was now boiling in the full body suit.  
 
    Jax covered his face and began shaking his head. “What the fuck do you have on? Please tell me you’re not wearing that to bed.” 
 
    “I am. I also have a lock that keeps the zipper from moving down. So even if you have a way to pick locks, you won’t be able to get into my pants.” 
 
    Jax caught me off guard when he stood up right in front of me. “You keep talking to me like I’m going to attack you. That shit happened to my cousin. I take it pretty serious. If her situation has made you worry about me, you can stop. I said I wouldn’t touch you and I mean it. You don’t have to dress like a jungle animal to keep me away. I’ll have you know that female apes are sexy.” 
 
    I shoved him back down on the sofa. “Shut up. I have every right to be weary. You did come to watch me strip two days in a row.” 
 
    He put his palms up. “For the record I showed up tonight for the company. You and I both know I wasn’t watching what you were doing, though it’s hard to not notice a body like yours.” He looked right into my eyes. “What can I say to make you feel more comfortable around me?” 
 
      
 
    I sat down on my coffee table and looked at Jax. In this moment he seemed harmless. If only I could tell him why I was scared to be close to him. “Tell me you don’t want me.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Do it anyway. Please.” 
 
    He reached over, but I backed away before he could touch me. “I’m not going to lie about it. I want you.” 
 
    I stood up and backed away from him. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll be here, on the couch, all alone. If you need to cuddle, or that suit isn’t warm enough just let me know.” 
 
    When I closed my door I hesitated locking it. Sure, I’d put myself in harm’s way, but I was ninety-nine percent sure I wasn’t in danger from Jax, not physically. The trouble I was worried about was the emotional kind. He wasn’t just a handsome face. His sense of humor, combined with his ability to not give up left me desiring him. I had to lock my door, because it was taking everything I had in me to not go back out there and tell him we were on the same page.  
 
    The pajamas came off before I climbed into my bed. In the distance I could hear faint snoring, and unlike the fear that overwhelmed me most nights, I felt safe with him there. For a while I laid there listening to him, and the constant pattern of his breathing. Then, I climbed out of bed to peek. With my door cracked open I peered out to see him sleeping. The blanket had half fallen off of him, and even though I knew it was a bad idea I made my way over to cover him up. In nothing but a tank top and a pair of shorts, I crept quiet making sure not to wake him. When I placed the blanket over his body he startled me by touching my leg. I screamed and fell back into the coffee table, feeling it collapsing beneath me. Jax was already pulling me to my feet when he realized what had happened. “Holy shit. Are you okay?” 
 
    I was so embarrassed. “Oh my god. Please don’t say anything. I was just…your covers fell off, and I -.” 
 
    He placed his finger over my lips. “Go back to bed. I’ll clean up the mess.” 
 
    While hurrying to get away from the obvious confusion, I heard him say something. “Oh, and next time you should probably turn on the lights. It would prevent you from having to buy new furniture. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get some beauty sleep. I don’t get this sexy face naturally like you do.” 
 
    When I turned to look at him he was already on the ground picking up pieces of the table.  
 
    Back in my room, I listened to him cleaning up. When it became quiet I knew he’d gone back to sleep. With a locked door between us, I closed my eyes and imagined what it would be like to have a boyfriend. As exciting as it seemed, I couldn’t let myself feel that way again. I knew how it would end, and that pain was something I swore I’d never let myself feel again. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    When she went into her room the second time, I cleaned up the broken table. I hoped that she hadn’t injured herself, but didn’t want to knock on the door to ask if she was okay.  
 
    My evening hadn’t gone as expected. Surprisingly it was even better. Not only had we shared a meal, but I was now in her living room spending the night. While I lay there, I listened to how quiet it was, while thinking about our time together. Even though she hadn’t talked much about herself, I felt like we were making progress on a friend level. It certainly wasn’t where I would have liked to been, but I wasn’t going to complain. Amber needed to be able to trust me, and I was on a mission to prove she could.  
 
    I didn’t wake up until morning, and when I did, it was because someone was taking a feather to my nose. I sat up abruptly sneezing. Amber covered her mouth and began laughing. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Sorry. I was about to make my shake for breakfast but didn’t want to wake you. Then I thought I’d tease you with this peacock feather. You should have seen your face.” 
 
    I scratched my head and looked around the room. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    “Eight? Why are we awake this early? It’s the weekend.” Did this chick seriously get up at the crack of dawn? 
 
    Then I saw what she was wearing. The tight exercise outfit left nothing to the imagination. As she sauntered into the kitchen I got a good look at her ass. She started the blender before addressing my question. I watched a green concoction tumbling inside of it. The idea of her consuming it was disturbing. “I like to get an early start. I get up every morning, drink my shake and go out for a run. Do you think I have this figure without effort?” 
 
     I shrugged. “Maybe. I mean you did eat like ten pancakes last night. Now I know why you were so hungry. If I had to eat or drink, or whatever you do with that shit I’d be hungry too.” 
 
    “Don’t knock it until you try it, Jax. It’s packed with vitamins and minerals. I hardly ever get sick, and believe me, the club is full of germs.” 
 
    I curled up my face, imagining the kind of germs she was referring to. “I need to take a piss.” 
 
    “The bathroom is through there,” she pointed to the doorway. 
 
    “Yeah, I used it last night before the table episode. I hope that wasn’t expensive.” 
 
    “A friend gave it to me. It’s not a big deal. I was always tripping over it anyway.” I watched her sipping on the grass colored beverage and cringed.  
 
    In the bathroom I took it upon myself to snoop around. Her deodorant smelled like heaven, and even the shampoo made me want to take an immediate shower. While brushing my teeth with my finger, I opened her medicine cabinet and noticed a medication that I didn’t recognize the name. I found some hair remover, and even a vegazzle kit. When I heard her knocking I quickly closed the door and turned off the water. 
 
    She was waiting on the other side of the door, still drinking her breakfast. “Did you get a good look around?” 
 
    “What?” I played dumb. 
 
    “When you’re in the kitchen you can hear the medicine cabinet opening.” 
 
    “I was looking for an extra toothbrush, but ended up using my finger, if you must know.” 
 
    “Whatever. So did you want some of this?” 
 
    I put my hands up. “Seriously? Keep that shit away from me.” 
 
    She took another gulp and wiped the residue off her top lip. “You don’t know what you’re missing. I heard it’s great for changing the taste of semen.” A crooked grin stared back at me. 
 
    “I’ve never had a complaint before.” 
 
    I watched her place her empty glass in the sink and rinse it out. “So, do you need to go home right away, or do you feel like going for a run?” 
 
    I looked down at what I was wearing. The blue jeans and Henley shirt weren’t going to cut it. Then I imagined going back to the farm and the fact that she wouldn’t be there. I slipped on my shoes and walked in the direction of the front door. “Let me go check my trunk for some shoes. I might have some stuff in there.” 
 
    Once outside, I searched every inch of my vehicle, only coming up a pair of sneakers. I checked my boxers to see if I could make it around a block or two without my dick flying out. Then I marched back up the steps to tell her the bad news. “Amber, I’m not going to be able to go. I’m just going to head home.” 
 
    “Hold on there, Skippy. Not so fast.”  
 
    Lying on the sofa was a t-shirt and a pair of men’s cotton shorts. She pointed at them. “I don’t know if they’ll fit, but I had these in my closet. I wear them as pajamas because they’re so baggy.” 
 
    “I can’t wear these,” I started. “They’re girl clothes.” 
 
    She pulled two bottles of water out of the refrigerator. “Jax, I take this seriously. If you don’t want to go you don’t have to. I’m leaving now, so I can get back and enjoy my day off.” 
 
    I let my pants and boxers drop to the floor, stepping out of them before she had a chance to comprehend what was happening. While her jaw dropped, I took off my shirt and spread my arms.  
 
    She put her hands up to prevent from seeing me in my birthday suit. “Oh my God! What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to make this friendship even. I’ve seen you, and now you’ve seen me. Do you need me to twirl around a couple times?” 
 
    When she didn’t answer I reached over and shoved her arms down. Amber stared into my eyes, not letting her own linger anywhere else. “You’re crazy, Jax.” 
 
    I lifted a shirt over my head before pulling my underwear back up and then finally the shorts. While she struggled to accept that I wasn’t modest, I rubbed my hands together. “So, do you think you can keep up with me? You do know I’m a football star, right?” 
 
    Her right brow cocked. “Is that supposed to make you tough? Do you think you can outrun me?” 
 
    Was she challenging me? “Um, yeah I do.” 
 
    She began to stretch. “You’ll be sorry.” 
 
    “Let’s put a wager out there, since you’re so sure of yourself.” 
 
    “Fine,” she agreed. “Nothing sexual though.” 
 
    “Damn.” I laughed. “Just kidding. I don’t want sex. Well, I kind of do want sex, but that’s not what I’m talking about. You see, this friendship is a little one-sided. I’ve told you all about my problems and my life, but you’ve barely said one thing about yourself. If I beat you, then you have to tell me one secret that nobody else knows.” 
 
    Amber smirked. “You’re on, but only because I know you won’t beat me. No man has ever been able to keep up.” 
 
    Before I could comment on how bad that sounded, she took off out the door, leaving it open for me to follow her. Now, I knew I had to stop to make sure it was shut, so by the time I made it outside she was halfway down the street. I sprinted toward her, dodging a car as it pulled into a parking spot.  
 
    “Come on, slow poke,” she called out, slowing her pace so that I had a chance. As I raced up to be even with her, she took off again, darting onto the adjacent road. I dug my feet harder, trying to use traction to my advantage. Two blocks later I was still behind her, increasing the space between us as she gained more feet. When I was out of breath I kept going, because she didn’t let down. My stomach began to hurt, and my throat dried while I fought to keep at a steady pace.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how many blocks we’d ran, but it seemed like twenty miles. Rounding the corner and recognizing my car made me feel relieved, except for the fact that she was already standing on the steps with her hands at her hips, smiling. While I stood in front of her, hunched over and gasping for air, she handed me a water out of her hip sack. “Looks like you need this more than me. I can make it upstairs without dying, but you...well let’s just say you’ve seen better days.” 
 
    I went to reach for her and missed. “Wait! How did you… what the… do you have super powers? Is that it? Are you from another planet? Do you gain strength from the sun and have a fortress of solitude? Is that your secret? Do you have x-ray vision? Can you fly?” 
 
    I crept up the stairs, struggling to lift my legs the four inches to climb each one, while she jogged the rest of the way, displaying her muscular calves. Amber was all smiles when I made it back into her apartment and collapsed on the cold tile floor. I had to admit that it felt like heaven since my body was quickly overheating. Even though it was still early in the morning, the sun was fully exposed. That mixed with the rate I fought to keep up left me wheezing for oxygen.  
 
    She stood at the countertop, sipping on a fresh bottle of water. “I warned you I’d win.” 
 
    I let my face fall flat on the hard floor. “Fine. What do I have to do? Do I start with the toilet and then the floors.” 
 
    Amber covered her mouth and giggled. She pointed at me, silently mocking how defeated I was. It was appalling to be beat so bad by a girl, especially one that wouldn’t even show me her cookies unless I paid for it. “I don’t want you to clean my house, Jax. I have a better idea of what you can do for me. You might even like it.” 
 
    That got me up off the floor. My mind wandered to hot showers, and afternoon delights. 
 
    While coming to stand on the opposite side of her counter I flashed her my pearly whites. “So, what shall I do for you? Your wish is my command.” 
 
    She leaned forward, showing more cleavage than I was probably allowed to see. “You’ll need to go shower. I don’t like a sweaty man touching me. I can wash your clothes if you need me to.” 
 
    “Will I need clothes for this?” She was being so secretive. I half expected her to lean closer and let me feel those lips for the first time.  
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    She’d lost me. That fast I couldn’t figure out what I was going to be doing. “Will you need clothes on?” 
 
    “Let’s put it this way. You’ll definitely be touching my naked skin.” 
 
    I ran toward the bathroom, kicking all of my clothes into the hallway before closing the door. I didn’t lock it, in case she wanted to join me.  
 
    As fast as my hands could move, I scrubbed every appendage, making sure to add shampoo and conditioner to my balls and ass-crack. I wanted her to think I had the cleanest nut-sack in the state. When I was all finished, I wrapped a towel around myself and strut out into the living room. Amber pranced from her bedroom and handed me another outfit. This time the shirt was pink, and it said something about breast cancer awareness. The shorts weren’t men’s like the other ones. These were shorter and white in color. I held them up and looked at her. “Are you fucking serious? Is this a joke?” 
 
    “I don’t have much to select from. I’ve put your stuff in the washer. As soon as it’s done you can change.” 
 
    “I’d rather be naked.” 
 
    She sighed and shook her head. “Please, just put them on until your clothes are done. It’s two hours of your life.” She ran her hands through her hair. “I’m going to get cleaned up. When I get out I’ll tell you what I require.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands together and licked my lips. “If it’s as kinky as it sounds I’m all in.” 
 
    She snickered and smiled before disappearing into the bathroom. Reluctantly, I squished my poor genitals into the form fitting shorts, and actually enjoyed the way they made everything feel so close. I did a couple jumping jacks noticing that they didn’t budge. Instead of making the situation worse, I decided to leave off the pink shirt. Nothing against guys that wear the color, it just wasn’t for me. When the water stopped running, I made my way over to the couch and positioned myself to look sexy as she came out. My objective was to give her a first glimpse that she wouldn’t be able to refuse. I tightened my stomach muscles and held my breath, making my abs as pronounced as I could get them.  
 
    Amber came out of the steaming bathroom and headed into her room, without even looking in my direction. After releasing the passage of air, I was disappointed. She took forever in the room, and I honestly thought she was getting ready to get freaky. Had our one night together been enough for me to get into those panties? Was she giving into temptation already? Was I that irresistible? 
 
    Feeling like I was on my game, I watched as she emerged from the bedroom. Her hair was in a messy bun and she had on a bathrobe that revealed a t-shirt and shorts underneath of it. In her hand was a small bag. She came over and sat down beside me. “Are you ready to get started?” 
 
    Did she have to ask? “Um, yeah.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled and unzipped the bag, taking out two bottles of something and a pumice stone. Then she pulled out the polish and looked toward me. “Have you ever done this before? A pedicure?” 
 
    This was a joke. It had to be a fucking joke. She wanted me to rub her feet and paint her toenails? “You’ve got to be shitting me.” 
 
    “Fair is fair. You said you’d do anything. If you weren’t here I’d be at the salon. I figure that if you want to hang out this afternoon, you can help me out.” 
 
    She put her leg on top of mine, and it may not have been what I had in mind, but I liked the way it felt to have her close to me.  
 
    I stuck out my hand. “Give me the first lotion.” 
 
    “It’s a scrub first. You rub it on my feet and my calves for about five to ten minutes. It’s like a massage, but less sexy.” 
 
    I gave an annoyed look. “Are you trying to make this seem better?” 
 
    “You said you wanted to touch me. This is how friends touch. I can go to the salon if you want.” 
 
    I squirted the contents into my hand and smacked it against her leg. As I ran my hand up her smooth skin I suddenly forgot all about how embarrassing this was. Amber was allowing me to massage her. Sure, it was only her lower legs and feet, but if I did a good job she’d want me to do it again. Then, after some time, maybe she’d let me go further. I’d play this little game for as long as it took, because I knew the treasure she kept locked up was well worth the struggle. 
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    Chapter 12 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    Did Jax really think I wanted to have sex with him? He was such a scheming pervert that it made me laugh. No matter what was said he was determined to take it sexual. I played mind games with him for that reason. I could tell how excited he was at the thought of me coming out of that bathroom and rocking his world. It was difficult to contain how funny it was to scheme against him.  
 
    I think when he realized just what I wanted him to do it reminded me of a little puppy dog, whose best friend left for a whole day at school. His sad little face begged for attention, but I wouldn’t give him any. If Jax wanted to be my friend he had to learn how to act the part. 
 
    After spreading my robe down to catch any dripping cream, I watched Jax get to work on my first leg. He scrunched up his face. “What is this shit? It feels like sand.” 
 
    “It’s a scrub. It cleans off the dry skin and makes my skin smooth.” 
 
    “Well right now it feels like you rolled on a beach. Now as much as that would seem sexy, it’s pretty filthy. Most beaches are made up of tiny shells. Shells are the homes for creatures, and when they die they smell rancid. The idea of rubbing rotten shells all over your skin is disturbing.” 
 
    “Jax.” I giggled. “You’re so funny.” 
 
    “I just tell it like it is.” 
 
    I leaned back and relaxed as he worked his strong fingers against my skin. “Are you sure you haven’t done this before?” 
 
    “Never. To be honest I think feet are disgusting.” 
 
    I pulled my leg away quickly and sat up. “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    He took ahold of it. “Not your feet. They’re cute. I like them.” 
 
    Right then he began massaging my heel. The sheer pleasure it gave me was almost better than anything I’d felt before. I closed my eyes and savored the feel until it started to tickle. As I retracted he held it tighter.  
 
    “Is someone ticklish?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” I replied. 
 
    Jax smiled and kept working, rubbing hard enough that it was bearable. “If you tell anyone I did this I may have to hogtie you and force you to eat sardines until you throw up.” 
 
    She curled her lips and retorted. “Sick.” 
 
    “Seriously, don’t you dare tell anyone I lost a bet, or I rubbed your damn feet. I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    “Why are you doing it then? You could have left with your dignity.” 
 
    Jax smiled and patted my leg. “I’m really trying to earn brownie points. At some point you’ll see I’m irresistible, and I’ll be the one fending you off.” He winked after he said it. “You should go rinse this one.” 
 
    When I stood to walk into the bathroom to clean off my leg, I turned around and saw him looking at me, but he wasn’t being perverted. For the first time Jax looked genuinely happy. Then I noticed the way the shorts fit him. I could literally see everything he had. “Oh my god! Jax.” I covered my mouth and laughed so hard tears came out of my eyes. “Your frank and beans are mixed together.” 
 
    “It feels good. I might just have to take these home with me.” He grabbed his crotch as he said it.  
 
    It was a good thing that I needed to rinse my leg, because being this close to him was only making the attraction harder to fight. I wasn’t denying that it was there. I just didn’t want him to know it. I wouldn’t be some rebound girl that gave him sex to clear his head. I wasn’t capable of doing it even if I wanted to. My vagina was out of commission unless it was being satisfied by a battery-operated device. It had been man free since Seth, and I wasn’t able to begin to assume I could get over that. 
 
    Since I knew he was waiting for me I hurried back. Jax already had his hands filled with the scrub. He worked his magic on my second leg while I studied his features close up. His light brown eyes were so attractive, and I thought his slightly crooked nose was distinguished. His white teeth brightened the room, and when he grinned with his cocky-trademark half-smile, and that voice, let’s just say I imagined it whispering sweet nothings to me until I lost control.  
 
    That’s how pathetically horny he was making me. It had been so long since I’d been touched. Having him massage my lower legs was a huge step for me. It meant I was trusting him, which to me said I was letting down my guard.  
 
    After rinsing my second leg Jax rubbed smooth lotion on both legs and feet. He slid his fingers between each toe making sure that every crevice was attended to. Then when he was all finished he leaned down and kissed the top of each foot. “Your feet are done, madam.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I crossed my legs and appreciated how amazing they felt. “Your turn.” 
 
    Jax brought one leg over the other and folded his hands on top. He spoke like a female. “As much as I love getting mani’s and pedi’s, I think I’ll pass. I wouldn’t want my regular girl getting all pissy the next time I come in. She doesn’t like to share her business if you catch my drift. I mean, a girls’ gotta do what a girls’ gotta do, right?” He swung his head back like he had long hair. Then he sighed when he noticed I was in hysterics. “Are my loser duties finished, or was that only the beginning?” 
 
    I tapped on my mouth to ponder on his question. “What if we watch movies and order a pizza? You can paint my toes when we’re done eating.” 
 
    “Like together? On this couch? You in that outfit, and me in this one?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not tired of me?” 
 
    I liked that he asked. “If you overstay your welcome I’ll make sure to kick you right out.” 
 
    “Promise?” He asked. 
 
    “Of course. It’s not everyday I have friends stay over.” 
 
    “I just want to clear something up real fast. First, I’m not letting you paint my toenails. If you think for one second you’re putting that bright pink on my toes you’re mistaken. I draw the line at masculinity.” 
 
    “I like the company. You’re funny to be around.” 
 
    He patted my leg, and I didn’t pull away. “The company is nice, Amber. It beats hanging out with my brother.” 
 
    I knew he couldn’t stay forever, and that this friendship was extremely dangerous, but I needed it. Aside from Christian, I didn’t have people in my life that I could trust. “What do you like on your pizza?” 
 
    “Hot blondes that let me rub their feet.” 
 
    “Jax.” I gave him a witty look. 
 
    “Whatever. I’m a man. I eat anything.” 
 
    I picked up the phone to order and it rang in my hand. I rolled my eyes when I saw the number. 
 
    Jax peeked over. “Is it someone from my family?” 
 
    “No, mine.” I rolled my eyes and turned to address the call. “Hi, mom.” 
 
    “Hi, honey. Just wondering if you’ve picked a weekend? We were hoping you could come next Friday. I know it’s short notice, but your dad took off. He wants to take the boat out Saturday, and then we can go through the things in the house Sunday.” 
 
    While she spoke I kept looking over at Jax. If things were different he’d be a great guy to take home with me. They’d hate him, which in turn would prevent them from inviting me to visit. “Mom, can you hang on second?” I covered the receiver and looked over at him. “What are you doing next weekend?” 
 
    “Why? Is it a stripper convention? If so, I’m totally in.” 
 
    I kicked him lightly. “This is my mother. They don’t know what I do.” 
 
    He looked upset and mouthed that he was sorry.  
 
    “Seriously, can you do me a huge favor?” 
 
    “Does it require me to wear something like this?” 
 
    I laughed and moved my head from side to side. “Not unless you want to.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Mom, I’ll call you when I’m on the way Friday night.” 
 
    “We’ll see you soon.” 
 
    When I hung up I took a couple seconds to prepare for the conversation I was about to have. Since she’d called out of nowhere I hadn’t had time to think about what I was saying. “I’m taking you home with me next weekend, but before you read too much into it, I need you to only pretend we’re a couple.” I covered my face. “I can’t believe I’m asking you to do this. If you don’t want to it’s okay. You must think I’m a terrible friend. First I make you rub my feet and now I’m asking you to lie. I just hate visiting my parents, and you walking in with me would make it easier.” 
 
    “I’ll go. It’s fine.” His interest was reassuring. 
 
    “Jax, promise me that you won’t expect anything from me.” 
 
    He crossed his heart. “Amber, I like you. Here’s the thing though. I don’t have anyone else here. If I can stay away from the ranch for a couple of days it’s worth it.” 
 
    “You haven’t met my parents.” 
 
    “Isn’t your dad a doctor?” 
 
    “There’s something I should tell you.” I looked down. Just imagining the words made me feel sick. “I haven’t been close to them since my sister died. They blame me for her death.” 
 
    Jax was focused on my face. He was trying to read me and I hated it. I looked away quickly to avoid accidental eye contact. 
 
    “Why would they blame you?”
I stood up and started walking into the next room. “I’m sorry. I can’t talk about this.” 
 
    With my back turned to him I didn’t expect that he’d chase after me. When I felt his hands on my shoulders I spun around startled. He rubbed a tear from my cheek. “Do you want me to order that pizza?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    For a moment he stood there with his hands on my shoulders. I half expected him to pull me in for a hug, but he didn’t budge. With a smile, he simply turned around and looked for my phone. After finding it, he walked it over for me to pull up the number. 
 
    I stood there in awe as he called and ordered us pizza, wings, and beverages. He even gave them his credit card information to pay for it all. When he was finished he handed me back the phone and winked again. Our eyes were fixed. “When you do want to talk about it, I’ll listen. As far as next weekend goes, well I’ll pretend to be whatever you want, so long as I get to spend time with you. I can’t tell you how great it’s been to hang out with you this morning. I mean, I could pass on the foot scrub, but it was nice being able to touch you without you freaking out. You better be careful. I might get the impression that you actually like being around me. We both know that’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    Jax motioned to the living room. “Come on. Let’s find something to watch.” 
 
    When I sat down beside him I felt content. He wasn’t pushing me to let him touch my skin. He wasn’t even staring at me like men did at the club. Jax was treating me like a real person. I wondered if this was normal for him, or that maybe our friendship was something new for us both. No matter what the case, I was comfortable. My shrink would say it was progress, but I was afraid that it could end up being more than I could handle. If that happened I didn’t know what I’d do. 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Jax 
 
    When the pizza arrived I watched a physically fit woman scarf down three whole pieces. I downed my cola and belched loudly, worrying she’d be offended. Nope. Not this chick. She followed my burp with one that made me seem like I was two years old. While covering her mouth, we both burst into laughter. Little did she know that I felt as if I’d found the ying to my yang. It wasn’t just our blooming friendship that made me drawn to her. It certainly wasn’t just for the looks like I’d originally thought. She was the whole package. She was beautiful, educated, independent, and above all witty. I loved her sense of humor, and how she accepted mine. This was no longer just a mission to get into her pants. After spending the night, and now half the day, I was in awe of this chick. The problem was that the faster I was falling for her, the more she was making it clear that we were just friends. A part of me could live with that, because I enjoyed the company, but the other part, the one that made all the decisions, wanted so much more than she was willing to give. 
 
    We decided to watch a show about cops, well criminals really. Amber sat beside me with enough room to pull her feet up. I took her by surprise and grabbed one of them, sitting it into my lap. “Hand me the polish.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I was sort of kidding.” 
 
    “No you weren’t. I’ll do it. A bet is a bet.” I was only doing it to be able to touch her. That’s how desperate I’d become. Holding onto her foot for five minutes was as close to being with Amber as I would get.  
 
    The bright fluorescent color filled the little wand as I pulled it out and stroked it over her big toe. At first she was watching my every move. Since I’d never done it before, I had no idea what I was doing. Every brush touched a part of her skin, making that pink too. “You suck at this, Jax.” 
 
    “Shut up. I’m an artist.” While I tried to do a good job her phone started ringing again.  
 
    She reached over on the table and picked it up. “Hey, Chris. What’s up?” 
 
    I watched her eyes get huge. “Whoa! Slow down.” She put the call on speakerphone. 
 
    “We’ve been calling him and leavin’ messages since last night. Now his parents are freakin’ out. They thought he’d gotten mad and gone home to avoid bein’ around Jake, but he’s not there. Will you go out ridin’ around with me while Jake and Ethan start hittin’ all the bars in the area?” 
 
    I began to laugh. Amber shoved me with her foot. 
 
    I was motioning to her to not tell them where I was.  
 
    “Chris, Jax is fine. Trust me.” 
 
    “Did you see him at the club last night? He didn’t come home.” 
 
    “He’s safe.” She stared into my eyes as she said it. 
 
    My cousin’s voice changed. “Is he there with you right now?” 
 
    “Hi, cuz,” I announced with laughter. 
 
    “What the hell? You had us worried sick. Why haven’t you answered your phone?” She asked. 
 
    “I’m a grown man. I didn’t think it was a big deal that my phone died last night. Amber and I went out for a late bite to eat, and I crashed on her couch. Calm your puss.” I tickled her feet as I spoke out loud, not wanting to take a single second away from our time together. “Can we hang up now? We’re kind of in the middle of something.” 
 
    “Jax, no we aren’t,” Amber corrected. 
 
    “Yes we are!” I reiterated louder, feeling a foot shoving into my abdomen when I did it. 
 
    “Chris, we’re watching television. I swear.” 
 
    “Naked. We’re totally naked. I showed her my penis and she loves it. She thinks it’s cute.” I kept going, while she continued trying to get me to stop, still holding the phone. 
 
    “I’m hangin’ up. I’ll let everyone know you’re an asshole and you’re fine. Use a phone next time, Jax. Some people care what happens to you.” 
 
    Amber clicked the end button and sat the phone down. “I should have known you’d say something smart. Now she thinks we’re screwing each other.” 
 
    “Who cares? Is there a boyfriend that’s going to show up and kick my ass, or try to?” 
 
    She shook her head fast. “No! I promised her I’d steer clear of you.” 
 
    “What?” I was shocked. “Is that why I haven’t seen you around until recently? You’ve been avoiding me?” 
 
    Amber smiled and looked down. “Sort of.” 
 
    I took the polish and painted her whole pinky toe. “That’s what you get.” 
 
    “You suck.” 
 
    “No, you do,” I replied. “We could have been friends for weeks. I can’t believe my cousin would cock-block me. She knows what I’ve been through.” 
 
    “That’s why she did it. Look, Jax, you may not understand this, but I’ve been through a lot in recent years. After what happened to you she thought it would be a mess if we hooked up.” 
 
    “So is that why you won’t admit that you’re attracted to me?” 
 
    She pulled both knees up and held them. “No.” I watched her sigh. “It won’t work. Trust me, please. It’s not you.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that. Of course it’s me.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I swear. I wish I could tell you the reason, but I can’t talk about it. I promise that it isn’t you, not at all. The attraction is there, Jax. I just choose to keep you as a friend than risk losing you altogether. I don’t have many people I can count on. You make me feel safe, and that’s something I haven’t felt in a very long time. Please don’t push.” 
 
    I looked down and traced my fingers on the top of her foot. “I’ll prove you’re making a mistake. Mark my word, you’re going to want me. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    She bit down on her lip and smirked. “You seem so sure of yourself, sitting over there in your little shorts, with smashed balls. I’m beginning to think you like wearing them.” 
 
    I traced the shape of my squished appendages. “Oh I do. Tell me this ain’t sexy. I mean, look at this. This package is up for grabs. Just say the word and it’s all yours.” 
 
    She kicked me again and backed away. Instead of going after her, I took ahold of her foot and pulled it close to me. Then I picked up the polish and began painting. For a couple minutes she sat there quietly watching me. The second foot turned out much better, and Amber seemed pleased when I finished. “Thanks. I’ve never had them look quite like this before.” 
 
    “Next time make an appointment,” I teased. 
 
    “You should have called them, Jax. I know you’re pissed at your brother, but they still care about you.” 
 
    “To be honest, I haven’t even considered that they’d look for me. I just thought Jake would get the hint and go home.” My hopes were that when I got back to the ranch he’d be gone, along with his stupid idea to make amends. “Look, I get that you think I’m making a mistake, but it’s my decision.” 
 
    She put up her hands. “I’m not saying anything. If you didn’t stay over I’d be in bed by now, crying over some sad chick-flick. My bed would be full of used tissues. It’s pathetic.” 
 
    “Glad I could prevent you from that train wreck.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “What?” I mocked her excited voice. 
 
    “If I let you stay the night again, can I do whatever I want to you?” 
 
    I tapped on my lips like I was in deep thought. “Whatever you want? Does it require touching?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Close up touching, like face to face?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    This woman was finally going to let me kiss her. I was more than willing. “It sounds like a win-win.” 
 
    “You’re still sleeping on my couch, Jax. That’s not going to change.” 
 
    I acted like I was heartbroken, sticking out my bottom lip for a more dramatic effect. 
 
    She snickered. “Then it’s settled. Now close your eyes and wait here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I could hardly contain my excitement. I felt the cushions moving and knew she’d come back to sit across from me.  
 
    “Okay, lean forward.”  
 
    This was it. I was going to taste her sweet tongue. My mouth was watering while I narrowed in, preparing for the most highly anticipated moment of my life. 
 
    Then I felt something rubbing on my lips. I jerked back and opened my eyes as wide as they could go. Amber was sitting there laughing, with one hand covering her mouth, while the other held a tube of fucking lipstick. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    She pointed at me. “Oh my god. You should see your face.” 
 
    I tried to wipe it off, but only got it all over the back of my hand. “That was messed up, even for you.” 
 
    While still hysterical, she reached for my arm to prevent me from getting up. “Jax wait.” 
 
    I couldn’t walk away from that pouty voice. “That wasn’t cool.” 
 
    Amber took the tube and put some on her own lips. She rubbed them together and leaned forward, kissing me on the cheek. When she backed away our eyes met. “Don’t be mad. You’ve got great skin. Let me do your makeup. Please?” She put her hands together like she was praying. “Pretty please. I’ve always wanted to do it to someone.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Come on. Nobody will know.” 
 
    “Yeah right. You think I don’t know women talk?” 
 
    “You’re no fun. To think I was going to let you…” 
 
    “Let me what?” I asked. 
 
    “Allow me to do your makeup and you’ll find out,” she taunted. 
 
    She was making me crazy. Who knew what she had up her sleeve? Since I could wipe off everything as soon as she was done I figured it wouldn’t hurt anything except my pride, and I didn’t have much of that left anyway. “You drive a hard bargain.” 
 
    “Shut up and close your eyes.” 
 
    I did as she said, but still continued to speak. “I swear if you take one picture I will stalk your ass from sun up to sun down.” 
 
    It was excruciating knowing what she was doing to my handsome face. She poked and rubbed, and made my eyes feel like they were on fire. Mascara was the devil, and it made my eyelashes stick together when I blinked. While applying it, she kept laughing at herself, so I knew I looked hideous. “Don’t make me look slutty, Amber.” 
 
    “Be quiet, Skippy. I’m almost done.” 
 
    After a few more minutes I opened my eyes. “My name isn’t Skippy.” 
 
    “I like it. It’s different, like a little brother type of name.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You’d torture your brother like you’re doing to me? Is this some kind of reverse psychology shit? Is this supposed to make me prefer being around Jake more?” 
 
    I knew from looking at her that she was being honest when she shook her head. “No. I’m just having fun.” She stood up and clapped her hands together again. “Stay right there.” 
 
    I was almost afraid to move. Watching her bringing a mirror toward me was like seeing my own death playing out. This was sickening. Then I saw it; my reflection in the mirror. “Damn, I look hot,” I played. 
 
    “I know, right? I’d totally dyke out with you.” 
 
    “Whoa!” I stood up and looked right at her. “Are you a lesbian?” 
 
    She winced. “No!” 
 
    I clicked my fingers together. “Damn. I got excited for a second.” 
 
    While I pondered on the lingering idea, I saw her as if it were slow motion, putting her face next to mine and clicking a picture.  
 
    She pulled it out of my reach and ran toward her bedroom, closing the door so I couldn’t catch her. I banged it several times. “Seriously. This ain’t funny.” 
 
    “I’m only keeping it to remember our night together, that’s all.” 
 
    “Then come out here and I’ll give you something else to remember it by.” 
 
    “Keep talking like that and I’m not coming out at all, Jax Mitchell.” 
 
    I was pacing, silently freaking out. She was going to send that to Chris, I just knew it. 
 
    “If that picture gets sent to anyone you owe me sex. I’m just putting it out there.” 
 
    When she opened the door her phone wasn’t in her hands. She held them up. “I come in peace. It’s put away.” 
 
    “Let me see it. It needs to be erased.” 
 
    Then I watched her boob light up. She covered her chest with one hand like I hadn’t seen it. I darted after her, reaching for the phone to erase the evidence. In doing so I may have touched her breasts a few times. While I struggled she spun around so her back was turned to me. In the way we were standing it appeared like I was hugging her.  
 
    Then I stopped fighting. I had her in my arms, and the last thing I wanted her to do was pull away. With my face near her I softly whispered. “I didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    She spun around, but didn’t move back an inch. Now face-to-face, I struggled with what to say next. She was so close to me, so beautiful. I wanted nothing more than to lean forward and kiss her lips.  
 
    Instead I closed my eyes and pressed my mouth on her forehead. When I pulled away, I knew I had to step into the bathroom. The moment had gotten the best of me. Being that close to her was dangerous. If I wanted her like I felt I did, I had to respect her wishes and be patient.  
 
    They say the best things come to those who wait, well that better be true, because being with her was going to be the best moment of my entire life. 
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    Chapter 14 
 
    Amber 
 
     I would have let Jax kiss me, because in that moment I was ready to let myself fall into whatever was happening between us. While I was frazzled, he pulled away and sat back down on the couch. This guy was unpredictable. One minute he was taking off his clothes throwing himself at me, and the next he was a perfect gentleman.  
 
    Thankfully, his decorated face helped me cope with being shot down. Apparently our almost kiss had left him forgetting that he looked like a clown. Deciding that it was best to let us both calm down, I sat beside him and pulled my legs up under my butt.  
 
    Jax stared at the show, paying me no attention, even though it was obvious I’d joined him. It may have been a long time since I’d been around a man, but I was able to read this with little effort. He was trying to settle down. The idea of him getting worked up over something so small made my body tingle. The excitement only continued when I glanced over and caught him gazing at me. “You’re so pretty right now,” he whispered. 
 
    I didn’t mean to ruin the moment, but I couldn’t help myself. “So are you.” I held in my giggles until he’d run toward the bathroom. 
 
    “Shit! You made me forget.” 
 
    I ran in after him, seeing that he’d need help removing it. Instead of immediately washing off his face, he stood in front of the mirror looking at himself.  
 
    I had to look away for a second. Jax was still in the little white shorts, without a shirt. His eyes were done smoky, and I may have put a little too much blush on his cheeks. He appeared hideous.  
 
    The expression on his face was priceless when he turned in my direction. “You did this to me.” 
 
    I rushed in, still holding in the humor so he wouldn’t get mad. “Okay, okay. I’ll help you get it off. Just don’t look at me.” 
 
    “Why?” He asked. 
 
    “Because you’re so funny, I can’t stop laughing.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and then batted his lashes. “You did this to me,” he repeated. 
 
    I located a washcloth and ran warm water over it. Then lightly, I started dabbing his face. We were so close. I could feel his breath on my face while I tried to stay focused on removing the makeup. When it wasn’t working, I pulled out the remover and used it to clean off the rest. “It was all in fun.” 
 
    “I should leave. You’re abusing me.” 
 
    I could barely catch my breath standing this close to him. “I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    He licked his clean, needy lips. “Give me a reason to stay, Amber.” 
 
    I looked away. “I want to, but I’m scared, Jax.” 
 
    He captured my hands into his. It was so gentle, so kind. For the first time in forever I wasn’t afraid. My trembling hands were from being nervous. This man was breaking my wall, and I was contemplating letting him. “You don’t want me to leave?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Am I crazy for thinking you want to kiss me? I mean, am I being ridiculous, or are you giving me sexy vibes?” 
 
    “I’m trying not to.” This was impossible to sort out in my head with him standing so close to me. 
 
    “I’m not complaining.” 
 
    “Jax, I-.” He put his finger over my lips.  
 
    “I’ve got two choices. I can kiss you right now because it’s what I’ve wanted to do since I laid eyes on you, before the strip club, by the way. Or…I can walk away and keep this friendship going, because let’s face it, I don’t have anyone lining up for the title.” 
 
    I felt defeated. Thinking it was what I wanted, I’d pushed him to this friend level. Now, of all times, he was respecting my wishes. We stared at each other for a second, until he closed his eyes and looked away, while lightly moving me to the side so he could get by. “I need to go before I change my mind, Amber.” 
 
    I followed him into where the clothes dryer was located. He opened the door and pulled out his shirt, slipping it over his head without saying anything. After he had his pants in his hands, he looked down at the white shorts. “If you don’t mind I’m wearing this home, because I’m afraid if I take them off my dick will be so fucking hard my pants won’t go up.” 
 
    I tried to smile, but disappointment wouldn’t allow it. “Are you sure?” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. “I can’t remember the last time I had so much fun. Thank you for today, and even last night. It feels good to smile again.” 
 
    “What about next weekend? Should we cancel? I mean, you don’t have to feel uncomfortable just for my parents.” 
 
    He leaned on the doorframe. “I won’t let you down, Amber. Pretending to be your boyfriend isn’t going to be easy, but that’s what friends are for, right? They do things for each other. I’m trying to be the good guy for once, so let me at least try.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay.” In actuality I wanted to jump up and down. A whole weekend with Jax Mitchell was going to make my trip so much better. He’d keep me smiling, no matter how hard it got. “Thanks.” 
 
    Jax brought his hand up to my chin. “I’ll call you this week so we can make arrangements to meet Friday.” He waved as he walked down the stairs in the direction of the parking lot. As soon as he was gone I felt empty.  
 
    This wasn’t bad, it was terrible. I liked him more than I should. Hopefully the next week would help me come back down from being on cloud nine, because I was about to run outside and ask him to return, just to be able to feel his lips on mine. 
 
    After about ten minutes of pacing around my apartment I decided to call Christian back. I couldn’t sit around pretending that this day hadn’t helped me. Not only had I let a man in my home, but I felt as if I could trust him.  
 
    “It’s about time you’re calling me back. What the hell is going on with you? First my cousin is scheming to have this elaborate get-together just so you’d show up, and then he cancels and disappears, only to show up where? At the club?” 
 
    “When you put it that way it sounds scandalous.” I tried to laugh it off. “Yeah, he came to the club, but he didn’t pay for a lap dance or even hit on me, not really. I finished my one dance and we went out to eat. After a couple of drinks, he followed me home. It was late, and I let him crash on my couch.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? Cousin or not, he’s still practically a stranger.” 
 
    “I locked my bedroom door. I took precautions. To be honest, I didn’t feel threatened. Chris, he made me feel safe for the first time. I liked him being here, and if I wasn’t so stupid he still would be.” 
 
    I could tell I’d left her speechless when she didn’t respond. 
 
    “Chris, nothing happened. We didn’t even kiss. I made boundaries and he respected them. I swear he did.” 
 
    “Oh this is worse than I thought. You mean to tell me that my cousin, Jax Mitchell, the womanizer, jock, who is known for sticking his pecker in anything with a vagina, didn’t make a move on you? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    She wasn’t describing the Jax that was in my apartment. “He didn’t touch me. Not in a sexual way at all. He was a perfect gentleman. We watched movies, and went running. He gave me a pedicure, and let me put makeup on him. He made me laugh, and if it were up to me he would have stayed again.” 
 
    “This can’t be happening. You totally like him, don’t you? He’s gotten under your skin.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe, I suppose. He’s very funny.” 
 
    “So you said. Look, don’t get me wrong. I love my cousin, and he’s been through a lot recently. I don’t want to see either of you hurt. He’s on the rebound, and you’re still struggling to overcome, well I’m not going to say the asshole’s name.” 
 
    “Chris, I felt happy today. I didn’t have to get on the stage and pretend to be someone else. When I woke up this morning and looked in the mirror I smiled. Do you know how amazing that was to experience?” 
 
    “I do,” she finally agreed.  
 
    “Jax is on his way home now. I hope you’re not too hard on him. He didn’t know I’d ask him to join me for dinner. He didn’t invite himself to stay at my house. I did. He’s handsome and kind to me. Right now it’s what I need. We’ve agreed to be friends, and I feel content with that. I think he needs it too.” 
 
    “Just promise me that when the real Jax shows up you won’t take it out on me. I don’t want to lose you. I know I have Ethan, but you’ve become a great friend to me. I’d hate to jeopardize that over my cousin thinking with his crooked cock.” 
 
    I wanted to ask her if he really had a crooked penis, but figured she’d just get mad I was inquiring.  
 
    After we hung up I sat down trying to find flaws with Jax. I think that’s when I realized how bad I had it for him. I’m not talking love, because that’s just silly. I was infatuated with the idea of being infatuated with him, if that made sense. I was interested in him as a person, and the potential of how much fun it would be to have him as a boyfriend.  
 
    With the trip home getting closer by the minute, I found myself becoming excited. We wouldn’t have his family breathing down our backs. He wouldn’t be worried about his brother following him around. He’d distract me from the pain I was going to endure while going through my sister’s things, and after I found the courage to tell him about her, he’d be there as a friend to help me cope.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to let Jax in all the way. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to tell another man about what happened to me. My sister’s tragedy is one thing, but my sexual assault was another. In order to overcome I had to face my fears. What better way than to find someone who made me feel safe again? Jax gave me hope when I thought there wasn’t any left. That had to count for something. 
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    Chapter 15 
 
    Jax 
 
    Could’ve. 
 
    Should’ve. 
 
    Would’ve. 
 
      
 
    That was how my ride back to the ranch felt. Doing the right thing was supposed to feel rewarding, but for me it lacked sparkle.  
 
    Upon arriving home, I was met by my brother in the yard. His arms were crossed and I’d seen his disappointed look a million times. “I came all this way to work things out, and you just leave without a single word.” 
 
    I scratched my head and climbed out of the vehicle. Immediately his demeanor changed when he set eyes on my shorts. “What the fuck are those?” 
 
    “Don’t knock them until you try them. I’m telling ya, they fit my balls like a damn glove. I may never take them off.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t wear those if they were the last article of clothing on the planet. You look ridiculous.” 
 
    “Well I feel amazing. I spent the night with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. We watched movies and stuffed ourselves with greasy food. Dude, I’m in serious trouble with this one.” 
 
    He flipped his arms in the air. “Oh great. You left me to get laid.” 
 
    I put up my finger to halt him. “Actually, we didn’t have sex. In fact, we never kissed. That’s what’s so crazy about it. I had an amazing time without having sex.” 
 
    “She must have shut you down. Chris told me Amber was weird about dating.” 
 
    I walked past my brother and entered the trailer, hoping he’d at least stay outside so I could have a minute to myself. The sound of his feet let me know he was only a step behind. I turned around to address him. “Look, Jake. I appreciate that you’re trying, but this ain’t working. I have a life here, and I don’t want things to change. Go home and be with Reese. Live your life. Maybe eventually I’ll get over the grudge.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still salty over this. It’s been months. You’re the one who got us back together. I’m doing my best here. What more do you want from me, Jax? You’re my brother. I won’t give up.” 
 
    “That’s the thing.” I placed my hand on his shoulder. “What I need is for you to give up. You may not want to, but that’s how it has to be, at least for now. Go home and tell mom and dad whatever you want, but I’m not coming home.” 
 
    I hit a nerve, and to see him so distraught hurt me. I never saw our lives going in this direction. Jake was always the person I was sure would be in my life. Now, after all that happened, I couldn’t look at him without anger.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” he choked to get out. “I mean, I wish I could say that it never happened. I wish there was some way to go back and do it all differently.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore. What’s done is done, bro. We need this time apart. I need it, because I know if I went home right now I’d hate you more.” 
 
    Jake nodded, but refused to look up at me. I knew he was hurt, because I felt the same exact way. Our bond, which should have stood the test of time, was severed, and I couldn’t seem to grasp how it could ever be mended back together. “I reckon I’ll go home in the morning then.” 
 
    “I appreciate you coming out, Jake. I get why you did it. I just wish I could feel differently about everything.” 
 
    When I walked back to my room I sunk down on the floor and covered my face with my hands. I felt heartless; like I was evil for not being able to see past this rift between us. Jake would never know how much I wished I could walk into the living room and drink a couple brews with him. Had things gone differently, I would have already packed my things and been riding shotgun on the way back to North Carolina. Everything had changed, in the blink of an eye. My ambitions were damaged, and I was left trying to piece together where I belonged, and how the pain would finally stop ripping me to shreds.  
 
    For a while I sat there, going through the motions in my head. I pictured Jake going home to Reese, and even though I knew he’d miss me, she’d make him happy. I wanted that for him. I’d sacrifice my life for my brother, and even though I had regrets, I’d stand by that decision. In all honesty they deserved each other. Reese was never an ideal match for me. After spending one night with Amber I could see that. Reese would have expected me to change. There had to be someone out there in the world that wanted me for the clown I was. I happened to like myself. 
 
    The house was quiet for a while. After a shower, I finally turned on my now charged phone. A text message from an unknown number showed up. I opened it and realized right away who it was from. 
 
      
 
    I had a lot of fun with you last night. Thanks for being so great. – A 
 
    Right away my mood changed. She made me feel like a teenager with his first boner.  
 
    I had fun too. Just wait until this weekend. – J 
 
    We should talk before then. I’ll need to warn you about a few things. – A 
 
    Is there a boyfriend waiting at home? – J 
 
    No – A 
 
    A girlfriend? – J  
 
    I snickered at the thought of that. 
 
    Then I got a hair up my ass and decided to call her. My mood had shifted the second I thought of her.  
 
    It rang one time and then the most beautiful voice picked up. “You didn’t have to call.” I could tell she was crying. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she sniffled. “It’s just life stuff.” 
 
    “Like your period?” 
 
    “No,” she sort of laughed. “Not that.” 
 
    “I’m a good listener.” I didn’t really know if that was true, but I’d give it a try. 
 
    “That’s just it, Jax. I don’t know if I’m ready to talk about it. I want to. I just…I don’t think I can.” 
 
    Her sadness made me want to drive over there and pull her into my arms. I’d never felt so protective of someone before. “Whatever it is, don’t be afraid to tell me. We’re friends, right?” 
 
    “I think so.” The uncertainty in her reply made me feel small and unappreciated.  
 
    I took a deep breath and thought of what I could say to make her feel better. “Are you sad because I took your shorts home with me? I’ll be honest, I don’t think I want to give them back.” 
 
    Her giggles were like an instant high. “You can keep them.” 
 
    “Can friends miss each other?” 
 
    “Why?” She was smiling. Her voice changed to a higher pitch.  
 
    “I was just wondering if you missed me yet?” 
 
    “My mom wants me to come home and help her pack up some of my old things, because they want to move. It’s not just my things though. It’s my sisters; the one that died.” 
 
    “Oh shit. I can see how that would be hard.” 
 
    “Jax,” she started bawling so hard that she couldn’t continue.  
 
    “Please don’t cry. I hate hearing you so sad.” 
 
    When she wouldn’t stop, I knew there was only one thing to do. I jumped off my bed, slipped two shoes on my feet, grabbed my keys and flew out the door. “Shh, try to calm down. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “No. Jax, you don’t have to come over. This is silly. I’ll calm down.” 
 
    “I’m already in my car and I’m not turning around. We don’t have to talk about it.” 
 
    “Okay,” her sadness beckoned me as if I was her only hope. I knew the superhero complex was probably all in my head, but I yearned to feel needed. Once I hung up to focus on driving, I drove as fast as possible to get to her house. I didn’t even realize what I was wearing, or lack there of, until I hopped out of the car. In a pair of shorts, no shirt, and two fucking different shoes, I skipped steps to reach her apartment.  
 
    My knuckles hit the metal door twice before it opened. Her puffy eyes were so discerning. I couldn’t resist taking her hand and pulling her into my arms. It felt right, and when she didn’t fight me I only held her tighter. While closing the door with my foot, I felt her arms coming up behind me. Even though I could tell she was glad I’d come back, she still hadn’t let up with the tears. Her sobs made me feel horrible, because I honestly didn’t know what to do. I simply stood there, rubbing her back as some kind of reassurance that she didn’t have to go through it alone.  
 
    After a little while she pulled away and wiped off her face. My naked chest was soaked and I had mascara marked where her face had been. 
 
    Amber gave me a once over and smiled through her pain. “What are you wearing? Oh my God, Jax. Your shoes don’t even match.” 
 
    “I was in a hurry. It broke my little black heart to hear you so upset.” 
 
    “You’re crazy. I would have been okay. You don’t have a black heart, Jax. That’s a little dramatic.” 
 
    I reached for her arm and caught her attention. It was obvious that she was distraught. She was shaking profusely and looked like she’d been crying since I left. “I didn’t just come here for you, Amber. Yeah, I rushed out when I heard how sad you are. It was obvious to me because I was experiencing the same bullshit tonight. I told Jake to leave. He agreed to go home without me. It damn near killed me to look him in the eyes and tell him I couldn’t let go. The way I see it, we need each other. I can stand here and say I’m tough, and that nothing bothers me, but to be perfectly honest, I’m fucking falling apart.” 
 
    “I killed my sister,” she whispered. 
 
    Then the room was silent. She bobbed her head up and down a couple times. “I know, I know it’s horrible, and maybe you’ll hate me too, but it’s true. I did it. I’m the reason she’s gone. I’ve relived that day over and over again, and it never gets easier. They’ll never stop blaming me for taking her away. It’s all my fault Jax, and now I have to go help my mother pack up her stuff and pretend that it’s not the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.” She shook her head. “I know you don’t need my drama, and I’ll understand if you don’t want to go with me this weekend, but I needed to tell you. I needed to tell someone. It’s eating me up inside. Even Christian doesn’t know about this. I know I’m rambling, and maybe you weren’t even prepared for what I just laid on you, and I’m sorry, but -.” I put my hand over her mouth. She had to slow down so I could comprehend what the fuck I was hearing. Could this be possible? Did she just say she killed her sibling? I had to have heard her wrong. This kind person couldn’t be capable of something so heinous. “I’m sorry, but could you repeat that?”
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    Chapter 16 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    How could I have assumed that I’d be able to explain things easily? I’d held onto this burden for way too long. Even therapy couldn’t help me cope with sharing such a devastating circumstance. Jax looked to me for an explanation, and I suddenly wondered why I’d brought him, of all people, into my lost past.  
 
    While sniffling, I looked up into his eyes; the eyes of a very confused man. He was holding my hands and I refused to pull away. I needed him, more than I’d needed anyone in a long time. I don’t think it was him, per se, but the idea that he showed up when I desperately needed someone.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong. I liked Jax. He awakened a part of me that had been dormant. In some ways he was like a savior. I know how ridiculous that sounds, especially when he joked about everything. I hadn’t known him long, though our connection was undeniable. 
 
    “Amber, did you hear me?” 
 
    My head moved up and down. “Yes. I did.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me. We can forget about it if you want.” 
 
    “No. I need to tell you. I want you to know before we see my parents. I won’t let my mother force you to change your mind about me. She thinks I don’t deserve to be happy. She says that my negligence has prevented me from ever being allowed to enjoy my life.” 
 
    “That’s terrible.” He squeezed my hands, reminding me that he was there, waiting patiently to figure this all out. 
 
    I led him over to the sofa and we sat down together. Jax put his arm on the back of the couch. I pulled my legs up under my butt and focused. “Meg and I used to do everything together. We were nine months apart, both planned. Nothing my parents do is by accident. They strive to live by an organized schedule. First college, then marriage. Next they bought a home, and started a family.” I paused for a moment. “Meg was my very best friend. When we got into high school she would follow me around, mostly to hang out with my older classmates. When I got my license our parents bought me a car. Every weekend we’d go out with our friends. We didn’t get into trouble.” I smiled, thinking back to a time when we let the top down on the convertible, allowing our hair to blow in the crisp breeze. It wasn’t warm, but we didn’t care. “Anyway, one particular night we were meeting up with some of my friends at a nearby lake. I’d lied and told my parents that we were going to a church lockdown right down the road from where we lived. Instead we were supposed to be camping with these two guys we both really liked. Other people were going to be there, but you’ve been in high school. I obviously had a one-track mind when it came to a crush.” 
 
    Jax smiled. “Yeah, I’ve been there plenty of times. There’s this old barn people have been going to for years.” 
 
    “Halfway there my sister got on her phone and started taking pictures of us to post on her profile page. She was making funny faces and acting crazy with excitement about our night. The guy she was going there to meet was a senior. He was well known, and an all around good person. I was delighted for her, and a little apprehensive. Meg was a virgin, and she had made plans to rid herself from that title. When I missed my turn I thought I knew the area enough to pull out my phone and find a easier way to get there. I was plugging in the street address when we hit a sharp curve in the road. Meg didn’t see the truck until it was too late. Headlights were the last thing I remember. We didn’t even have time to scream. Everything went silent.” I began to bawl. It was impossible to be able to comprehend how hard it was to talk about the loss of my sister. “I woke up in the hospital three days later with no recollection of how I’d gotten there. I remember being all alone, wondering where my parents were, especially after a nurse told me how long I’d been sleeping. I asked for my mother before realizing that Meg was with me, and we’d been in an accident. I could tell from the look on that woman’s face that something terrible had happened to Meg. She refused to let her gaze fall on me. That’s when I knew my sister was gone. If I’d only been paying attention. If I’d listened to my parents. If we hadn’t snuck to go out to that lake.” My hands came over my face as I lost it in front of Jax. He was steady rubbing my shoulder, trying to be supportive. 
 
    “Amber, it was an accident.” 
 
    “No!” I shook my head, adamant to not let him sweet talk the event that took my sister’s life. “I wasn’t paying attention. I could have prevented it.” 
 
    “You didn’t mean for it to happen, so that qualifies it as an accident.” 
 
    “I can’t think that way. I took her life. If I weren’t her family my parents would have sued for manslaughter. That day, when they finally came to see me, the day I woke up, was the same day that my sister took her last breath. They had been keeping her on a ventilator, but after three nights they declared her brain dead. My father made the final decision, and I don’t think my mother ever forgave him. She knew Meg was gone, but was clinging to some kind of hope.” 
 
    Jax pulled me up against his chest. I felt his strong arms keeping me in that position. His lips kissed my forehead while I sat there losing control. “Shh, she wouldn’t want you to live with this kind of guilt. Turn the situation around. What if Meg were driving. Would you want her to live a solitary life where she constantly tortured herself?” 
 
    I shrugged but didn’t pull away from him. “I don’t know. The doctors said the same thing. I just don’t know. The fact is that she’s gone. It’s why I want to be a psychiatrist. I feel like if I can help people, maybe it will somehow help me pay for my terrible sins. I put myself in danger at my job, because I feel like I don’t deserve to be safe. I seclude myself from my family, because I can’t look at them without feeling like I ruined their lives. That’s why…” I stopped myself before I said too much. I couldn’t tell Jax about being sexually assaulted. I may have jumped a hurdle by finally opening up about Meg, but that door was closed. Thinking about Seth made me think of my baby that I lost. She was just another reminder of how I didn’t deserve to be happy. I would have named her after my sister, had she been born healthy. She would have given my parents hope again that our family could heal. Instead she was ripped from my womb before I was able to know her. It was a tragedy I recalled vividly. 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I kept my head down against his chest. “It doesn’t matter. Now you know why my mother hates me. You know why I don’t want to go home alone.” 
 
    “You don’t have to, Amber. I’m going with you. I’ll do my best to make you smile, even when you feel like you’re so far down you can’t get back up.” 
 
    “I don’t even deserve your friendship,” I admitted. 
 
    “Don’t say that. I’m an asshole. It’s me who doesn’t deserve a friend like you.” 
 
    Did he not know how amazing he was? What other guy would come running just because they heard me upset? Women cry for ridiculous reasons all the time. Surely he’d heard it enough to know we were dramatic about things. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Thanks for trusting me. It means a lot. I don’t know the first thing about being friends with a woman. Usually that comes after the sex part, if it’s good enough to want more.” 
 
    I giggled in between tears. “This is nice, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s nice to feel needed again.” 
 
    I lingered in Jax’s arms for a while without saying anything. Eventually I closed my eyes, feeling safe and comfortable. The next thing I knew I was being carried into my bedroom. He laid me down on the mattress and covered me up, not noticing that I’d woken up. Just as he turned to leave the room I grabbed his hand. Jax twisted back, and faced me in the dim lit room. “You okay?” 
 
    “Don’t go.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m just going to crash on the couch. If you need me call me.” 
 
    He attempted to walk away, but I wouldn’t release my hold on him. “Please don’t go.” 
 
    “I told you, I’ll be in the other room.” 
 
    “Jax, I don’t want you to sleep in the other room. I want you to stay in here with me. Please, will you hold me?” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate climbing in beside me under the covers. I felt his arms pulling me close, and the heat of his bare chest when I was all the way in his hold. “I finally got you in bed,” he teased.  
 
    “Don’t be poking me with that weapon of yours. I’m liable to scream.” 
 
    He chuckled and it vibrated off his body to mine. “I have little control over the Jaxinator. I’m just warning you now.” 
 
    “The Jaxinator? You’ve got to be kidding me.” I hurt to laugh. My heart was pounding in my head, and felt like at any moment I could vomit. “I don’t even want to know.” 
 
    “It’s not everyday that I’m asked to sleep next to the sexiest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” 
 
    The compliment filled me with warmth. It wasn’t just being told I was attractive. Jax made me feel beautiful. He respected my wishes, which in turn allowed me to appreciate him so much more. This man was going to be the death of me, because every minute I spent with him was making me fall for him harder. My only hope was that he would get out before I ruined his life too. Though I appreciated his friendship, I knew I didn’t deserve it. He needed someone who could give him everything, and I was just a broken mess. There’s no way I could ever allow myself to feel hopeless about someone.  
 
    I needed to be punished, and so I knew I’d spend the rest of my life alone. It was the sad truth to my fate. 
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    Chapter  17 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how it was happening, or even why, but I couldn’t stay away from her, especially now. Her desperate need for support was only giving me more reason to reach out and offer. I didn’t have to look for reasons to be around her when they were piling up without effort. My only regret was not knowing if this new friendship could ever be more.  
 
    As we lay there in each other’s arms, I tried to recall a time when I felt so content being with someone of the opposite sex without knowing I’d be rewarded sexually. I’d been shallow, and selfish my entire life. Now I’d met someone who not only challenged me, but was forcing me to be a better person.  
 
    If that wasn’t enough reason to be crazy about her, our emotional pull was hard to ignore.  I didn’t care if we stayed in this position all night. The fact that we were together in the first place was enough for me.  
 
    It boggled my mind. For so long I’d lived in the moment, for myself only. Sure, I’d cared about Reese, but she always gave in when I wanted something. Amber made everything a challenge. She was hard work, and apparently enough to allow me to see that there was so much more to a relationship than something physical.  
 
    Throughout the night she would spontaneously wake me up crying. At one point she apologized and said her time of the month was coming and she knew she was being over-emotional. I didn’t care. Any reason to hold her this way was perfect for me. She could be on the rag three hundred and sixty-five days out of the year and I’d be content with being at her side. 
 
    That’s when I really knew I had it bad. Her beauty had pulled me in, but everything else was begging for me to stay. This type of connection was new. It scared me in some ways, because while I wanted to seem tough and in control, I didn’t know the first thing about what was really going on. I wasn’t even sure if I knew how to have an emotional relationship with a woman.  
 
    I woke up the next day and left for work, after placing a small note next to her bed.  
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    I’d be lying if I said I didn’t stand there looking at her sleeping for a few moments. She captivated me. Her essence put off pheromones that kept drawing me in closer, hoping to somehow penetrate the defense that was preventing her from seeing what was happening between us. I only wished I knew a way to make her realize without being blatantly obvious about it, and ruining every chance I might or might not have. 
 
    Since I was late for work on the ranch I had to hear a bunch of shit from Noah, who in turn used Shalan’s pregnancy as an excuse to rip me a new ass. He wanted to know where I’d been, and I couldn’t bring myself to admit it out loud. I feared that if he heard the truth from my mouth he wouldn’t let it go. Since I didn’t know where we stood, I couldn’t exactly explain what was going on between us. All I did know was that in a few days I’d be spending a whole weekend with her. Even if I was only pretending to be her boyfriend in front of her parents, I knew it gave me a chance to maybe show her that we could be so much more if she only let it happen. 
 
    All day long I thought about her, to the point where I almost cut my arm off twice. Noah had been chopping down branches, and while I stared out into the distance imagining her silky body, the chainsaw slipped and almost hit my skin. It was so close that it touched the hairs on my arms. 
 
    After that I tried my hardest to stay focused.  
 
    By lunchtime I decided to head to my place and get something to eat. On the table, where I’d be sure to see, was a note from my brother. I’d recognize his chicken scratch anywhere. 
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    I tossed the message down and walked to the refrigerator to get a beer. After checking every part of it twice, I realized I was out. Feeling defeated, I called Amber, hoping that her voice would cheer me up. 
 
    When she answered I heard the sound of loud music playing and realized she was at work. For some reason that bugged me. It was her job and she was good at it, but I was overwhelmed with terrible thoughts.  
 
    “Jax, are you there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t know you had to work today.” We hadn’t talked about it, because I was too busy trying to console her. 
 
    She sounded like she didn’t like the place. It wasn’t my business to enquire about it, even if the image of a bunch of perverts watching her was burning a hole in my brain. I could only hope they weren’t paying for private dances in the back booth. The idea made my blood boil.  
 
    “You never asked. Is something wrong, Jax?” Maybe she wouldn’t even tell me. Maybe she didn’t want a boyfriend because her job had certain perks she couldn’t reveal. 
 
    What was wrong with me? I was freaking out and imagining things that weren’t real. 
 
    I knew I was being ridiculous, and the only way to get myself out of it was to turn it into something else. “No. All’s good with the world.” 
 
    “I can’t talk right now. I’m about to go on. Will you call me back later? I get off at ten.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just talk to you tomorrow or something.” I don’t know what made me say it. Amber was asking me to call her later and I was treating her like I didn’t give a damn. She needed my support. What was wrong with me? 
 
    “Okay,” she replied. “Are you mad at me for something? I got your letter this morning. It was really sweet. I do hope you call Jax. I don’t know what got into me last night, but I do appreciate you being there.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to be a friend.” Who obviously wants way more than that word allows. I just couldn’t tell her that. 
 
    “Please call me later. I have to go.” 
 
    When the call ended I felt pissed off, at myself and the situation. I knew why. I just hated having to admit that’s what it was. Did I really have it that bad for this girl that I was being overprotective? Was I jealous that other guys were looking at her body when she’d asked me not to come by the club anymore? 
 
    Yes, I was.  
 
    I wanted Amber for myself.  
 
    There was just one thing standing in the way, and she was adamant about keeping things on a friend level. I didn’t know how long I could play the friend card before I exploded in a giant blue ball of cum. She was giving me vibes, but retracting them when I got close. It felt as if it were never-ending. 
 
    I spent the rest of the day working in silence. Noah was off at a doctor’s appointment with Shalan, since she was ready to pop. In the months that I’d been living at the ranch I’d tried to steer clear of the newly weds and all of their marital bliss. To be honest it made me feel uneasy. I remember when Noah was the biggest player. Now he was so fucking happy that it spilled from his pores. 
 
    After work I went back to an empty trailer. Remnants of my brother were still around, reminding me how terrible I’d been to him. For the most part it was to get him out of my hair. I didn’t hate him. I just didn’t like him very much, and it was all because I was jealous.  
 
    I was jealous of what they had together. I was jealous that he’d gotten the girl. Now I was jealous because other men were looking at the woman that I wanted to start a relationship with. It was all making my head spin. 
 
    Shortly after I ate a microwave meal, I fell asleep on the couch, waking up well after midnight. On my phone were two missed calls and a text message from Amber. I contemplated waiting until morning to call her, but wondered if she was having a bad night and needed to talk to me about it.  
 
    I sent her a text to let her know that I was sorry for missing her calls, hoping it would be enough to still have some miniscule chance of winning her over. 
 
    Fell asleep after dinner. Is everything okay? I’m sorry. - J
I didn’t expect Amber to reply. She was probably exhausted from the past couple days and needed to get some well-deserved rest. Plus, she still had to pack and mentally prepare for seeing her parents. I didn’t know much about them, but was finding it hard myself to sympathize with how they’d blamed Amber. We’re human. We all make mistakes. I knew if she could bring her sister back she would have. It was apparent that Meg’s death destroyed a part of her. I only wish there was something I could do to help her see that it wasn’t her fault. She needed to stop blaming herself for something she couldn’t change.  
 
    When I thought about that my mind went right to my brother.  
 
    Everyone makes mistakes. 
 
    You can’t change the past. 
 
    Maybe it was time I took my own advice and figured out a way to get past it all. Perhaps if I could show Amber that it was possible, it would give her enough hope to want to do it herself.  
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    Chapter 18 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t understand why Jax had been so short with me, but that was the least of my worries. During my dance I recognized a regular who’d given me a hard time in the past. His name was Chevy. He was in his fifties and drove a truck for a living. He’d been told to leave the premises the last time he’d been in, but that was before the owner’s wife had taken over. She hadn’t recognized him, and since I was already dancing on the stage with my clothes off, I couldn’t exactly make a big deal out of it.  
 
     My hopes were to finish my dance and leave out the back door, instead of sticking around for extra tips. All I wanted to do was get out of there so I wouldn’t have to deal with his nonsense. I couldn’t have suspected that he would sneak to the back lot and wait for me to come outside.  
 
    In a short flash of a second I spotted him. Before I could spin around and unlock the door to go back inside he was standing before me. His beard had grown since I saw him last, but I was one hundred percent sure it was him. “Chevy, right?” I tried to act kind, hoping it would earn me some time to plan an escape. It wasn’t that I feared he’d hurt me. It was more like he made me feel uncomfortable. The last time we’d been close he’d told me he was in love with me, and when he said it I got chills all over my body. Not the good kind either. He gave me the creeps. 
 
    “You remembered me, baby?” 
 
    I scooted away from him. “I do. It’s good to see you,” I lied. “I was just about to head home.” 
 
    “I’m only here for the night. Why don’t you stay for a while?”
“I have plans already. My boyfriend is coming over.” I had to admit that it felt good to say that and think of Jax. He was the closest I had to anything. 
 
    “I figured you’d have gone off and found yourself a man to keep you company at night. Someone that looks like you doesn’t stay single for long. He’s a lucky man.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I smiled. “I think so.” 
 
    Chevy walked me to my car, but didn’t let me get in. He put his hand on the doorframe to prevent me from opening it. “How about a hug for an old friend?” 
 
    Now this made me very uncomfortable. I was alone, in a dark parking lot. If that wasn’t enough to make me worry, I’d been sexually assaulted in the past and always assumed the worst. “I’m all sweaty. Maybe next time.” 
 
    For a moment he stood there staring at me. I stuck my hand in my purse and tried to feel around for my pepper spray just in case I’d need to use it. All of a sudden he pushed off the vehicle and backed away. “I reckon I’ll just go on back inside then.” 
 
    “See you next time then.” It took me about two seconds to climb in my car and lock the doors. As soon as I started the engine I pulled out of the parking lot. I knew it wasn’t that cold, but I still should have warmed the vehicle up before driving, except I wasn’t taking a chance on someone shady like that guy. I’d learned my lesson a long time ago, so I refused to make that same mistake again. The wall was put up for a reason. 
 
    During the drive home I kept looking in my rearview mirror, making sure I wasn’t being followed. I was nervous and a bit frightened, like he’d somehow be standing there waiting for me.  
 
    Since my mailbox was located in the parking lot, I stopped to retrieve it. While I sat in the warm vehicle I sorted through the envelopes of bills and junk, stopping at one that alarmed me. It was from the correctional facility that Seth had been assigned to. 
 
    Quickly I opened it up, fearing what I knew it already stated. Seth was getting out nine months early. Since I’d been one of the people to make sure he was locked up, I knew he’d come after me. He’d threatened it during the hearing. If anything he’d want revenge. He was sneaky and would try to hurt me by ruining my reputation, or harming me in some way. I pictured him cutting my brake lines so I drove my car right off a cliff and fell to my death.  
 
    I broke down right there in my vehicle, only steps away from my own front door. Nothing could stop the tears from falling, not when my life could be in danger.  
 
    After reading the note a few more times I crumbled it up and tossed it out the window, feeling like I needed to rid myself of the remnants as if it were a bad omen. 
 
    The text to Chris was short and to the point. 
 
    Did you get a letter from the state today? – A 
 
    She wrote back immediately.  
 
    No, why? – C 
 
    I just got a letter saying Seth is getting out early. How is this even possible? I’m going a little crazy. I feel like he’s going to come after me. – A 
 
    I can’t believe this is happening. He should have been locked up for way longer. Don’t worry about it. He won’t come near you. He’s been kicked out of school, and I heard his parents moved to another county. – C 
 
    Do you think it’s a mistake? Could it be some error in paperwork?– A 
 
    Maybe. We can call in the morning. Don’t get upset about it. Lock your doors if you’re scared. I know it’s hard. – C 
 
    I read her message three times. It was easy for Christian to say everything would be fine. She was living on a ranch with security gates and huge cowboys to defend her wherever she turned. I wasn’t that lucky. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even realize the direction I was taking until I was halfway down the road. I was searching for refuge; a place where I knew I’d be protected. There was only one I could think of, and if he turned me away I didn’t know what I’d do. This wasn’t about a friendship. I needed Jax because somehow or another I felt like he was the only person I could trust to do the job. In the past few days he’d been constantly on my mind, way more than a friend should. I’d seen him everyday, yet felt like it had been forever. Once I made it through the gate by being buzzed in, I drove my car down the dirt lane until I came to his dark trailer.  
 
    Since he hadn’t answered texts from earlier that I’d sent, I wasn’t sure if there was something bothering him, not that it was going to stop me. Even as I climbed out of my car I looked around to see if anyone was following me. It was a habit that I shouldn’t have taken lightly. Three steps separated me from knocking on his kitchen door. I hadn’t noticed I was still in stilettos until I attempted it. One of my heels got stuck between the wooden slats and I fell to my knees, twisting my ankle. I had to pull my shoe off to remove it from the crack. While I clung to my injury I wailed in excruciating pain. The kitchen light came on and I saw Jax peering out the door with his hands against the glass. An outside bulb illuminated at the same time the door opened. “What the hell are you doing on the ground outside of my house after midnight?” 
 
    I was rocking back and forth, trying to hold in another scream. “My ankle. It got stuck.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” He came walking out to assess the damage. “Can you move?” 
 
     “It’s just my ankle. My heel went right into the crack. It hurts so bad, Jax.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s broken?” When he reached to touch it I cringed. “Okay, let’s get you inside so we can put some ice on it, unless you want me to take you to the hospital?” 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t want to leave the ranch, but I couldn’t tell him the reason why. There were some things he didn’t need to worry about. Just being around him made me feel safer. 
 
    Jax lifted me up easily and carried me inside. Once he’d sat me down on the couch with my feet elevated on the coffee table, he rushed into the kitchen to get me an ice pack. Instead he came back with a frozen bag of lima beans. “Here. These work better. They conform to the shape of the injury.” 
 
    I tried to smile through the throbbing aches. “Thanks I think.” 
 
    While Jax squatted down in front of my sore ankle, I watched him caring for me. This was what I’d driven all this way for. “So, are you going to tell me why I just found you lying at the bottom of my porch steps in the middle of the night?” 
 
    I shrugged, unable to think of a good enough reason to use other than the truth. “There was this creepy guy at work and it freaked me out. I should go.” I stood up and tried to walk, only to fall down over top of him. Jax started laughing, while I felt completely embarrassed.  
 
    “If you wanted to ride me all you have to do is ask. You don’t have to go to extremes like this.” 
 
    We were face to face, with me sitting on his lap. I patted him on the chest. “You’re not funny. I feel so stupid.” 
 
    “You came here to kiss me, didn’t you?” His snarky attitude made me smile. Granted we were sitting close enough to do it easily.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    He leaned forward, closer by the minute. “So if I did this you’d pull away?” 
 
    I couldn’t move. His nose nuzzled with mine, and all I could do was close my eyes and prepare for it to happen. 
 
    Then I felt it; his tender lips coursed over mine, teasing me to get a reaction. I was ready to let him place tender affections over my awaiting skin, but he stopped once again, like he had to be sure this was what I wanted. 
 
    It had been so long since I kissed a man, and even longer since I felt something when it happened. I couldn’t deny this, or the way that Jax made me feel when we were alone. A week ago I would have been petrified to be in this situation. I never would have imagined that someone like him would come into my life and make me question my abstinence.  
 
    “Tell me to stop, Amber,” he whispered against my lips. “Tell me you only want to be my friend. Please. Don’t just sit there with those eyes saying nothing.” 
 
    “I’m afraid.” 
 
    “What are you afraid of?” When he spoke I could feel his lips barely grazing mine. 
 
    “Ask me something else. Ask me anything else.” My breathing was becoming heavy and something was awakening between my legs. Sensations that I hadn’t felt in forever were coming back, seemingly stronger than before.  
 
    “I want to kiss you so fucking bad, but I feel like you’re stalling, and I don’t get why. You keep giving me mixed signals, and now you’re showing up in the middle of the night on my doorstep. I get that some guy creeped you out, and I’m cool if that’s what really happened, but I’ve got a feeling it’s something else.” 
 
    Finally I was able to get a sentence out. “I do want to kiss you, Jax, but there’s something you need to know first.” I couldn’t keep this up any longer. He needed to know. I couldn’t string him along anymore. He deserved to know why I couldn’t stand to be touched. It was time to open the door and let my demons out. 
 
    “And when I tell you, there’s a chance that you might not want to kiss me anymore. You might think I’m hideous, or that I’m too damaged. I just want you to know that I won’t be mad if you change your mind. However, I would really like it if you’d still be my friend. I don’t have many, and you make me feel safe. I ran to you tonight because I knew I wouldn’t have to be afraid.” 
 
    Jax grabbed my hands and rubbed his thumbs over them. “I won’t change my mind.” 
 
    They were the last words I heard before revealing the truth to Jax, and as I opened my mouth to speak I looked down at him embracing me and got the courage to continue. 
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    Chapter 19 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    It was obvious that she was tortured by something in her past; something other than her sister’s death. What I couldn’t figure out was why she thought I’d be repulsed by her. What would make her think that I could possibly change my mind about wanting to follow the connection we had? 
 
    Then she said it, and when she did I felt a sickening jolt to the pit of my stomach; one that would consume me to a point where I felt the need to physically hurt someone. 
 
    She took her time explaining, I presume to make it easier to get it all out at once. It was good that the story was long. It gave me a chance to take it all in and comprehend exactly what she’d been through. Even then I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “When I came here to go to college I didn’t know anybody. Needless to say I was in a bad place. Meg was gone, and all I wanted to do was get away from my family. I made friends the first couple days, one of which was a guy. He had a girlfriend, so I didn’t even consider it being anything more. This guy was great. He showed me around campus, and introduced me to fellow classmates. He was popular. He played on the football team and was part of a fraternity. To be honest, after the first couple of weeks I was in awe of him. He had it all; money, popularity, class, and above all an entourage of friends. Since nobody knew what had happened to me before I started school, I threw myself into the cliché of college life. I went to parties and acted crazy every chance I got. One night, after a long day of binge drinking, I stayed to help my guy friend clean up. I’d like to say that he came onto me, but it’s possible it was all me. Things got hot and heavy pretty quickly after that, and once I had a taste I wanted more, even if I had to sneak around with him for it to be able to happen.” 
 
    She got more relaxed in a seated position to rest her ankle. “What started out as little secret meetings ended up being a very serious affair. I’d fallen in love with him, unfortunately, leaving me vulnerable to every lie that came out of his mouth. He promised me we’d be together, and gave me a million stupid ass reasons why he had to wait to break up with his girlfriend. Looking back, I knew I was stupid. I should have been aware that it was all bullshit. I mean, what guy wouldn’t want pussy on the side when the person was ready and willing? He’d make me wait for him, just long enough where I had to have him. The sex became ravenous, and it was necessary for him to be in control all of the time. It wasn’t like in the beginning, where he took his time and pretended to be so caring. Being that I was so naïve, I’d put myself into a situation I couldn’t get out of. All of my friends were his friends first. I knew that none of them would take my side if I tried to bring them into our secret relationship.” 
 
    It sounded like something me or my brother used to do, though we never allowed ourselves to commit to anything serious, until Reese came along. “Damn. I guess he never broke up with her then? Did he break your heart?” I was trying to be sympathetic. If this was all about some sappy romance then I wanted to at least pretend to care. I didn’t want her to think I was a total dick, but hearing about her being with someone else wasn’t how I saw this conversation going.  
 
    “Not exactly. Actually,” she corrected herself. “It wasn’t like that at all. Yeah, I was in love with him. Everything he did made me crazy, but I was tired of sneaking around. He’d take me to this one place that he called our special spot. I met him there as much as I could, even if it was only for a couple of hours. I became obsessed with the idea of being his, and nothing else mattered, not even my education. After a while my friends started to figure things out. They were cool about it, none of them really getting along with his real girlfriend. As the months passed the broken promises became more frequent. He’d make an elaborate story up as to why he had to stall and I’d believe him. Then one day I snapped. I couldn’t take it anymore. It was as if I’d woken up from a coma and seen the light for the first time. I knew he was a piece of shit that I needed to get away from, but it was easier said than done. He would show up an emotional wreck, begging me to stay in his life. I caved for a while. My willpower was weak and it was impossible to imagine being all alone again. When the bad outweighed the good, I fell into his scheme every time. Hook, line and sinker, I was right back in the same scenario.” 
 
    “Love makes us blind to what’s going on. It’s like it prevents us from seeing the truth. I never imagined my brother could have fallen in love with Reese, because I was too infatuated with the idea that everything was so perfect.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s tough, but eventually I’d hit rock bottom. I pushed myself away from him, so much that I avoided him at all costs. One night he called and told me he’d broken up with his girlfriend. I’d waited so long to hear that news, so you can imagine how I was torn to see if it was true. I agreed to meet him in our secret place.” She started to tear up, recalling the events I suppose.  
 
    “Was he lying?” 
 
    She shook her head, seeming to need a few moments to be able to continue. I was really beginning to worry about where this was going. “Jax, I was at a point where I didn’t want him. My heart was broken, and I was working so hard to put it back together. My sister was dead from my hand, and now the only guy I’d let into my heart was a two-timing pig. I needed reprieve, so I rejected him. I pushed him away and told him I couldn’t be with him. He was drunk, and lying his ass off. In fact, I’m sure he’d just been with his girlfriend, or was meeting her afterwards.” 
 
    “Good for you. It must have been tough.” 
 
    She let out a fake air-filled laugh. “He didn’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “What do you mean? He kept trying to get back with you?” 
 
    “No. He forced me to.” The room was silent until she started bawling. Since she’d lost me somewhere between a secret fuck-buddy and whatever else had happened, I looked to her to reiterate. “Jax, he assaulted me, in an abandoned house on campus. He was drunk off his ass when it happened. He held me down and no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t get free. He left me there injured and shredded apart, with no care in the world.” 
 
    “What? Wait. You can’t. This…Amber, you’re saying you were…raped?” 
 
    She nodded and scrunched up her face because she couldn’t hide from the pain. 
 
    “Jesus Christ. Is that how you became friends with my cousin? Did you meet her in a group or something?”
She peered down at her hands, unwilling to look in my direction. “No. I wish that were the case. It would make the rest of my story much easier to explain to you. This is where you’ll decide that you hate me.” She paused and gazed away from me again. I lifted her chin and forced her to look me in the eyes.  
 
    “We may not have known each other for long, but I can promise you that I won’t hate you.” How could I hate her for being a victim? Was she crazy? 
 
    “The next morning he didn’t even remember being with me, so naturally the attack didn’t exist in his eyes. I couldn’t tell our friends, because he’d just deny it, so I tried to bury it. I told my friends I was dating other guys, and even made up this seven date rule about having sex with people I dated. The truth was that I was out looking for jobs because I knew I couldn’t be around any of them until I figured out how to free myself from him.” Amber sniffled and closed her eyes. It was obvious this was terrible for her to talk about. “Five weeks later I found out I was pregnant. Since we hadn’t been together for a few weeks before the last encounter, it was obvious when I’d conceived. I tried to justify getting an abortion, but I felt like my sister was somehow giving me something to help me through the toughest time in my life. I felt like in some ways I could make up for her loss. It sounds horribly convoluted, but you can imagine how my ability to rationalize was off. There I was taking courses on how to help people cope, yet I was falling apart at the seams.” 
 
    “So what happened? Obviously there’s no baby. Did you give it up for adoption?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I lost the baby.” I watched her fall apart in front of me, and all I could do was pull her in close to me and hold her.  
 
    “God, I can’t imagine what that was like for you.”  
 
    She started speaking while still in my hold. “On top of everything going on I knew I needed to get my own place. This was the last straw. Hell or high water I had to move. I couldn’t be around everyone when they were worshipping the ground my attacker walked on. I took a job at a strip club in order to manage school and everything else. Telling my parents wasn’t an option and I couldn’t bear to disappoint them any more than I already had. The first time I stood on that stage I thought I was going to pass out. I’d never been modest, but after being attacked it made it impossible to do. I ended up taking a bunch of shots beforehand. I’m pretty sure it was the worst performance in the history of erotic dancers, but then the money started pouring in. After that first night, which I made eight hundred bucks, I realized how easy it would be to become someone else on stage. I changed my stage name to Charisma and let the money lead the way. It got easier as I went, and I learned to block out the idea of being naked in front of so many creepy men, no offense.” 
 
    I chuckled, but only from her last comment. The first part was unbelievably hard to listen to. “I guess I was pretty creepy. I just couldn’t get over how beautiful you are. I swear, I’m not just saying this, but you’re the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” 
 
    She smiled as I wiped off her tears. “I appreciate you saying that. I work hard to stay in shape, because I know that my body is the reason I have a nice apartment and money of my own, though I have to admit, I’m getting tired of it. It was only supposed to be temporary. I just need it to last until school is over. Tonight freaked me out. This guy cornered me at my car. I felt like I was in danger.” 
 
    “So you came here?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, but that’s not the only reason. It’s the rest of what happened to me that’s going to get you upset. I never told anyone about the baby, or the fact that I’d lost her. I didn’t go to meetings until months had gone by. Every night I’d drink or party until the pain was numb. Eventually I convinced myself that I wasn’t raped. I told myself that he was drunk and it was an accident. I could be in the same room with him and be cordial, because he didn’t remember any part of it. Then I began to think it was all my imagination. Maybe I was asking for it. How else could I stand on a stage and take my clothes off? I met your cousin when she moved into my old room. She seemed so nice, and innocent. I saw her hanging out with Seth, but didn’t think anything of it.” She looked down and that’s when it hit me. She’d said the name of the guy that had raped my cousin.  
 
    “Wait. Seth, like the same Seth…” 
 
    She interrupted. “Yes. He was who attacked me. He was who I thought I was in love with. He’s who raped Christian in the same damn house that he’d attacked me in. I didn’t know about it until a week or so later, and that’s when I knew it wasn’t a mistake. I felt so terrible about what was happening to her that I went back there and tried to end my life. I couldn’t take the pain anymore. I’d killed one person and endangered another out of stupidity. She didn’t deserve that, but maybe I did, for all the bad I’d done to everyone else. I thought the world wouldn’t miss me if I was gone. I knew my parents wouldn’t.” 
 
    Amber moved her body away from me and curled up into ball. I’d never seen a person so messed up before, and honestly I was freaking out until she started speaking again. “Ethan found me that night. He got me to the hospital and saved my life. Ever since that day I’ve done everything in my power to make up for all the wrong I’ve done. I volunteer at support groups. I serve as a sponsor to other victims. I testified in court so Christian wouldn’t have to. You see Jax, I don’t deserve to meet someone and be happy. All I bring is pain. I’m cursed. And I don’t know why I ran straight to you. I’ve done so well being alone up until you walked into my life. As much as I try to fight what is happening and keep it on the friend level, I can’t help what happens every single time you pop into my head. I’m a fucking cesspool of confusion right now.” 
 
    If she only knew the person I saw when I looked at her. Amber wasn’t weak, she was strong and determined. Sure, she’d made mistakes, but if Christian could forgive her, so could I. “You can’t blame yourself for everything that happens. It’s not healthy. Shit happens that we have no control over.” 
 
    Amber stood up and hobbled toward the kitchen. “I’m sorry Jax. I should just go. I shouldn’t have told you about what happened to me, but I can’t keep letting you think I was sending you mixed signals. If things were different I’d love for you to kiss me. I just can’t see myself being open to the idea of being hurt again.” 
 
    I chased after her, catching Amber before she made it past the kitchen table. “Don’t go.” I hated saying this out loud. “Look, I get why you’re scared, but we all have demons. I told you before that I’d be your friend if that’s what you wanted, but I’m also open to taking my time. This may come as a surprise to you, but I’m not very good at doing anything at a gradual pace. This is a big deal for me if I’m saying I’m willing to try this with you. Now you can walk out that door and remain my friend. Hell, you can even stay the night and keep things platonic between us, or you can turn around and look me in the eyes and see that I’d never hurt you the way that asshole did. I may be a jock, who plays football, and has a bad record of getting around, but I’ll be honest about it. I never once cheated on my girlfriend. I was good to her. With that being said I never expected for you to come into my life. You were like a fucking angel showing up to guide me to a different path. Okay, that sounds pretty gay, but you get the drift of it. I’m just a guy, who likes a girl. We both have baggage, and it’s pretty fucked up. That doesn’t mean we can’t start over.” I was pulling things out of my ass to try to get her to stay. I didn’t know what else to do. “Come on. It’s too late to drive home. Stay the night with me, Amber. Let me at least hold you. I’ll keep the boogie man away.” 
 
    Her makeup had run down her cheeks, and from crying, her eyes were a bright blue. Through her tears she attempted to smile. “I’m so scared, Jax. You’re on the rebound, and I’m a basket case.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as it killed me to say it, I offered her the best scenario I could think of. “Then that kiss will just have to wait a little longer, until I can prove that I’m everything you need me to be.” 
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Amber 
 
    How could I turn Jax’s offer down to stay when I knew it was the only place I wanted to be? It took me two seconds to drop my purse on the table and hobble toward him. “I guess I’m staying, but only on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” He asked. 
 
    “For more than a year I’ve been afraid to be touched by a man, because I feared if I let him into my life, I’d just get hurt, if not physically, but emotionally. I’ve done a good job focusing on my life, and my goals. Then you showed up.” 
 
    He stepped closer, only stopping inches from my face. “Then I showed up.” He licked his lips. “I’m confident. I tell it like it is. I know what I want.” 
 
    “I know what I want too.” I lifted my gaze and looked into his light brown eyes.  
 
    “I know you want me. I’m pretty damn irresistible,” he teased with a big smile across his face. 
 
    I brought my hand up and placed it flat on his hard chest. “Let’s just say that I do want you. What happens next, Jax? Do you take me to your room and ravage my body all night long?” 
 
    He smirked and took my hands into his. “The old me would have said yes. Then I wouldn’t have called you the next morning. I’m not going to be that guy, not to you.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” I needed to hear him say what he wanted, because I had to feel like I was in some kind of control. Jax may have assumed it, but he couldn’t have begun to imagine how scary this was for me.  
 
    “It means that I’m not going to try to sleep with you, at least not tonight. It’s more important for me to prove to you and myself that I can be better than that asshole that hurt you. You need to see that not every man takes someone they care about for granted. I may not have known you long, but you’re literally the girl of my dreams. You make my head spin, and I’m not talking about the one that’s facing you.” 
 
    I giggled. “Oh geeze.” 
 
    “Seriously, Amber. You’re smart, beautiful, determined, beautiful, witty, beautiful, and did I mention beautiful?” 
 
    “Maybe once.” 
 
    “I thought Reese was the girl for me. I swore she was the one, but after spending the past few days with you, I’m wondering why you’re all I can think about. You’ve got me all fucked up in the head. I’m painting toenails and wearing booty shorts to get your attention. I’m either the biggest moron on the planet, or I’m totally under your spell. Either way, I’m a damn mess.” He smiled and leaned forward until his lips were close enough to mine that I could feel them teasing me. “I’m going to fucking kiss you now, and you’re going to let me, because I can’t recall ever wanting a woman the way I want you. If you pull away I’ll accept it, but if you -.” 
 
    I didn’t make him finish the sentence, because it wasn’t necessary. If he wanted a kiss, I was ready to give it to him. Our lips collided, and from that instant I was captivated by the instantaneous bout of emotions that overwhelmed me. I hadn’t felt like this in so long, and though I was nervous, I knew it felt right. 
 
    Jax took his time, first at my top lip, and then my bottom. I could feel his tongue dragging over it, as if he was testing how much of a kiss I was willing to give him. He didn’t have to wait long for my answer. I reached behind his head, grabbing a chunk of his thick dark hair to pull him closer. My lips parted, and at the same time, we introduced our tongues to the party. Our movements were in sync, and if that wasn’t enough to get me all hot and bothered, the moment I felt his hands reaching around my back I was losing control. This was a part of life that I’d blocked out. Now I had this man, a gorgeous man at that, practically begging to be with me.  
 
    Being an adult, I knew what I wanted. There was no need to court for months and make promises that we’d never keep, like teenagers did. I wanted to live in the now, and my opportunity to do it was there for the taking. I just had to let go of my past and accept that there were things I’d never be able to change.  
 
    I could feel Jax’s hands cupping my ass cheeks. For a couple minutes I got lost in the kissing, forgetting about anything else, but I could already tell it was going to become difficult for Jax to slow down. His once slow kisses became hungry, to the point where I could tell he was completely turned on.  
 
    I pulled away and turned my head for a second to catch my breath. “Just hang on a minute.” 
 
    He took his finger and wiped off my lips. “I’m sorry if I got carried away.” Just when I thought he’d plead his case, he held out his hand for me to take. “It’s late. As much as I’d like to continue this, I’ve got to work tomorrow. I know it’s too soon to ask for anything else, so how about we go get into my bed and sleep? I promise I’ll be a perfect gentlemen.” He pointed to his crotch. “As soon as the Jaxinator calms down. He’s a little wound up tonight.” 
 
    I giggled, knowing I was the reason for his standing predicament. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not. That was the best damn first kiss I ever had. He’s just jealous.” 
 
    I appreciated that he wasn’t mad. That’s how I could tell he wasn’t like Seth. Jax knew I wasn’t ready, and would never push for it to happen. So I gladly put my hand in his and let him lead me back to his bedroom. Before I could climb in with what I was wearing, he tossed me a white sleeveless t-shirt. “Here, this is way more comfortable. It’s probably big, on account of my massive muscles,” he flexed as he said it. “But it will do just fine. I mean, I suggest you leave on your bra. If I see those tits of yours, I may bust a nut in my shorts. That would be fucking embarrassing.” 
 
    I burst into laughter and turned around to take off my shirt. I’m sure he was surprised by it, but I wasn’t working. At the club I was Charisma, but with Jax I was Amber. It was the first time in forever that I wanted to be myself again. “No peeking back there.” The room had gotten quiet and I knew it was because he was watching me.” 
 
    “Sorry. Do they change colors or something?” He asked. 
 
    “No. Jax, you may have seen me at the club, but when I take off my clothes for you, it’s going to be because I’m ready for you to see all of me, the good and the bad. I need to take baby steps.” 
 
    “It’s cool. I still have Fran while I wait for you. She never lets me down.” 
 
    Once I’d slipped off my bottoms, I pulled the t-shirt over my head and turned around. He had to be kidding. “Fran? I didn’t know you have a girlfriend.” 
 
    Jax laughed and held up his hand. “Fran Lefty. Get it?” 
 
    I covered my mouth to hide my laughter. “Oh my God, you’re ridiculous.” 
 
    Jax jumped on the mattress and patted the other side. “All aboard the love boat. Come on baby, put on a life jacket so we can set sail.” 
 
    I climbed under the covers next to him and immediately felt his arm wrapping around me. He kissed me tenderly on my cheek as our fingers laced together. Not only did I feel safe, but I also had a sense of relief. This wasn’t just a guy who was helping me cope. All of a sudden I’d met someone who was literally sweeping me off my feet. It was a little scary, considering how we’d only known each other like this for less than a week, though I couldn’t deny the mutual attraction, nor could I ignore that it was happening.  
 
    The room was quiet for a few minutes, and it gave me time to reflect on everything that had gotten me to this point. I knew I was over-thinking it all, looking for a way out before I could allow myself to be a victim again. Trying to shake off my fears was getting easier, but I hadn’t mastered it quite yet.  
 
    Even though I knew it was time to go to sleep, I turned around and faced Jax. In the dim lit room I could see that his eyes were closed. “Jax, are you awake?” 
 
    “No,” he answered. 
 
    I leaned forward and pressed my lips against his. When I pulled away his eyes were finally open. My lips drug over his, and he began to reciprocate. I made sure to initiate my tongue going into his mouth, and even the way I controlled the movements. Jax ran his hands up until he was holding the back of my head, but he never pulled me or held me in a certain position. When I began to feel things in other parts of my body, I knew it was time to stop. Jax stalled us this time, leaving his lips to linger over mine. “Woman, you’re making me crazy.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. I can’t help it. You make me a little crazy too. I’ve never…never mind, it’s silly.” 
 
    “No, tell me.” His hot breath only reminded me that his lips were there for the taking.  
 
    I left one more chaste kiss. “If I tell you I need you to promise you’ll go to sleep.” 
 
    Jax sucked in my bottom lip and then let it go to answer. “I’ll behave. I promise.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh at myself for being so shy. This guy had seen most of my naked body. Pretending that hadn’t happened was silly, but important for me to differentiate my real life from my the one I portray at the club. “You make me want things, Jax; things I haven’t wanted in a long time. I don’t know what it is, but I can’t stop myself. If I’m too clingy just tell me. It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten involved with someone.” 
 
    “Wait.” He paused. “I know it’s late and we need sleep, but did you just admit that we’re involved? Is that what one little kiss does?” 
 
    “Maybe. Is it too soon to label it? I mean, aren’t we basically seeing each other?” 
 
    Jax pulled me closer and gently kissed me. “I guess we are, though I need to admit something to you.” 
 
    “What?” I was worried. 
 
    “The friendship thing feels real nice. I’d like for it to stay that way too. It’s nice getting to know you before things are too complicated to take the time to. It means a lot that you trust me. I never realized it before, but with you it’s different. Maybe I’m just different after getting my heart broken, or maybe I’m learning that there were things I did all wrong the first time. No matter what it is I want you to know that I want to do things right with you. I already know you’ll be worth the wait.” 
 
    “You need to stop talking now before I ruin this for the both of us. Let’s close our eyes and pretend that things aren’t steaming up in this bed.” 
 
    “Woman, I’ve been hard for twenty minutes. You need to either fart or burp or something to turn me off.” 
 
    I stole one more kiss and flipped around so my back was against him. “Goodnight, Jax. If you’d be so kind as to tell the Jaxinator to stand down I’d appreciate it. There will be no farting coming from my side of the bed. I’d like to think that I still have my dignity when it comes to being a lady. I want to make sure you still want me when I’m ready for it to happen.” 
 
    When I closed my eyes I felt content. Jax remained holding me, ensuring me of his presence. Our kisses had left me with a smile on my face, and thinking of what was to come. I didn’t want to go too fast, but I was already wondering when we’d be together again. The weekend couldn’t come soon enough. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    Finally being able to kiss Amber was like watching the ball drop at New Years. It felt explosive, as if nothing could top it. Taking her back to my bed was also a highlight of my early morning, and when the alarm went off I certainly didn’t want to crawl out of bed to go to work, not when there was someone so stunning nestled up against me. After maneuvering my way off the mattress, I brushed my teeth and got dressed, all the while stealing little peeks at her beauty. Just as I put on my second boot she stirred in the bed. “Hey. Are you leaving for work?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I rushed over to kiss her, but she covered her face.  
 
    “Jax, I have bad breath.” 
 
    I tugged down the covers, even though she fought me. “I’m not leaving until you kiss me goodbye.” 
 
    Amber puckered her lips up tightly. 
 
    “You look like a fish. Come on. Give it to me straight. Stink and all.” 
 
    Her hands came up and covered her face. She was strong, but I was able to pull them off. “Jax, I’m gross.” 
 
    “You’re hot.” I leaned forward and kissed her, letting my mouth stay against hers. When I pulled away I watched her eyes gradually open back up. This woman was making me crazy. I kissed her forehead. “Do you feel any better?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I know I’m safe here, but I probably shouldn’t have run to you so late. I feel embarrassed.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you haven’t noticed it yet, but I’m not opposed to sexy, distraught women showing up on the ground outside of my castle. I even like the way you make me wait, because every time you give me a new inch it gets even better.” 
 
    “Then I think I should go home and wait to see you on Friday.” 
 
    Hearing that was difficult. I wished she could stay. “You could always come back later tonight.” 
 
    “Jax, baby steps.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to keep reminding me. This is all new territory for me.” 
 
    “I guess women just line up and spread their legs for the quarterback don’t they?” 
 
    I couldn’t lie about it. “Yeah. It’s a hard life. To be chosen is a great achievement. My golden cock is unforgettable.” 
 
    Amber laughed and looked away. “I don’t want to hear anymore. I’m sorry I asked.” 
 
    “Seriously, I’m always safe. No matter what crazy shit Jake and I got into, we were always safe. I never even slipped with Reese, not once. It’s like a construction worker. You should never go in a building without your safety helmet. You never know what’s in there waiting for you.” 
 
    “You really do tell it like it is, Jax Mitchell.” 
 
    “What’s your last name?” This was important. 
 
    “Bolero, why? Are you planning on adding me to your little black book? I’ll have you know I’m still undecided.” Her ornery smirk let me know she was teasing me, otherwise I would have panicked.  
 
    “When I carve our initials into the tree later, I wanted to get the letters right.” 
 
    She shoved me and started laughing. “You’re relentless.” 
 
    “You’re delicious.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side as she sat up. “You haven’t tasted me.” 
 
    I honestly couldn’t believe that it came from her mouth. Still, I wasn’t wasting an opportunity to let her know my intentions. “I will, hopefully soon, and it will be the best fucking thing I’ve ever had in my life. I bet your pussy tastes like honeysuckle. My dick’s getting hard just thinking about it.” 
 
    I could tell I was getting to her. Her gaze was heavy, and she was taking extra long to think of a comeback. I knew she was sitting there silently picturing me being between her legs.  
 
    When she remained speechless, I took it upon myself to keep going. I mean, I was lying there hard as a rock, so it couldn’t make it any worse. “Does it turn you on at all when I talk about wanting to taste you?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, never taking those baby blues off of me. I watched her lick her lips before answering directly. “Yes.” 
 
    “I bet you’re going to be so wet. You’re like a virgin, having gone so long without attention.” I leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll take my time, savoring every inch of you first. I don’t want to miss out on any spot that makes you beg for more.” 
 
    Amber let me trace two fingers down her throat toward her breasts. She was wearing my white t-shirt and a bra. I wanted so badly to see her tits. She threw her body back on the bed and watched me touching her ever so gently. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    I could feel her trembling underneath of me as I positioned myself to the side of her. With just my fingers I circled where I thought her perky nipples would have been under the fabric. Amber arched her body and let out a little cry. It was very obvious I was the first man to touch in her a very long time. She could hardly control herself, and I knew that’s why she’d pushed me away all the times before. Amber knew that if she let me in she wouldn’t be able to stop herself, on account of being so hungry for it. I was no expert, but could tell when a woman craved to be touched. Though afraid, it was obvious Amber was at her breaking point. She knew what she needed, and also that I was there to give it to her. “I need to get to work before my cousin comes looking for me.” I didn’t stop caressing her as I spoke. 
 
    “So I guess this is goodbye until I see you on Friday?” She inquired. 
 
    “It’s only a few days. I’m sure we’ll make it.” 
 
    She took my hand and held it still over her chest. I could feel her heart beating underneath. “What is it about you that makes me feel so alive again?” 
 
    With her hand over mine, I moved it down toward her abdomen as I leaned forward for another kiss. When she didn’t stop me I continued traveling until I felt the elastic of her panties. I went slower, making sure she wasn’t about to freak out. Then I was there, the palm of my hand cupping her pussy. It felt so warm over top the fabric, and I could only imagine what was waiting inside. I hadn’t meant to groan, but it slipped out. Our eyes caught and she was smiling. At the same time I noticed that she wasn’t making me move my hand. “You give blue-balls it’s name.” 
 
    Amber giggled and pushed on my hand, as if to remind me what she was allowing me to do. This was a big step for her; one I didn’t want to take for granted. “It’s not that I don’t want you, Jax. I just need to make sure I’m ready. We just started this thing between us. I know we’re adults, but for me I need to take it slow. Kissing you was a huge accomplishment for me. It was the first step to taking back my life. I know you probably don’t understand.” 
 
    She was wrong. I did understand. I understood that some asshole took away something that she may never get back. I was glad the fucker was locked up because if I ever met him I’d kill him with my bare hands. There’s no reason in this world to put your hands on a woman, especially one as sweet as Amber. If he cared at all about her he would have wanted to know about her family and her past. He would have inquired about what she was running from and help her cope, instead of taking her to an abandoned house for a quick fuck. All I could hope was that he was being ass raped by a big gang lord in prison. He sure as hell deserved a lot worse. 
 
    I pulled my hand away and held it up in the air. “This is me understanding. I’m not great at it, so you might have to keep reminding me, but I promise I will obey. You’re the gate keeper, and I’m just trying to earn my way into those panties. I know you won’t give me the prize, but at least I’ll be halfway there.” 
 
    She laughed and shoved me all the way down, flipping us so she was straddling my body. All of a sudden I felt her grind against me. My hard cock was very apparent and her little moans let me know she was aware of the situation. I put my hands on both sides of her ass and moved so she’d do it again. After two times she leaned down and started kissing me. The faster she rocked the more my cock responded. Amber sat up and let me touch her breasts over the t-shirt. I squeezed them both, pinching her nipples the best I could. It was very obvious that she was turned on, and with only a little bit of clothing between us I knew it was only a matter of time before dry humping became something way more intense. “Don’t stop,” I pleaded. It felt too good. I hadn’t done this shit since middle school, but it was amazing with her. “Oh, Christ, I might cum.” Admitting it wasn’t the hard part. Seeing her smile was what was difficult. Determination came over her face as she bit down on her bottom lip and started swaying her body as if music were playing. Her rhythm was natural, giving her a sexy advantage to make me lose control. “We should stop,” she said as she kept going at it, grinding me ferociously. She was like a wild cat, riding through the jungle to stomp on her prey. I brought one hand up and reached it between her legs, moving it forward and back to cause friction. Amber moaned again, this time louder, while closing her eyes. Then I felt her legs locking around my hips. My hand was instantly captured and held by her muscles down there. I rubbed harder, where I knew her clit was. She rocked against me, crying out, making it impossible to hold in what I wanted to generously give her. Then I lost control. I felt my load filling my shorts and I didn’t even care. It may not have been as good as real pussy, but this was damn near close. Amber’s breathing was heavy when she fell down on top of my body. I was still trying to recover from my own bout of whatever the hell had just happened between us. At the same time we both started laughing. “Well that was different,” I announced. 
 
    She looked up into my eyes with a smile on her face. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched. You could say I’m a little sensitive.” 
 
    “I guess I can’t touch you when we stay at your parent’s house.” 
 
    “After what we just did, I don’t know how to answer that.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m fourteen. How embarrassing.” She slid off of me. 
 
    I sat up and patted on my shorts. “Yeah, that’s never happened. I swear. You just got to me big time. Holding out is fucking hard. I can’t exactly jerk-off when you’re in my bed, so I wasn’t prepared.” 
 
    We laughed again together, and it felt good to know she didn’t think I was some sick pervert. “Jax, can I ask you a question? I’m okay if the answer is no, I think I just want to make things clear before we take it any further.” 
 
    I lifted up her chin and kissed her softly before answering. “You can ask me anything you want.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t been interested in anyone for a long time.” 
 
    “You’re interested in me?” I teased. It was obvious she was. 
 
    “You know I am. I still can’t believe we just dry humped. It’s so embarrassing.” 
 
    “It’s our secret. Trust me, I don’t want anyone knowing that I enjoyed that.” I could tell from her grin that she did too. 
 
    “I just don’t want to get carried away if you have no intentions of getting involved in something other than sex. I mean, I know we said we’d be friends, but it’s obviously changed now. I’m not into dating lots of people at once. I’m having enough problems opening up to one, and I’m not normally jealous, but you have a lot of unsettled feelings for your ex.” 
 
    I knew what she was getting at, so I placed my finger over her lips. “Amber stop talking. I’ve been single for months. I’m not in love with Reese. That I’m positive of.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because when I’m with you I never think about her. That’s the truth. You make me see that she wasn’t the right girl for me. I’m not saying I’m ready to confess my undying love, but I can already tell I’m going to fall hard for you, or I’ll just always be hard around you, I can’t quite determine the difference yet,” I taunted. I wasn’t into talking about feelings, so that was the best answer she was going to get. 
 
    “I want to know where this is going between us, Jax. You make me want things. It’s crazy how I can’t stay away from you.” 
 
    “You make me want things too.” Admitting that wasn’t hard with Amber. She was the first girl that I was making an effort to be with. This was a new venture for me. “I’m willing to give you a chance, if you promise to be patient with me. I might freak out a couple times before I can get to the point where I’m comfortable with everything.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s settled,” She kissed me one more time. “We’re going to have to become a couple to figure out where it’s going.” 
 
    “I can tell you where it’s going to end up.” I pointed to the mattress. “Right in this bed.” 
 
    Even though I was going to hear Noah’s shit, I pulled Amber into my arms and held her tightly. She couldn’t know how happy it made me feel to know she was willing to give me a chance.   
 
    “Or my bed,” she added. 
 
    “Or the couch, or the floor, or the shower. I could keep going if you’re still unsure.” 
 
    “Let’s just go day to day. We could wake up tomorrow and hate each other. It happens.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m like a little puppy. Once I hump your leg once we’re best friends for life.” 
 
    When I got up to dress for work, and clean up the sticky mess in my shorts, I did it knowing Amber was still in my bed. I liked her being there, and that’s when I knew that this conquest had become so much more. She’d lassoed me up and put her hooks in me in less than a week. That’s why I knew I was a goner. 
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    Chapter 22 
 
    Amber 
 
    It was important for me to take a step back and evaluate how I’d gotten to the point of trusting Jax so easily. I wondered if I had some desperate need to latch onto him because it had been so long since I’d given myself the opportunity to bond with someone. Perhaps it was the fact that he was bending over backwards to impress me, which I felt was genuine on his part. No matter what the case I was falling for him already.  
 
    After going home that morning, I went about my normal schedule, consumed with thoughts of what happened between us. It may have seemed juvenile for some, but it was the farthest I’d gone in a very long time. Jax made me feel comfortable. With every touch sparked an awakening. It was gratifying.  
 
    He called me that night, and I half expected one of us to cave and drive to be together, but we didn’t. We both agreed that time apart would enable us to grasp our connection a little better, though I did admit to him that I never felt chemistry with anyone like we had.  
 
    Jax kept me on my toes with his normal jokester attitude. Christian was more worried than I was. She kept trying to tell me that Jax was only being nice to get into my pants. She even thought I’d slept with him that first night he’d stayed at my house. After spending nearly an hour trying to convince her otherwise, she finally settled down. We had lunch on Thursday, and I was already prepared for the slew of questions she was going to ask. 
 
    I’d gotten out of my car and started walking toward the pool yard when I spotted her. Since Ethan had to work it was just going to be the two of us. Her mother had made chicken salad sandwiches, and since anything that woman made was heavenly, I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth into it. 
 
    We sat down at a table with an umbrella, and Chris started taking things out of a large picnic basket. The first item was a bottle of wine, with two plastic wine glasses. “So, you better start spillin’.” 
 
    “There’s nothing new to spill. Jax and I are dating, that’s all. Nothing has happened between us.” 
 
    “You’re so full of it. My cousin isn’t interested unless somethin’ is happenin’.” 
 
    “Chris,” I laughed. “I swear. Jax has been a perfect gentleman. He’s kind and patient with me. I told him everything.” 
 
    “What? You’ve got to be kiddin’ me.” 
 
    I shook my head with a big grin across my face. “Seriously. He’s wonderful. He’s so sexy, and careful. I’ve never met anyone like him.” 
 
    She gave me the weirdest look. “Are we talkin’ about my cousin? The twin? The shallow pig that bangs everything with a vagina?” 
 
    “Apparently not everything. He hasn’t banged me. He told me he’d wait until I was ready.” 
 
    “He’s got to be on drugs. The Jax I know wouldn’t ever be that way for a girl.” 
 
    “Well I guess he’s changed. He certainly isn’t a pig when he’s with me. We have fun together, and I feel safe. We’re spending the weekend with my parents, so I’ll let you know how that goes. After he meets them it could be a deal breaker. I’m honestly surprised he wants to go. I warned him about how awful they are. It isn’t going to be a fun time.” 
 
    Chris seemed to change her tone. “Well, if anyone can lighten the mood it’s the twins. I’m sure he’ll have some witty way of making you smile, especially if he continues to be as great as you’re describin’. Don’t get me wrong. I love my cousin. He’s just always been a trouble-maker.” 
 
    “He’s been a saint this past week. Opening up to him was a huge step for me. I hope things don’t change, because it’s been a long time since I’ve been able to trust someone.” 
 
    She laughed loudly at the comment. “This is hilarious to me. I’m so sorry,” she giggled. “You must have him under a spell.” 
 
    “There’s no spell. I’m telling you, he’s a good guy. He even gave me a pedicure and painted my toes.” 
 
    “I saw the picture with the makeup. I thought he’d lost a bet.” 
 
    “He lost at a race. I outran him.” 
 
    She covered her mouth in a shocked sort of way. “You’re kiddin’? He must have been pissed. He hates to lose.” 
 
    “I could tell. It was funny.” 
 
    Just as I was talking so highly of him, I heard someone whistle. We both turned to see Jax leaning over the white picket fence that surrounded the pool yard. He was filthy dirty and dripping with sweat. I gave him a once over, noticing that he wasn’t taking his eyes off of me. Since I hadn’t told him I was stopping by the ranch I knew he was surprised. I waved and smiled.  He waved back, silently sending me vibes that were definitely more than friendly gestures. 
 
    When he opened the gate and began to strut closer I was already feeling my heart beating out of control. His disheveled hair was wet, and it glistened in the sun. His teeth were the only clean looking thing on his whole body. His chest, so defined, was shiny and begging to be wiped off.  
 
    Christian broke my concentration. “You should probably pick your mouth up before somethin’ flies in it. Geesh, you’ve got it bad.” 
 
    “Got it bad for what?” Jax asked as he stood amongst us.  
 
    “Hi.” I was giddy. There was no use in hiding it, not when the proof was so easy to detect. 
 
    Jax leaned forward and kissed me on the side of my lips. “Sorry I stink. I’ve been making love to pigs all day.” 
 
    “Seriously? We don’t even own pigs, Jax,” Christian corrected. 
 
    “I was kidding.” He never took his eyes off me when he spoke. “I need to make my girl smile. Every chance I get.” 
 
    Yes, he called me his girl. Butterflies rumbled in my stomach as I appreciated how good it felt to be labeled that. My smile was cheek to cheek, while Christian pretended to be sick. 
 
    “I must be dreamin’. There’s no way you two are already making names for each other.” 
 
    “He’s my Skippy,” I added. 
 
    Jax shook his head and stole a chip off his cousin’s paper plate. “I’ll be whoever she wants me to be.” He winked at me.  
 
    “Should I leave you two alone?” She asked. 
 
    “I just came by to say hello. I saw Amber’s car when I was grabbing something from the barn. I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 
    I stood up and ambled in the direction he was walking. “Jax, wait up.” 
 
    When he turned around he had a snarky grimace. “We can’t make out right now. I know I’m irresistible, but I’ve got to get back.” 
 
    I didn’t care about the sweat, and he certainly didn’t smell bad.  I wrapped my arms around his neck and brought my body closer. “I’m off tonight. Do you want to come over so we can leave first thing in the morning?” His beautiful light brown eyes looked into mine. “Are you inviting me to cuddle?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “Stick around for a couple hours. I’ll be done working, pack a bag, and ride with you. How’s that sound?” 
 
    “It sounds like a date,” I replied. 
 
    “How many more until we get to seven?” 
 
    He’d been listening to me. That was another brownie point for him. “I’ll have to let you know.” 
 
    He kissed me softly. “I’m looking forward to this weekend. I’ve never gone away with an older woman before. It’s sounds dirty.” 
 
    I pushed him playfully. “Get back to work. I’d hardly say that nine months justifies calling me a older woman.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, beautiful.” 
 
    When Jax left and went back to work I had to face Christian. I could tell from the look on her face that she wasn’t amused. “This is by far the last thing I expected from either of you.” 
 
    “Are you mad? I mean, I guess I should have asked if you were okay with it.” 
 
    “I’m not mad at all. If Jax makes you happy than who am I to judge? He needs someone in his life. I just hope it’s for the right reasons. I’d hate to see you get hurt because he’s tryin’ to forget his ex.” 
 
    She was right. I kept forgetting about Reese. I’d seen her that night when she was so broken up. It was obvious that she was devastated from hurting Jax. I wondered if she still had feelings for him, and if she did, would it ever change anything now that she’d been with his brother? 
 
    “I’m living day by day with Jax. We’re having fun. For the most part we’re becoming friends.” 
 
    “With benefits.” 
 
    “We kiss. That’s all we’ve done.” I was leaving out the embarrassing dry-humping episode.  
 
    “Please do me a favor and talk to him about Reese. Feel it out. If it seems like he gets offended, or defensive even, you’ll know he isn’t over her. I’m not trying to be a Debbie Downer. I just want to make sure that my closest girlfriend isn’t hurt by my cousin. I care about both of you.” 
 
    “I know. I appreciate that.” I agreed with her, even if it was scary to think about. Jax was exciting and new, like a shiny toy at Christmas. I didn’t want to think about having to walk away from him. “I hope you’re wrong, though.” 
 
    After the Jax talk, we spent the rest of the afternoon drinking wine and lounging on rafts in the pool. Christian was such a good friend to me, and I adored being able to spend time with her by ourselves. Not only did we talk about our happy moments, but also things that scared us. We’d both left messages at the prison, but haven’t heard anything back yet. It was nerve-wracking.  
 
    When we were too pruned to stay in the pool, we hugged and called it a day. I climbed into my car and drove down the dirt lane until I reached Jax’s trailer. It wasn’t anything fancy, but the inside had been fixed up pretty nice. I could tell someone else took care of it before he’d moved in. The curtains were floral, and pillows matched that sat on the furniture.  
 
    As I sat there waiting for Jax I wondered if he had any reminders of Reese with him. Had he brought pictures with him when he moved? Did he sleep with a stuffed animal that he’d won her at a carnival? Did he take back jewelry he’d given her? 
 
    I was overwhelmed with curiosity, so much that I wondered if I should look around. As soon as I made it into the bedroom I heard someone’s voice behind me, causing me to jump out of my skin. 
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    Chapter 23 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    “Look at you being all sneaky?” As I said it, I watched Amber jump and scream. I hunched over laughing at the way she’d reacted. 
 
    “You scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Were you going through my things?” 
 
    She put her hands up and smiled. “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “You’re cute when you’re freaked out.” While Amber fidgeted, I sat down on my mattress and patted the spot beside me. “Come here.” 
 
    She smiled, looking seemingly worried. “Why? Are you going to spank me?” 
 
    “Not unless you want me to. I mean, you said we needed to go slow, but I’m up for it if you are.” 
 
    She sat next to me and slapped my knee. “Shut up. I was only being curious. Don’t forget I spent the day with Chris. She thinks you have some hidden motive about being with me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Yeah, it seems that nobody has faith in me.” 
 
    Amber leaned her head on my shoulder. “I’m nervous about tomorrow. I haven’t seen them in a long time. I’m praying they don’t embarrass you too much.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to meeting the two people who made such a beautiful woman. Trust me, they won’t embarrass me.” 
 
    “Just remember they think I’m a bartender.” 
 
    “Baby, you can service me any day.” While I laughed at myself, Amber shoved me down flat on the bed. She was smiling cheek to cheek as she climbed on top of me, pinning me down with her hands. We were face to face. “You’re making it really hard to go slow. In fact, I think you should start wearing old-lady sweaters. You know, the kind with the crocheted characters on the front?” 
 
    She giggled and rested her head against mine. At the same time her phone started to ring. Amber flipped herself off of me and stood up to take the call. I watched her cheerful face turn bone white as the phone dropped to the floor.  
 
    I jumped off the bed and caught her before she could break down. “Holy shit! Amber, are you okay?” 
 
    I led her over to the bed and got her sitting down before picking up the phone. “Who the fuck is this?” The caller hung up. 
 
    It took me a couple seconds to get her to calm down enough to be able to talk to me. When she did, I don’t think I was prepared for what came out of her mouth. 
 
    “Please talk to me. You’re freaking me out. Who was that?” 
 
    “Seth,” she whispered. “It was Seth.” 
 
    “He’s in jail.” 
 
    She nodded. “He is, but not for long. I got a letter the other day saying he was getting out early. We thought it was a mistake, but now I’m not so sure. He was supposed to be locked up for a few years. I don’t understand how this is possible. It’s only been one.” 
 
    “Did he threaten you?” 
 
    Amber nodded. “The whole pregnancy thing came out in court. He said that when he gets out he’ll make sure I never carry a child to term.” She burst into a crying fit. “He said he’d wait until I was alone and show me what it’s like to be assaulted for real, as if he didn’t hurt me before. Why is he doing this to me? Why, after all this time, is he threatening me?” 
 
    I held her tight, feeling horrible that I wasn’t able to do more. “He won’t come near you, because he knows he’ll go back to jail. Do you know if he called Chris?” As much as I was worried about Amber, I couldn’t help but worry about my cousin. 
 
    “She didn’t have to testify. He’s personally out for me because it was my testimony that put him in jail. My lawyer was vicious. That’s why I don’t get how he’s being released early.” 
 
    “When we get back you should call their office and get things figured out. For now don’t worry. I don’t plan on letting you out of my sight, not even for a second.” 
 
    Amber smiled through her anguish. “This is a horrible way to start a relationship, Jax. I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t want to keep seeing me. It’s obvious that my past won’t let me move forward.” 
 
    Did she really assume that I’d just let her walk away without a fight? Had she not listened to me vent about how much I’d lost in the past six months? “Nice try. You’re not going to get out of having sex with me that easily.” 
 
    When she began to laugh I felt better.  
 
    It took her a couple hours, but Amber seemed better after we ate dinner. Since she was still a little freaked out, we stayed at my place for the night. As much as I was trying to hold out, the recent events of the day left Amber vulnerable. She was clingy, which in some ways turned me on. When I went into the bathroom to take a shower I never expected to hear her voice from outside the curtain. “It’s just me. Do you care if I come in?” 
 
    “You can come in if you’re doing a number one. A number two is prohibited while I shower. I need freshness all around me.” 
 
    “Jax, seriously? Did you just say number two?” 
 
    “Would you rather me say shit?” The whole time I spoke I had a huge grin on my face. It was my goal to keep her entertained.  
 
    “I’m not using the bathroom. You don’t have to worry.” 
 
    I peeked my head out to see her leaning on the sink. “You okay?” 
 
    When she turned to look at me I saw that she was crying again. Since I was only halfway through washing I did the first thing that came to mind to make her feel better. I threw open the curtain and held out my arms. “Do you need a hug?” 
 
    She refused to look anywhere but directly into my eyes. “You’re determined, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “We’ve seen each other naked. What’s the worst that can happen?” I actually knew the answer to this, but after she’d made me cum earlier in my pants, I was willing to go to extremes to touch her naked body. 
“I’m afraid of that.” She pointed between my legs. “The Jaxinator.” 
 
    “He won’t bite. He may bark, but he’s not aggressive.” 
 
    She sat down on the closed toilet seat. “I’m not getting a shower with you.” 
 
    “Oh, you will. It’s only a matter of time. You can’t resist me forever,” I taunted.  
 
    “That’s what scares me.” 
 
    I finished washing, without closing the curtain. Amber calmed down and spoke the whole time, never paying attention to the fact that I was naked. She made me feel comfortable, unlike a new couple usually experiences at first. Whatever she asked me, I answered honestly, until she started talking about Jake. 
 
    “Have you spoke to your brother since he left?” 
 
    I climbed out and grabbed a towel to wrap around me. “No.” 
 
    “Have you thought anymore about going back to school?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Jax, I’ve watched you play. My God, your team won the championship. It’s obvious you were a huge part of that. You could be drafted to play in the NFL. Are you going to let a tiff between you and Jake take that away from all your hard work?” 
 
    I sighed. It was just like a woman to push buttons that I didn’t want to mess with. “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    “If you insist.” 
 
    “Jake and Reese go to that school. They’re together. I can’t see them everyday while I mope around campus alone. Besides, I’m starting to really enjoy being in Kentucky.” I wasn’t ready to admit that she was lifting my spirits, but it was obviously true. I couldn’t remember feeling so happy, and I wasn’t even getting laid. 
 
    “I’m writing my dissertation on -.” 
 
    I put up my hand for her to halt from speaking. “Hold on. Are you doing that psychology thing to me again?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She smiled and stood to be eye level with me. “I just want to see you happy. You’re lucky to have your brother.” 
 
    I got that she lost her sister, and she longed to have that part of her life back even if it was out of reach. Her attempts to help me weren’t in vain. I knew she was right, but being stubborn was my way of dealing with it. “Let’s talk about something else? What side of the bed do you want?” 
 
    “The middle,” she replied with a quirky smile.  
 
    “Will you be wearing clothes?” 
 
    “I’m planning on it.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers. “Damn.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal.” She rubbed her hands together as she caught me dropping my towel and dressing as if I were alone in the room. 
 
    “I’m listening.” I pulled on a pair of boxer shorts.  
 
    “I’ll sleep in only a pair of panties, if you call Jake and have a ten minute conversation with him.” 
 
    “You play dirty.” I jumped on the bed, pulling her down with me. Amber had settled down, making me feel like I was doing a good job deterring her from thinking about that asshole that attacked her and Christian.  
 
    “What’s the verdict?” 
 
    “There’s no other option?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Fine.” I picked up my cell phone off the nightstand and dialed my brother’s number. To impress Amber, I turned it on speaker so she could hear what was being said.
“Jax, you alright, bro?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m just calling to make sure you got home okay. Is everything good?” 
 
    “Everything is fine. Mom and dad were disappointed you weren’t with me, but I think they knew it was unlikely you’d come back. Josh has been picking up some slack while you’re not around. He works hard, but he ain’t you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I’m busy here too. We’ve almost got that whole plot cleared out. Uncle Colt says that they can do the foundation for the house in the next month or so.” 
 
    Small talk was easy, until Jake stopped responding. I could hear a female in the background and right away knew who it was. My heart fluttered just recognizing her voice. Then I turned and saw Amber watching my every move. She was so beautiful, even with makeup remnants all over her cheeks from crying. “How’s Reese?” 
 
    My brother sighed. “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    “Well I did ask.” 
 
    All of a sudden her voice filled the room. “Hi, Jax. How are you?” 
 
    I felt uncomfortable talking to my ex, while lying on a bed with someone I was seeing. “I’m doing okay.” When I saw Amber looking disappointed I changed my answer. “Actually I’m better than okay. Things are finally looking up for me.” 
 
    I got a rise out of her as I watched the corner of her lips curling up. I winked to make sure she knew I was paying close attention to who I was in the room with. 
 
    “That’s great. Jake told me you have a thing for Amber.” 
 
    Of course he did. It was hard to keep my cool and not say something smart about my brother rubbing it in that I was interested in Amber, though I couldn’t blame him. She was the kind of girl I’d dreamed about being with since I went through puberty. “Yeah, it’s a thing alright. We’re seeing each other.” 
 
    “Tell her I said hi. I never got to thank her for being there for me.” 
 
    “She hears you. She’s laying right here with me.” 
 
    Amber was waving her hands around like she didn’t want Reese knowing, where I was proud to be so close to her. I pulled her body against me, while holding onto my phone with the other hand. “Oh. I won’t keep you then.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Amber announced. “We’re not doing anything.” 
 
    “She’s lying. I’m totally naked.” How could she deny it when it was the truth. I burst into a laughing fit after seeing the embarrassment on her face. “It’s all good. I’m glad you’re taking care of Jake.” 
 
    “I’m trying, but it’s not me who can help him get through this. It’s you, Jax. You need each other, whether you want to admit it or not. Jake misses you, and so do I.” 
 
    “Well I’m sorry to hear he isn’t doing good without me. I happen to be enjoying my time here in Kentucky. Tell Jake I’ll call him when I get back from my weekend getaway with Amber. Tootles.” I hung up the phone before Reese could say anything more. 
 
    My eyebrow cocked when I peered over at Amber, waiting for her to scold me. “So, how was that?” 
 
    “It was a good start.” 
 
    “This is where you get naked.” I pointed to her dressed body.  
 
    She seemed annoyed.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s how you think of me isn’t it? I’m just some stripper that likes taking off her clothes? Jax, I do that because I need the money to survive. I have rent, insurance and other bills, not to mention my school, which my parents stopped paying for. I couldn’t work three jobs and keep my grades up. It was impossible. For the past year I’ve been able to work three days a week and still bank enough money to make end’s meet. It’s my job. I don’t have to like it. I just need to make an effort and try not to take it home with me. I don’t want to be a stripper. I want to be a doctor.” 
 
    I admired how defensive she was when explaining it. “I don’t want to see you naked because of what you do for a living. I want to see you naked because you’re a beautiful woman, and I can’t wait to get to know every inch of you, inside and out. That’s the truth.” 
 
    Amber smiled and hid her face like I’d embarrassed her. “Sorry. I just assumed.” 
 
    “Strip clubs are entertaining, but the moment I laid eyes on you I knew I didn’t need to stay and see anything else that place had to offer. In fact, I think I was in awe of you when I first saw your picture on my brother’s phone. You were clothed.” 
 
    I watched Amber sit up on the bed. Slowly, she removed her top and then loosened her bikini until it fell off. Topless she fell back down on the mattress with me. “I’m keeping my shorts on.” 
 
    “I’ll keep mine on too,” I reassured her. 
 
    “Am I allowed to touch you?” I knew she was fragile, so it was important to not overstep boundaries. 
 
    She nodded, never taking her gaze from mine.  
 
    Instead of flipping her on her back and leaning down to play with her perfect tits, I walked into the bathroom and grabbed some lotion out of the cabinet. Amber turned around to see what I was doing, and when she did she covered each breast with her hands. I liked how she was self-conscious like this with me. It made me feel like I was seeing the real Amber, apart from who she portrayed at the club. This made me crazy about her, as if I wasn’t already. 
 
    When she dropped her hands I stood over her staring at a set of tits I’d wanted to touch since I first saw them. “I’m going to motorboat the shit out of you.” 
 
    She pulled her knees up and giggled while I climbed on the bed next to her. Once I’d filled my hand with lotion, I started rubbing it in circular motions on her shoulders. Amber closed her eyes and licked her lips. I think she expected me to start on her nipples. If she was anyone else I would have. “That feels good, Jax.” 
 
    “Just relax. Let me take care of you.” 
 
    I focused on her shoulders watching her nipples becoming erect as I worked. It was difficult to not get hard while stroking my palms against her smooth skin. I continued focusing on everything besides her breasts until she started breathing rapidly. Finally I let my hands glide over her hard buds. Amber let out a tiny moan, letting me know it felt good, so I repeated the process, intent on giving her pleasure. I massaged her mounds, flicking the tips with each bout.  Amber watching me was setting me off, making me crazy. I kept my eyes on hers as I dipped down and brushed my lips over one nipple. Amber arched her body as I went in for the other side. I sucked that bud in between my teeth, tugging just enough to get a rise out of her.  
 
    Her reaction was forcing me to continue. I couldn’t help but to reach down and rub between her legs. With fabric between my fingers and her naked pussy, I used friction to create heat over her clit. The harder I massaged her, the faster I moved my hand down below.  
 
    Amber took my face into her hands and lifted me up to kiss her sweet awaiting lips. What started out as small pecks turned into a full blown make out session. Then she did something that surprised the hell out of me. She took my hand and guided it down inside of her shorts. Waiting for me was a very wet pussy. It was smooth, warm, and begging for attention. I’d never felt a women so aroused before. The second my two fingers dipped in between her folds I felt my own dick bucking. As much as I wanted to make her cum, I knew she deserved a lot more attention than that. “Don’t stop, Jax,” the words rumbled off her lips in between another kiss. 
 
    My mouth was watering and I knew what I desired to do. “I want to taste you. Let me go down on you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Wait until tomorrow. Baby steps.” 
 
    Amber was killing me, but I understood. “Then let me make you cum. Tell me you like it.” 
 
    She wailed, “I do. It feels so good. Please don’t stop.” 
 
    Her clit beckoned for my attention. I continued rubbing the wetness around over her clit, applying pressure until I felt her body jerking. She cried out and thrust her hips abruptly before finally halting all together. 
 
    I kissed Amber on the lips a few more times before climbing off the bed to head into the bathroom. We had a long drive and I wouldn’t be able to do with a set of blue-balls. “Where are you going?” She asked. 
 
    “I’m going to take care of this predicament so we can get some sleep. I’d hate to poke you all night.” 
 
    Amber cackled at my situation. Then she really surprised me. Her index finger raised and motioned for me to come back on the bed. I climbed beside her and felt her warm hand going down in my boxers. The second I felt her gripping my cock I closed my eyes. She was helping me relieve myself and it was fucking hot. I kept my lids shut and imagined her lips surrounding my dick. A few minutes later I was running into the bathroom to blow my load in the toilet. Having Amber do it felt better than getting the job done myself. When I climbed back on the mattress with her she welcomed my arms wrapping around her. “Have you ever made love, Jax?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, maybe. I’m not real sure.” 
 
    “I always had this fantasy of losing my virginity in my own room. I pictured candles and romantic shit. Instead, I lost it in the back of some guy’s parent’s minivan.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to take your second virginity in your parent’s house? Please tell me you have a pink canopy bed covered in unicorn blankets.” 
 
    Amber giggled. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    This chick was asking me for something special, and for the first time in my life, after only a week, I wanted to give it to her. “I’ll make sure this weekend is unforgettable, Amber. I promise.” 
 
    She nestled her body up against mine as I pulled the covers over us. “I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Closing my eyes with images of what was about to happen between us left me eager for it to be morning. I was going to make sure Amber was satiated in every way. When I was done with her, she’d know exactly how I felt about her already, and hopefully she’d still want to see where this relationship could take us. 
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    Chapter 24 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy crawling out of his warm arms to get into a car and travel to a place I didn’t want to go. Jax was kind, offering to drive so that I didn’t have to. He’d even opened the door for me, and kissed my hand before I climbed inside.  
 
    After we stopped by my place so that I could grab my things, we set out to Ohio to see my parents. I couldn’t stop thinking about sleeping topless next to him, and how it felt to have his warm arms tightly around me, making certain that nothing could hurt me.  
 
    We’d made it an hour before either of us woke up enough to have a logical conversation. I think in some ways Jax was avoiding speaking because he feared I’d bring up his phone call with his brother and Reese.  
 
    “Did you want to stop for coffee?” I asked. 
 
    Jax stayed focused on the road when he spoke. “We can do whatever you want. I’m your chauffer, your wish is my command. If you need to pee, I’ll find you a toilet. If you’re hungry, I’ll feed you. If you’re horny..” 
 
    I smiled and laced my hand with his, catching his gaze when he looked over at me momentarily. “I’m glad you’re with me, Jax. It’s going to make it easier.” 
 
    “It feels good to be needed. For a while I’ve felt like I couldn’t find a place where I belonged. It doesn’t hurt that you’re so damn sexy. I mean, you give me ample things to daydream about, and jerk off to.” He chuckled. “That came out wrong. Look, the point is that I think you’re adorable, whether you’re laughing, or falling to pieces.” 
 
    I smiled, appreciating how he found even the worst parts about me beautiful. “I feel the same about you.” 
 
    “Are you worried about this weekend?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yes. I really am. You’ve never met them. They’re vicious.” 
 
    “Give me the run down. What do I need to know?” 
 
    Jax wanting to help eased my struggles. It was like he knew exactly what I was feeling, giving me yet another reason to be crazy about him. “My dad barely speaks. He’s always been about business. He made the rules when we were children, and the punishments when we didn’t listen. Since he worked ridiculous hours, my mother was pretty much a single parent most of the time. When Meg and I were teenagers she was nicer. We’d all go shopping, and travel to fancy cities for weekend getaways. She enjoys taking care of herself, and making sure that she always looks her best. Growing up we only wore designer brand clothing. I even got a fancy car when I turned sixteen.” 
 
    “Lucky,” Jax announced. “I got a hand-me-down that I had to share with Jake, granted we did do everything together back then.” 
 
    “It was great, until my whole life came crashing down. The moment my sister took her last breath they changed. They’re cold and distant, and nothing I seem to do is good enough. It’s like they forgot how to love me. They don’t even make a big deal about holidays. They seem as if they’d rather not have any children at all than be stuck with the one that killed the other.” 
 
    Jax squeezed my hand. “Don’t say that, Amber. It was an accident. We talked about this.” 
 
    “I know. It was still my fault though. In their eyes it will always be my fault.” 
 
    “What about Christmas? Didn’t they invite you home?” 
 
    “No,” I answered sadly. “They went out of the country. They called me before to make sure I kept an eye out for their card. I got it two days later, and inside was a gift certificate for a grocery store. I’m pretty sure they had the housekeeper pick it up while she was out stocking their refrigerator.” 
 
    “God, that’s fucking harsh. I’m real sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Jax. I’m getting used to it. You know, people wonder why I do what I do. They want to know how someone like me can stand on a stage and take my clothes off for money. When you have nothing else to live for you stop caring. I told you before, when I go to work I become someone else. As soon as I clock out, I’m back to my miserable life again. I hide behind the façade of being independent and in control, but everyday it’s a struggle to not fall apart.” 
 
    “First, you’re not going to spend the next holiday alone. You’re going to spend it Mitchell style. Second, you’re not alone, and you’re certainly not going to fall apart, not on my watch. You’ve got a sidekick now.” 
 
    He couldn’t know how much that meant to me. “I don’t want to impose. Christmas wasn’t that bad. I made some lasagna and watched old movies.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen again. I don’t know where we’ll be next Thanksgiving and Christmas, but I’m inviting you to spend it with my family.” 
 
    It was difficult to not wonder if Jax was too good to be true. He always knew what to say to make me feel better, and because of my past, I was leery to believe it, even when I wanted to.  
 
    On the other hand, if Jax was being himself, and he really was a good guy, I didn’t want to risk losing him. The fact that I was this interested allowed me to see how fragile our relationship could be if I kept stringing him along. It was time to make a choice, instead of prolonging the inevitable. As much as I needed to take things slow, I knew I was caving. I wanted to experience everything this man had to offer me, because so far he’d left me breathless. 
 
    “Jax, can you pull over for a second?” 
 
    I could tell he thought something was wrong as the car moved to the shoulder and came to a stop. “You alright?” 
 
    I smiled when our eyes met. “I can’t remember a time when I felt better about being this close to someone.” 
 
    “Then why are we stopping?” 
 
    I laughed to myself and reached up to touch his scruffy face. “I didn’t want to distract you when I told you something.” 
 
    “What? Do you want to hop in the backseat? Are you horny? Are we turning around to get freaky back at your place?” 
 
    “What if we didn’t go to Ohio, but we went to North Carolina instead? We have a whole weekend off, and I don’t want to spend it with my parents. I also don’t want to sit at home listening to my phone ringing off the hook when I don’t show up. Now, I’m not trying to force you into anything, but I want to know you; the parts that are still back home where you left them.” 
 
    Jax sighed. “I know what you’re trying to do. It won’t work. I’m not taking you to my parent’s farm so we can hang out with Reese and Jake, because you think it will help bury the hatchet.” 
 
    “Do you like me, Jax?” 
 
    He reached over and ran his hand through my hair. “You know the answer to that. After a week I’m putty in your hands. I’m going crazy over you.” 
 
    I could feel myself blushing. When he complimented me I felt overwhelmed. “I’m crazy about you too. That’s how I know I want to be more than just friends. I can’t deny what’s happening between us, and I don’t even want to. But I also know that you’re not over what happened with Jake and Reese.” 
 
    “I’m over Reese. I can assure you that -.” 
 
    I cut him off. “Jax, I mean emotionally. I need to know that you want me for more reasons than not wanting to be alone.” 
 
    “In other words, you want me to go home and face the two of them so you can make a determination about how I still feel about them. That’s not fair. That’s like me telling you to face your parents because it’s the only way you’ll be able to get over your sister’s death.” 
 
    Jax had a point. He’d helped me so much that I felt obligated to give him back the one thing that was missing. He had to bond with Jake, and I was the only person who could persuade him into making it happen. “If you turn this car around and head to the farm, I’ll give you what you want so badly.” 
 
    That got his attention. “That’s not fair and you know it. You can’t throw that out there.” 
 
    “I just did,” I announced confidently. 
 
    “You’re telling me that if we go to the farm you’re going to sleep with me? That’s ridiculous, babe.” 
 
    “Come on, Skippy.” I ran my hands up my thighs. “You said you’d do anything to have some of this. I can’t promise it will be any good, but I’m willing if you are. I’m ready to take things to the next level, Jax. I just want to know you’re willing to make sure this isn’t about some rebound relationship. I need you to want this because it’s new and exciting, because we connect.” 
 
    Jax smiled and rubbed his face. “Fine. You win. You want me to prove it, and I will. Nothing is going to prevent me from getting into those little panties, especially not my brother and his girlfriend, but we’re not going this weekend. Oh, no, beautiful. You’re not getting out of it that easy.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re going to handle your parents.” His hand slid over my thigh again, this time getting very close to going up my shorts. “I want you, that’s no secret. That’s the reason I won’t let you make excuses not to go. I’ve seen what you’ve lost since your sister’s death. Hell, you wouldn’t of had to deal with that douche Seth if you didn’t have a reason to move to Kentucky. I’m not saying your relationship can be salvaged, but they need to know that punishing you won’t bring her back. They still have a daughter who needs them more than she’s willing to admit. I’ve seen you on that stage, Amber. I watch you pretend to be someone else because you can’t handle the person you’ve had to become. You need to know how beautiful you are inside and out. You need to be able to see what I do when I’m around you. I’ve never met someone like you, and I don’t think I ever will again. From the moment I laid eyes on you I knew you were something special. Every second we spend together I find another reason to want to be with you.” He continued massaging my upper thigh. “You say you want to know everything about me, well I’m telling you the biggest part. I’ll make you a deal. We go to Ohio and see this through, and then I’ll take you home to North Carolina. You’ll see why I had to leave, and the reason I’ll never go back. I’ll even wait until we’re home to ask for my prize.” 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain, Jax Mitchell.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s get this show on the road. The sooner we get there, the faster we can head home.” 
 
    We were quiet again for a while, both having a ton on our minds. I felt nervous about seeing my family, but knew that if it led Jax to making amends with Jake it would be worth it. There may not have been hope for me, but there was still a chance for the twins.  
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    Chapter 25 
 
    Jax 
 
    She had me by the balls, and I knew there was nothing I could do about it. Amber was adamant about me seeing Jake again, even though I wasn’t interested. I knew I had to change the subject, in order to calm down. “What was the hottest sex you’ve ever had?” 
 
    She turned around, shocked that I’d just randomly asked such a taboo question. I liked how she had such an innocent side to her. It made my time with her special because it was parts she refused to share with anyone else. “Seriously? You first.” 
 
    “Suddenly this question seems loaded.” 
 
    “If you tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine.” 
 
    It was difficult to pinpoint one particular instance of hot sex, though I did have a few that came to mind. “There was this one away game where this group of girls were all over me and Jake. We took them back to our room. For a while they were all over each other.” 
 
    “How many?” She asked. 
 
    “Five, I think. Anyway, they were all making out with each other, drinking, and teasing us. Three of them went over to be with Jake, and two stayed with me. I’m not gay by any means, but being with two chicks, and watching three more fucking each other wasn’t something I’ll ever forget.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said as she looked away. “My story doesn’t compare to yours, Jax.” 
 
    “Sorry. You asked. I’m just being honest. Reese thought I was disgusting for bringing it up too.” 
 
    Amber shyly turned around and smiled. “It’s not that. I think women are beautiful. I just can’t be involved with more than one person. I’m too jealous. I’m not bi-sexual, so don’t get the wrong idea when I say this, but when I was in high school I messed around with one of my friends at a party. We took these pills and had been drinking. I don’t remember much, and thankfully we were alone when it happened.” 
 
    “Holy shit! I’m getting hard. Keep talking.” 
 
    “Jax, we were young. It was more fondling and kissing than anything else. We were so embarrassed the next morning that we stopping being friends.” 
 
    I was hoping she’d make something up. “Damn, I was picturing it differently in my head.” 
 
    She shoved me and laughed. “Of course you were.” 
 
    “Was that the hottest?” 
 
    Amber shook her head. “No. If it’s okay with you, I’d rather not reminisce about it.” 
 
    Suddenly I realized why she said it. Her hottest experience had been with Seth, probably early in their secret affair. “Shit. I’m sorry. I’m a fucking asshole.” 
 
    She reached over and folded her arm under mine, placing her head on my shoulder. “It’s okay. Let’s just say it involves being on the top level of a parking garage in a convertible.” 
 
    “That’s sexy.” 
 
    She laughed and got quiet again, so I decided to break the ice. “When I first saw you at the club I had this dream about you. You tied me up and made me beg to eat your pussy.” 
 
    The mood in the car changed. When I looked over her eyes were huge. “Are you serious?” 
 
    I nodded and looked back at the highway. “Dead serious. It was so hot I could taste you when I woke up.” 
 
    “Well, what did I taste like?” She asked curiously. 
 
    “Heaven.” 
 
    Amber was quiet for a only a few seconds, and when I looked over I could tell she was thinking, with a smirk on her face. “So you like being tied up?” 
 
    “If you’re doing it, then hell yes. I’m used to being in control, but after that dream, I’d be open to anything your little heart desires.” 
 
    “You do realize that was your imagination, not mine. Maybe I only like missionary position. Maybe I like keeping my shirt on.” 
 
    She was trying to get a rise out of me. “I’ll still like it, because it’s with you.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. It could be the worst you’ve ever had.” 
 
    “I can pull over and give you my honest opinion if you want to give me a sample.” She knew I was joking, and appreciated my sense of humor about the situation. “I like making you wait.” 
 
    “Amber,” I squeezed her hand. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you. Nothing I’ve experienced before will compare to this. I like you, and you’re so fucking beautiful it’s insane. I’m afraid I’ll be the one who isn’t worthy. I’ve gotten around, and taken a lot of girls for granted. Even with Reese, I liked to be in control. I already know it’s not going to be like that with you. I’m giving you control, because I know how important it is that we go at your pace.” 
 
    “All of my rules have been broken so far with you, Jax. I mean, I said I don’t date men that come in the club. Here I am calling you my boyfriend after only a week. I’m taking you home to meet my parents, and it’s obvious that we’re going to sleep together. I’ve never wanted anyone like this either. It’s scary and exciting, and I don’t want it to stop. I know part of it is the anticipation of being together, but getting to know you has been so satisfying. You make me smile. You keep me safe, and you’re not at all hard to look at.” 
 
    “You mean naked, right? You like seeing me naked?” I taunted. 
 
    “I like seeing you dressed as well.” 
 
    She hadn’t denied it. “I knew you liked the Jaxinator.” 
 
    “The Jaxinator seems to have an obsession with me.” She pointed to my crotch. In my defense it wasn’t fully erect, but somewhat hard. 
 
    “He’s just saying hi. He’s not used to being left out. He doesn’t get along with my hand very much.” 
 
    Amber shocked me when she let go of my hand and rubbed her palm up my thigh. Immediately I felt warmth rushing through me. This was what happened when I had to hold out for pussy. I was losing control with the simplest touch. The closer she got to my package the harder it was to focus on the road. I blinked a couple times and tried to pretend she wasn’t touching me. When I turned to glance at her she was biting down on her bottom lip and focused on her movements. Reluctantly I reached for her hand and halted her. “You can’t do that while I’m driving. We may end up in a ditch if you keep at it.” 
 
    Amber freed her hand and went back to work, finally cupping her hold around my dick. “So this is off limits?” 
 
    I groaned and made a funny face. “Don’t make me answer that.” 
 
    She rocked her hand back and forth to get another response out of me. I attempted to adjust in my seat. “Jax,” she whispered against my ear. “Tell me to stop.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. Not going to happen.” I was determined to keep her hand right where it was.  
 
    “What if I did this?” A cool surge let me know she’d removed her hand, but nothing could have prepared me for the instant arousal I’d get when she shoved her fingers up my shorts, tickling my balls while kissing my lobe. “Would you tell me to stop?” 
 
    I swallowed another lump in my throat and stayed focused on the vehicle in front of me. “This isn’t going to end well. Keep that seatbelt on, just in case I pass out.” 
 
    Her giggles sent air into my ear, giving me chills. Amber was teasing me on purpose, knowing I couldn’t refuse her. Her lips were close to mine. “Kiss me, Jax.” 
 
    Kissing her with my eyes open wasn’t as hot as I wanted it to be. My fear that we were going to wreck was preventing me from enjoying her games fully. Her tongue teased my lips, and then she went back to teasing my ear. “I want to pull over.” 
 
    “Keep driving,” she whispered. 
 
    With one hand on the wheel, I dropped the other down and reached it between her legs. Her little shorts were easy to maneuver into, and I was pretty surprised when she didn’t push me away. Amber stopped groping me when my fingertips reached her soft panties. I moved them to the side and glanced over to make sure she was okay. “Stop or go. You tell me.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and threw her head back in the chair. “Go.” 
 
    Rubbing my fingers over that pussy was something I couldn’t forget, not ever. She was so warm, so wet, as I slowly located and entered between her lips. The slickness was a constant reminder of how turned on she was. Amber took ahold of my arm and controlled the pace at which I fingered her. I could tell she liked how I was making her feel, and that only turned me on more. “Fuck this.” I pulled my finger out of her to be able to turn off into a rest stop. I don’t even know if the car was in park before she’d climbed over and was sitting on top of me. Our lips connected, and as soon as I felt her tongue nothing else mattered. I reached my hand back up her shorts, having a better angle to work with this time around. Amber leaned back against the steering wheel, allowing me to reach my free hand up her shirt. She rocked her pussy against my two fingers as they sloshed inside of her wet hole. “Oh God, Jax. I want you so bad.” 
 
    “Cum for me. Just focus on this first.” I wanted to please her, and this was the easiest way to do it. I took my thumb and circled around her clit, determined to hit her sensitive spot enough to make her crazy. She closed her eyes and cried out at the same time I felt her walls pushing me out as they tightened. Amber leaned in to kiss me. “I don’t know if I want to wait for more.” We kissed slowly. My heart was beating so damn fast. “I want you, Jax. Taste me.” She lifted my fingers to my own mouth and watched as I savored the essence of her for the first time. Her heavy eyes made me aware of how ready she really was. There was only one problem.  
 
    I knew what I wanted, and what I had to do. “Not like this.” I pushed her back so I could keep my composure. “I’m going to hate myself for this, but I won’t sleep with you for the first time in a car. You deserve to be pampered. A woman that tastes as good as you is worth the wait.” 
 
    Amber reached down and rubbed against my crotch again. “What if I returned the favor?” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said as she tugged on my shorts. “Seriously?” 
 
    She nodded. “You can drive while I spend time with the Jaxinator.” She slid her body to the passenger side, buckled her seatbelt and leaned back to be close to me. 
 
    As much as I wanted this, I knew I wouldn’t be able to operate a moving vehicle. “Wait.” I lifted her head up to look at me. “You don’t have to. I can wait for all of it.” 
 
    “So, you don’t want me to do it?” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I want it.” I pulled her closer by the chin. “Kiss me.” This time I closed my eyes and focused on only what was happening with our tongues. While they mingled, I ran my hand up into her hair. Our lips parted and I rubbed my nose against hers. “I can wait.” 
 
    She pointed to my crotch. “Can he?” 
 
    “It will be a trying time for the both of us,” I admitted. “Let’s get back on the road. As soon as we get to your bedroom all bets are off. I’m just warning you now.” 
 
    This woman would be the death of me, and I was fully prepared for it to happen.  
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    Chapter 26 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    I have no idea what had gotten into me. All of a sudden I was dying to be with him. The fact that I’d let him do that to me in my car was just an example of how comfortable I felt with Jax.  
 
    “Let’s get back on the road. As soon as we get to your bedroom all bets are off. I’m just warning you now.” 
 
    I kissed him one more time as we pulled back onto the highway. “Hopefully you’ll still be saying that once my mother gets her claws in you.” 
 
    Jax gave me a double take. “Say what? Is she freaky?” 
 
    I burst into laughter. “No. Oh my God, no. She’s a prude. You’re going to give her a heart attack with your mouth. I can’t wait.” 
 
    It was terrible for me to want Jax to offend her. I knew it, but it didn’t stop me from hoping it happened.  
 
    “I’ll have you know that I can be a gentlemen. My parents instilled manners in me, I just need to concentrate real hard to use them.” 
 
    “I want you to be yourself, Jax.” 
 
    “Are you using me as a weapon against the dark lords?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I am. I want you to be at your best.” 
 
    “Can I call you baby?” He asked with a bright white smile. 
 
    “You better.” 
 
    “Can I smack your ass in front of them?” 
 
    I nodded. “And when they aren’t around.” 
 
    His hand landed on my thigh and I refused to move it. This was what I wanted. It was what I needed. This is what real couples did. It made me happy. 
 
    “Can we make out at the dinner table?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend it.” 
 
    “Can we get loud and freaky and pretend we’re getting it on in the middle of the night? Can we skinny dip in your pool? Do you even have a pool?” 
 
    “We do have a pool, and a pool house that’s my dad’s office when he works from home. You really want me naked, don’t you?” 
 
    Jax looked at me really quick while he drove. “I want Amber naked, not Charisma. I just want to be with you, naked or not, and don’t you dare tell anyone I said that. I know I sound like a pussy. You’ve got me by the balls, woman. I’m going crazy.” 
 
    “You sound like the perfect boyfriend. Keep talking like that and I’ll owe you a lot more favors.” 
 
    “I think the friend card is out the window.” 
 
    “Well I think we can have the best of both worlds.” Our hands laced together and I knew we were on the same page. “Our friendship is what drew me in. You probably knew that all along. This was your plan wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie. I was willing to do anything.” 
 
    “And now?” I asked. 
 
    “And now I want all of you.” 
 
    After our conversation I rested my head on Jax’s shoulder for the rest of the ride. I thought about us being a couple, and couldn’t find any reason why it shouldn’t happen. Sure, we were both broken for different reasons, but when we were together it was like we could heal. My draw to him wasn’t just emotional anymore. I physically longed for his touch, and everything else that came with it. When he said he wanted me I wasn’t scared. I was eager. That’s how I knew I was ready to give him all of me.  
 
    Pulling up at my parent’s house soured my mood. I think once we hit the neighborhood Jax was a little shocked. The country club was filled with cars, and there were several times we had to stop and let the golfers cross the road as they traveled to the next playing hole. “It’s just back there, Jax. The one on the water.” 
 
    In a cul-de-sac all by itself, my parent’s home sat, looking exactly the same as when I’d last been there, except for the for sale sign in the front yard. 
 
    “This place is nice. You didn’t tell me how rich you were.” 
 
    “I’m not. They are. It’s a huge difference.” I was doing my best to keep calm, even though inside I felt like falling apart. As soon as the car stopped I was beginning to panic. Jax took my hand and brought it up to his lips. “Are you ready for this, friend?” 
 
    “Friend?” I cocked my brow, curious to what he meant.  
 
    “Partner? Goddess? Woman of my dreams? I can keep going.” 
 
    I smiled. “I get the point. I’m just nervous.” 
 
    He clenched my hand. “Don’t worry. I won’t let them be assholes. Just say the word and we’ll go home.” 
 
    “I’m saying it right now.” 
 
    “Amber, we agreed.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re right. I know I have to face them.” 
 
    The front door opened and I saw my mother coming outside. She was dressed to the nine, even wearing classy heals that she probably paid a fortune for. Her wave made me want to cringe, because I knew she was silently wishing I wouldn’t have shown up. When she noticed me in the passenger seat, and that I’d brought someone with me, I think she was as shocked as Jax. “You didn’t tell them I was coming did you?” 
 
    “No. Come on. She’ll expect us to walk halfway to her.” 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be good. Stay put.” Jax jumped out of the car and came around to my side. He opened the door for me, and held out his hand for me to take, winking when our eyes met. I wanted to laugh at him acting so courteous, but knew he was doing it on purpose for my mom’s benefit. 
 
    We walked hand in hand coming to a stop in front of the woman who gave me life. She awkwardly reached out and hugged me. “I wasn’t expecting you so early. Your father isn’t home yet.” 
 
    She didn’t say I looked healthy, or that she missed me, though I hadn’t expected it. “We decided to leave first thing. Mom, this is Jax. He’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t bringing anyone.” She seemed confused and I wasn’t about to share that we’d just started dating, and especially how fast things were moving between us.  
 
    He reached his hand out and greeted her. “I didn’t think I’d be able to get off work.” 
 
    My mother displayed one of her fake smiles. “My daughter neglected to tell me about you. Forgive me for not being prepared for your visit. I’ll make sure a room is prepared for you.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary, mother. Jax will stay in my room with me. We live together at home, in vain of course.” 
 
    One thing I’d not mentioned to Jax was my parent’s faith, or for better terms, their so called faith. It was another reason I stayed away. Not only was I taking off my clothes for money, but I was involved in sexual activity outside of marriage. Apparently that was the greatest sin in their book, though I stopped reading it a long time ago. 
 
    “I see. You’ll have to speak with your father about that.” 
 
    “We can stay at a hotel if it’s a problem.” 
 
    “Nonsense, we have this big house.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me cutting in, I have no problem staying in another room. I don’t want to offend anyone.” Sweet Jax was trying to get on her good side, while I stood there prepared to appall her.  
 
    My mom rubbed her hands together. “Grab your things and come on inside. I’ve arranged to have lunch out at the pool if that’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Jax announced. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and pulled him back toward the car. Once we were out of my mom’s view I shoved him lightly. “You’re such a kiss up.” 
 
    “You’re vicious. What happened to Amber?” He looked behind me. “Have you seen my girlfriend?” 
 
    I pinched his cheeks together and kissed him. “She makes me vicious. It’s her fault.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just going to have to cut you off tonight. You’re being a bad girl.” He smacked my ass unexpectedly.  
 
    I smiled and watched as he grabbed all of our things so I wouldn’t have to carry them. “Shut up!” 
 
    “Lead the way, your majesty.” 
 
    The first thing I noticed when we entered the house was that every picture from every single wall had been removed, leaving an outline of where they’d once been. My mother’s voice echoed in the foyer. “I’ve already packed up the downstairs for the most part. The movers will do the rest.” 
 
    I turned to face her. “When is that happening?” 
 
    “In four weeks. We already found the house.” 
 
    I looked away, unable to control my emotions while peering into her eyes. “I see. Well we’re just going to get settled. We will meet you out back once we’re done.” 
 
    I pretty much pulled Jax along until we entered my bedroom. The door was quickly locked after we’d both gotten inside. I left my back against the door as I stood there taking in a few deep breaths.  
 
    “You okay?” Jax asked. 
 
    I moved my head up and down, even though I wasn’t sure. “I’ll be fine in a minute.” 
 
    Jax put the bags down and sat on the mattress of my canopy bed. My purple walls were a bit embarrassing, but not as much as the sexy shirtless cowboy poster above my desk. He pointed to it and shook his head. “I look way better than that eighties douche.” 
 
    “I like horses,” I said to make it seem better than it obviously was. 
 
    “Yeah right. I’m sure that’s why you hung it up, for the horse that’s clearly in the background.” 
 
    I picked up a pillow and tossed it at him, only to be brought down by his strength. Once I’d wrapped my arms around his neck he couldn’t let go of me if he wanted to. “You’re just jealous of how many times that guy’s seen me naked.” 
 
    He kissed me quickly. “You’re damn right I am.” 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about. I have a real life cowboy right in front of me.” 
 
    “Don’t wake the Jaxinator up, Amber. He’s finally settled down,” he warned. 
 
    “I was hoping you brought your lasso, so I could tie you up tonight.” I was only kidding in reference to his dream, but it certainly got his attention. He freed my hand and lingered overtop of me.  
 
    “You’re being evil today. I don’t know whether to be turned off or on. It’s a fine line.” 
 
    I wrapped my legs around his back and pulled him on top of me. “Stop talking. We only have a little bit of time before we have to show our faces again. Let’s make the most of it.” 
 
    Jax pulled away after one chaste kiss. “Wait. Is this your way of avoiding your mother?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” I asked as I lifted his shirt over his head. 
 
    “You really don’t want to do this, Amber. I need to prepare for something this serious.” 
 
    “Prepare?” I giggled against his lips. 
 
    “Yeah.” We kissed again. “First I need to shower. Then jerk off, at least once, so I last extra long.” 
 
    Using all the muscles in my body, I flipped us around, so that I was now on top of him. I took the bottom of my top in my hand and began lifting it. “I guess I’ll just get my swimsuit on then.” 
 
    Jax’s hands were on my hips, drifting up my ribs to assist me in removing my shirt. Once it was gone, he played with the bottom of my bra, digging his fingers underneath until he freed my breasts by shoving the fabric up over them. “There they are.” While his hands explored my sensitive nipples, I tickled his chest with my fingernails. “Am I allowed to kiss them?” 
 
    I smirked and shook my head. “How bad do you want to?” 
 
    “About as bad as you want me to. Just let me suck on one. I won’t even use my hands.” 
 
    As he removed his hands from my breasts, I picked one back up and placed it over my nipple. “Have at it.” 
 
    Jax adjusted his body and narrowed in on my left breast, watching my reaction the whole time. He didn’t take it into his mouth at first. Instead, his tongue came out and he licked the tip. It sent a jolt throughout my body, forcing me to crave more.  
 
    I dug my hand into his hair and tried to contain my own emotions.  
 
    Jax backed away further, grinning the whole time. He reached up and pinched my pink nipple first gentle, but then harder until I made a sound. Even after he’d removed it I could still feel the pinch racing down between my legs to ignite a fire.  
 
    He licked it again, this time sucking my whole tit into his mouth. While holding it, I could feel his tongue circling the tip. When he pulled away he blew on it, watching it harden. “Oh yeah, you like it.” 
 
    Before he could refuse me, I slid down and ran my chin over the crotch of his shorts. “I can play too, Jax.” I let my tongue slide over the fabric, noticing immediately how hard he was. While I teased him I felt him moving it. We both laughed, but it didn’t stop me. I licked it again, this time looking up into his eyes. “We need to stop,” he suggested. 
 
    I shook my head and licked it a third time, while digging my fingers under the elastic to this shorts. I already knew what was underneath waiting for me. He’d showed me his naked body the first time he’d spent the night. If he thought for a second I’d forgotten the size, he was very mistaken.  
 
    Jax laid still as I tugged down his shorts, watching his erection spring up in my face. He began rubbing his face, as if he was confused. I wasn’t though. In fact, I knew exactly what I wanted to do to him, and knowing that allowed me to be able to continue, because he’d broken through my barrier.  
 
    I took him fully in my hand, rubbing my cheek over the smooth skin of his shaft. I hadn’t been this close to a man’s genitals in a very long time, and as much as I should have been afraid, I wasn’t. I couldn’t be scared when I was with Jax. Something wouldn’t allow it. 
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    Chapter 27 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    Amber’s lips surrounded my cock and I knew it was only going to be seconds before I lost my shit. I’d held out, and not had time to prepare. She no sooner applied pressure to my shaft and I could feel it coming. I couldn’t hold it in when I watched her mouth devouring me the way she was. 
 
    Before she could attest, I jumped off the bed and blew my load in a trash can, finally collapsing on the floor next to it. “Well that was a disappointment on my part. Wow.” 
 
    Amber laughed. “It’s my fault for teasing you, Jax.” 
 
    I peeked over to see her waiting for my reply. I smiled and shook my head. “If I wasn’t so fucking spent I’d come over there and thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do much.” 
 
    “You did enough,” I assured her. “All you have to do is touch me and I lose it. That’s twice now I couldn’t control myself. I already know I’m a goner when we do the deed.” 
 
    Amber hopped off the bed and stuck her hand out to help me up. I didn’t make her pull me as I stood in front of her, taking her into my arms. I kissed her before she was able to speak. “Now you don’t have to beat off.” 
 
    Did she really just say that to me? “Does that mean it’s really going to happen? So I don’t have to go to North Carolina?” 
 
    Amber tapped on my mouth, making me spread my lips for her next kiss. When she pulled away she smiled. “You’re not getting out of it that easily, Jax.” 
 
    I lifted her up into my arms and carried her back over to the bed. Gently I lowered us onto it, savoring the way her tongue meshed with my own. “I don’t know if I can be near you in a bathing suit without touching you.” It was going to be a real struggle for me, especially since I knew how sexy she looked above the waist.  
 
    “I never said you couldn’t. They’ll go inside after lunch, and I suppose I’ll be expected to help my mother pack. Hopefully my dad won’t be too hard on you.” 
 
    When she slipped off the bed it finally hit me. Never had I considered I’d have to be alone with her father. “Oh shit. What did I sign up for?” 
 
    Amber tossed my shorts at me, before opening her bag and pulling out a bikini. It was bright blue with fringes on the top. The bottoms left little to the imagination.  
 
    She shimmied out of her shorts and noticed I hadn’t taken my eyes off of her. Being that she was clear across the room she knew I couldn’t get to her. With a ornery grimace she started shoving down her panties. If I hadn’t just lost my shit in a garbage can I would have been about to blow just anticipating it. This was the one part of her I hadn’t seen. It was the part I craved the most. I couldn’t even help from licking my lips as I the fabric inched it’s way down.  
 
    Amber stopped and stood there. She knew she was killing me. “Maybe you should turn around.” 
 
    “Aw, hell no! I’ll stay right here and behave, but I ain’t moving.” 
 
    She twisted around and lowered her panties until they fell off her feet. That ass was sensational. I couldn’t wait to play with it later. When I saw her grabbing the bikini bottoms I knew I had to get her to look at me. “Please. I’m dying over here.” 
 
    She turned only her head to look back at me. Her face showed me she liked driving me nuts. “That’s the point, Jax. Think of how much better it will be tonight.” 
 
    “Think of how fast I just blew my load. You really want that happening again?” 
 
    “The best things come to those who wait.” 
 
    “Baby, I’ve been waiting my ass off to be with you. You can’t keep teasing me. It’s not fair. I showed you mine. It’s only fair to see yours.” 
 
    She faced the opposite direction. “It’s the only part of me that nobody else gets to see. If I turn around and face you right now…” 
 
    “It will be perfect,” I replied. 
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore. The distance between us was making me crazy. I had to touch her, to place my hands on her shoulders and let her know that this wasn’t a joke for me. Nothing about being with this woman was a joke. 
 
    The moment I stepped foot behind her I could feel the power of our connection. It baffled me to be so attracted to her, yet still want to know everything Amber had to tell. “Wait.” I was going to hate myself again. “Don’t turn around. Make me wait for it.” 
 
    Amber turned around anyway, though we were too close for me to look down. The expression on her face warmed my heart. It was as if I’d left her speechless. Her lips parted and all I could do was lean forward and embrace her with passionate kisses.  
 
    This wasn’t the Jax everyone knew. I couldn’t even explain what she was doing to me, slowly, without effort. I wanted to impress her, but this was so much more. I also wanted to cherish her, like she was a goddess and I was her servant. I had her on a pedestal, feeling as if I’d never be good enough to keep her happy. “Jax, I don’t want to hide from you.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Isn’t this what you’ve been waiting for?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t need to see your pussy to stick around. This is where I want to be, here with you.” 
 
    She looked away shyly. I got a kick out of that little quirk about her. “I’ve seen that look before. Don’t you dare fall in love with me, Jax Mitchell.” 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off of her when I replied. “I’m afraid it might be too late for that.” 
 
    She was as shocked as I was for saying it. “What? Stop joking around.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw and tried to imagine how freaked out she must have been. “I can’t make you any promises.” 
 
    A half-smile formed at the corner of her lips. “I can’t either.” 
 
    I kissed her slowly, savoring every single movement of her sweet tongue. “At least I’m not alone.” 
 
    When I backed away from her I kept my eyes closed. “Hurry up and get dressed. I can only be a gentlemen for five minutes tops.” 
 
    “Just get your suit on. My mom’s probably assuming we’re up here screwing.” 
 
    It was disappointing to open my eyes and see her pulling a cover-up over her bikini. “I have high hopes for that happening later.” 
 
    Amber didn’t have any problem watching me kick off my boxers and stand naked in front of her. I spread my arms and looked down. “It hasn’t fallen off yet.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll still be intact after lunch. Come on. Let’s get the show on the road.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I reached for her hand and pulled her close again. “How long have we been living together?” 
 
    She suddenly realized we hadn’t discussed the background of our fake relationship. “Seven months.” 
 
    “Six, and I want to be a male stripper.” 
 
    Her head fell against my chest when she began cracking up. “That’s not going to work. Seven months, and you’re in college. You’re a star quarterback.” 
 
    “That I am, or I was.” 
 
    “Are you really quitting?” 
 
    “I’m not going back home to finish school.” 
 
    “You have to. Jax, I’ve seen you play. You’re amazing.” I appreciated her confidence, but couldn’t begin to explain how much playing football hurt me now. I’d never be able to walk out on the field and not think of my brother. 
 
    “I’ll tell your dad whatever you want me to.” With a quick smile I turned and finished making sure my trunks were tied. The last thing I needed was my shit coming down in front of them. Amber would be fine, but her mom, not so much. 
 
    We made it to the large kitchen, which was exceptionally arranged. Lavish marble countertops surrounded the whole area. In the center was a huge island with a sink. An older woman was washing the dishes.  
 
    Amber walked over and hugged her. “Maggie, it’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “You too.” She pulled away and checked me out first, and then my girlfriend. “You look amazing.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled. “I’m happy, maybe that’s it.” 
 
    Maggie looked in my direction. “Is he the reason for the smiles?” 
 
    Amber seemed pleased. “Maybe. This is Jax. Jax, this is Maggie, our housekeeper.” 
 
    “Not for much longer, I’m afraid. Your parents aren’t taking me with them when they move. I suppose it’s time I retired. It’s not like I’m able to keep up with a new family like I used to. My bones are too brittle.” 
 
    “It’s great to meet you, Maggie,” I responded. It was obvious she was upset about not having a job much longer. I tried to keep my thoughts to myself. 
 
    “Your father just arrived. He’s out back waiting on you. I’ll bring the food as soon as I’m finished in here. I’ve already set the tea out for you. Jax, would you like something special to drink?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Tea is great.” 
 
    Amber took my hand and pulled me along, even though I could tell she’d rather catch up with Maggie. 
 
    I could see her parents sitting at a table before we ambled out to join them. Amber clung to me for dear life, but didn’t say anything while opening the door. I had no idea what to expect from her parents, but I was certain that if they upset her they’d have to deal with me.  
 
    A man, who looked to be older than my father, stood up to greet us. I could tell he was checking me out for things he could pick apart, but I’d already prepared for this moment. I stuck out my hand. “Jax Mitchell, it’s nice to meet you, sir.” 
 
    We shook, and he kept staring at me. “Your name is familiar. Jax Mitchell.” He scrunched up his face trying to place where he might know me. Then he smiled. “Are you the kid that plays for North Carolina?” 
 
    I smiled, feeling as if I was famous. “Yes, sir. I’m the quarterback.” 
 
    “Of course. You have a brother who is a tight end?” 
 
    “My twin is on the team. His name is Jake.” 
 
    “You threw one hell of game in that championship. I watched it with some of my colleagues at the club. It was very impressive.” 
 
    After he’d said that I turned to look at Amber, who was still waiting to be acknowledged. His eyes followed mine and the mood changed. “It’s good to see you, Amber.” I could tell from his quick hug that Amber had been right. They weren’t treating her like they’d missed her. It pissed me off. 
 
    “I missed you, daddy.” His withdraw left her hurt. It was obvious. 
 
    Since it wasn’t my place to say anything I tried to let it go. Her mother waved us all over and began pouring fresh glasses of tea. Amber’s father sat down last. He fidgeted with his utensils instead of looking up at his beautiful daughter. “What brings you to Kentucky, Jax? That is where you’re living, correct?” 
 
    I looked at Amber as I answered. “Yeah, I’m staying with Amber for the summer. My family has a ranch there, and I’m lending a hand during the off season.” 
 
    “How did you meet my daughter?” 
 
    I reached under the table and touched her knee, because I knew I was going against what she’d planned. “She’s friends with my cousin. She set us up.” 
 
    “I played a little football myself back in the day. I remember how fond the ladies were with the star quarterback. Is it still that way?” 
 
    What the hell was up with this guy?  
 
    I shrugged. “Sure. I get followers. None of them are girlfriend material though.” I squeezed Amber’s knee to let her know I was still in this with her. “I only have eyes for one girl, sir.” 
 
    “My daughter won’t be in any position to travel in the upcoming years. Once she transfers back to Ohio for medical school, she won’t have time for anything else. A summer romance is always nice, but I recommend that you both keep it at that. She has one more semester left, and it’s important she stays focused.” 
 
    “Daddy, please don’t start this already. I brought Jax because I thought you’d like him. I told you I wanted to be happy again. Jax makes me feel that way. He knows about Meg.” 
 
    I heard her mother gasp before the sound of a glass hit the hard concrete ground. In that instant I knew this family was in dire need of therapy. Amber jumped out of her seat and started picking up the broken pieces that had shattered. “I’m sorry, mom. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    Her mother crouched down and began helping her. “It’s not your fault. I should have been prepared. It’s the reason I asked you here.” 
 
    “Enough already. We’ve talked about this, dear. Now go on inside and take your medication. I told you it wasn’t a good idea to go without it.” 
 
    I got down on my knees and started helping out Amber. “Go ahead inside. I’ll help get this mess cleaned up. By the time you come back out we can start over fresh.” 
 
    Her mother smiled and darted inside the house. A moment later her father stood up. “Excuse me for a second.” He followed his wife and they exchanged words inside that we were unable to make out. Amber was already a mess. Tears fell from her eyes as she continued cleaning up the glass. I reached over and touched her arm.  
 
    “Hey, it’s going to be alright.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jax. They hate me.” 
 
    “Well I hate them. They’re both assholes, who clearly have sticks up their asses if they can’t see how much you need them. Say the word and we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Amber smiled, but shook her head. “I can’t. If I don’t stay my mom will throw all of Meg’s things away. I need to go through her stuff, so I can have something to remember her by.” 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “I won’t let them keep treating you like this. Something’s got to give, babe.” 
 
    “Thanks for being here.” She could barely say it without sobbing. “It means so much to me, Jax.” 
 
    I smiled, even though I felt horrible for her. “You don’t have to thank me. I’m addicted to being close to you. I don’t think you could get rid of me if you tried. By the way, don’t listen to your douche of a dad. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” She shook her head and looked away. “It’s only been a week. After a while you’ll get tired of me. It’s not like I have anything to offer you. My dad’s right. As soon as the first semester is over I’ll have to leave Kentucky.” 
 
    My stomach turned thinking about her being so far away from me. I knew I had it bad for this girl. It terrified me. This wasn’t like being with Reese. Amber was broken. She was tormented by demons from her past. Not only did I want to be her hero, but there was something else about her. The gleam in her eyes every time we were close kept me curious, and the way it felt when she touched me lifted me up when I was down. Amber being fragile gave me a reason to take my time, but it wasn’t what was keeping me around. Our chemistry was electrifying, and I knew I’d never experienced anyone like her before. “Let’s not think about it right now. We’ve got plenty of time to figure things out.” 
 
    I literally had about four months to figure out what the hell was happening between us, and if this was what I thought it was, how I would convince her to stay.  
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    Chapter 28 
 
    Amber 
 
    I was a basket case.  
 
    This visit was going exactly how I thought it would.  
 
    When my parents came back outside they had alcoholic beverages in their hands. It was obvious my mother had taken a valium. She was dopey and relaxed, almost too much. Maggie carried out our food, serving us each large plates. Jax never took his hand off of my knee. Being overwhelmed was one way to put all of the things going through my head at once, though I was determined to see this through. For the first time since Meg’s death, I wasn’t alone. There was a beautiful man next to me, shielding me with his adoration. He was learning the darkest parts of my life; the ones I kept hidden from everyone else, because they were honestly too embarrassing to admit. For some reason I didn’t feel regret about letting Jax into my life. He was my hero, already, after such a short amount of time. I never could have imagined it after what happened in that hotel room with Reese, and my part in it all. Had it not been for me he may have never gotten into that room. Perhaps the outcome would have ended differently. 
 
    My father did the talking at lunch, pushing once more about my continued education. “It’s a shame you took time off that semester. You could already be preparing for medical school.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, well I never planned on getting pregnant and losing my baby.” 
 
    My flip comment made my father alarmed. He peered over at Jax, as if to question if he knew about it. 
 
    “Jax knows everything, dad.” 
 
    My father took a bite of pasta salad and chewed it before replying. “I see.” He wiped his face with a napkin, even though there was nothing there. “Did your mother tell you we’re taking out the boat tomorrow?” 
 
    I nodded. “She did.” 
 
    “The weather is supposed to be clear. It will make for a smooth ride. I’m thinking of staying out at sea overnight, but the cabin will be tight, as there are only two bedrooms.” 
 
    He was hinting about sleeping arrangements, and I was prepared to nix them immediately. “Jax and I live together, dad. He can share a bed with me.” 
 
    “Not under my roof. There are still rules here. Unless you’re married it’s not happening.” 
 
    I put my finger up to address him, but Jax pulled it back down. “It’s fine, sir. I understand your feelings about it. I’ll be glad to sleep wherever there is a spot. I’m not picky. I just appreciate being included.” 
 
    Jax knew I was angry. He winked to try to calm me down. This was a disaster. “I don’t know how you found this one, but he’s a keeper.” My father said as he pointed his fork at Jax. “Are you still living at the same place, Amber?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m doing quite well with school and work. It keeps me focused.” 
 
    “Good, good.” 
 
    My gaze left my father when I noticed my mom wasn’t saying anything. She sat next to him sipping on her vodka tonic. “Have you had any help packing up the house?” 
 
    “Maggie has been assisting. She’s trying to stay with us for as long as she can.” 
 
    “She’s been with our family for as long as I can remember. I’m sure it’s tough for her to imagine saying goodbye to this house. I know it’s hard for me.” 
 
    “You said goodbye to this house years ago, Amber. This house has been dead since the night your sister left us. It’s nothing but an empty shell.” 
 
    Her cold response left me speechless. I couldn’t even break a smile when I looked over at Jax.  
 
    He cleared his voice before speaking. “I’d be glad to help you out while we’re here.” 
 
    “Don’t say that too loud. My wife will have you emptying out the attic.” 
 
    I found a reason to avoid my parents. “We’ll do it. There’s all sort of memories up there. I’d love to go through them.” 
 
    “Have at it.” My mother announced. “It all needs to be brought down to the garage for donations.” 
 
    “Everything?” I was stunned. “You’re not saving anything up there?” 
 
    “We won’t have the room, besides, it’s not like it can be used. We don’t foresee having grandchildren. You’ve got your whole life planned out, and after the last fiasco with the miscarriage, I’m sure you’ve learned your lesson. There’s no room for a child in your career path, not for many years.” 
 
    That was the last straw. It wasn’t like I wanted to have a child, but they were basically making choices for me that they had no right to do. I was sick of it.  
 
    I stood up from the table and looked over at both of my parents. “This is my life. I’m a grown woman, who can make her own choices. I may have made mistakes, but I’m still your daughter. Don’t treat me like my opinion doesn’t matter.” I grabbed Jax by the arm and pulled him out of his seat. “Come on, Jax. Let’s go start on the attic.” 
 
    By the time we made it in the house I was already a mess. He pulled me into his strong arms and rubbed my back while I cried softly. “They’re brutal, Amber. I don’t think we should stay. Let’s go through Meg’s things so you can take what you want, and we can get back on the road. I’ll pay for a fucking hotel before I let you sleep in the house with those monsters.” 
 
    I nodded, unable to fathom that it was time to walk away from them, and everything they stood for. Once I’d calmed down enough, I led Jax up to my sister’s room. Decorated the same as the day she’d died, I became anxious. I could feel my body shaking, my heart pounding, and a dizzy spell hitting me. Jax noticed right away that I wasn’t okay. He sat me down on her bed and crouched down in front of me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I feel like I can’t breathe. I’m having a panic attack.” I was waving my hand as if I was hot. “I think I might pass out.” 
 
    “What can I do?” He seemed so worried. 
 
    “There’s medicine in my purse. It’s the only bottle.” He was out of the room before I finished the sentence, coming back in with an open bottle and single pill in his hand.  
 
    “Do you need water?” 
 
    I placed the pill on my tongue and swallowed, shaking my head as I did it. “No. It works fast. I’ll calm down in a minute.” 
 
    Jax pulled me into his arms, placing tender kisses on my head until I stopped crying. After a few minutes the room was silent and he released his hold. “Better?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    “Dude, this shit is fucked up. We need to get you out of here.” 
 
    “I know. I stood up and started rummaging through Meg’s things, collecting every photo album, every memory we shared, and even some items she’d kept that were special to her. We’d piled them all up on the bed in a huge mountain. Jax smiled and kissed me quickly before taking the whole blanket and making it a sack. He tossed it over his shoulder and stood at the door. “I’m going to put this in the trunk of the car. Stay put until I get back. This could get ugly.” 
 
    I watched out the window to see if he made it outside without getting caught by my parents. Once he was successful, he looked in my direction and gave me a thumbs up. A few seconds later he was back upstairs, ready to conquer the attic.  
 
    I led him to the door and we climbed the stairs single file. The attic was well organized, and I knew just where to look for some of my things. I pointed to four boxes. “There. I want all those.” Jax walked over and picked everything up at once. I could tell they were heavy, because his face turned red. “Jax, you don’t have to do it all at once.” 
 
    “The sooner we get the fuck out of here, the better. Grab as much as you can, so we can go. I’m going to put this in the backseat and then get our bags from your room.” 
 
    I kept searching the boxes until I saw Meg’s name. Two of them were hard to carry, but I was determined to manage it in one trip. By the time I hit the second floor landing Jax was already back upstairs. He took the boxes from me, and smiled. “I saw you eying up that rocking chair. Go get it. We’ll make room.” 
 
    It hadn’t just been mine. It was also Meg’s. I darted back up the stairs and fetched it. My mother stopped me at the front door. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “It’s mine and I’m taking it. I won’t let someone else have my memories. You may want to pretend that Meg never existed, but she’s the reason I’m determined to make something of my life. She wouldn’t want us to be like this, mother.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare speak to me as if I’ve destroyed this family. You’ve single handedly done that yourself.” 
 
    I sat the chair down and slapped my mother in the face. “How dare you? I’m your daughter, your flesh and blood, yet you cast me out. I lost her too. She was my best friend.” 
 
    “Your carelessness took her away from us.” 
 
    Jax and my father appeared out of different directions. “Amber, don’t speak to your mother in that tone.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to her how I see fit, being that you both treat me like I’m nothing but a burden. You wish it was me that died in that accident don’t you? Just admit it.” 
 
    “You have no idea what we’ve been through. Don’t assume that we feel that way.” 
 
    “No idea what you’ve been through?” I was ready to explode. “Not only did I lose my sister, and my baby, but I was raped. Someone I loved raped me and I was all alone. I had no one to call and support me. You stopped being my parents the day Meg died.” 
 
    “Raped?” My mother asked. 
 
    “Your daughter is very brave. I think she deserves a little respect at the least.” Jax was speaking for me. 
 
    “Stay out of this, son,” my father replied. 
 
    Jax began to laugh, catching all of our attention. “Son?” He hunched over cackling louder. “If you were the last fucking person on earth I wouldn’t call you dad. My father loves his children, even with their flaws. It’s what real parents do with their kids. You cast your own out to fend for herself, and when she was attacked she had nowhere to turn. She’s been through hell, and it’s a miracle she’s still focused on anything. You should be ashamed of yourselves, both of you.” 
 
    Never in my life had I ever felt such an overwhelming adoration to someone as I did in that very moment.  
 
    “Amber and I are leaving. Take your fucking boat ride and shove it up your shallow asses. I won’t let you mistreat her. This shit stops right now!” 
 
    The last time I’d seen Jax’s temper he was trying to kill his brother. This time he was protecting me. How could it not impress me? 
 
    Jax took my hand and pulled me along, rocking chair and all. My parents never came outside to argue. They simply let us leave without an apology or even a fuck you. I was dead to them, and for the first time it felt like I was free.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Description: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:Twinsicon.jpg] 
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    They weren’t going to treat me like shit again. I wouldn’t stand for it. As broken hearted as I was to leave the gated community where I’d once called home, I knew it was necessary.  In the seat beside me Jax clenched his jaw out of frustration. I was surprised that he said more to my parents, after they’d disregarded me like the trash. My fear was that I wouldn’t be able to go on without their help. For now I just needed to be as far away from them as humanly possible.  
 
    Jax drove for nearly thirty minutes before pulling over at an expensive hotel. I remembered trying to get a room there before I turned twenty-one and they hadn’t let me. He left me alone in the vehicle to see if they had any vacancies where we could stay for the night. I felt terrible for dragging him along, only to have this occur. He must have thought of me as a lost cause. I’d never met someone with the problems that I carried.  
 
    My cell phone began to ring before I spotted him exiting the establishment. On the other end of the call was my irate father, and he wasted no time giving me a piece of his mind. “Listen here young lady, I don’t care what you have to do, but you get rid of that loud mouthed kid and return to this house.” 
 
    “I’m not coming back. There’s nothing you can say to make that happen.” I was standing my ground, mostly because I knew I had backup. 
 
    Jax saw me on the phone and seemed not too thrilled about it. 
 
    “Amber, are you doing this to hurt us?” 
 
    “No, you listen to me. I’m not someone you can shit on. I’m a human being with feelings. You can’t treat me like an imbecile. I have feelings. You didn’t kill your best friend that night. I loved her more than anything. That accident killed me too.” 
 
    “You’re still alive. It’s your sister’s life that was taken. Don’t be dramatic.” 
 
    “Goodbye, dad.” I tossed the phone back in my purse and looked up at Jax with tear-filled eyes. I was so sick of crying in front of him, as if I was weak. I’d spent too much time learning how to be strong, only to lose my shit when something bad happened. 
 
    “They won’t let it go,” I explained. 
 
    “Fuck them. Come on. Let’s bring our bags to the room. You can take a relaxing bath in the Jacuzzi tub, or nap and calm down before we go out for pancakes.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile through the pain. He knew just what to say to make me feel cared about. “That sounds nice.” 
 
    Jax grabbed our things out of the car and locked it up. Then he took my hand and led me inside to the elevator. Once we were moving up to our floor, he stepped closer and wiped a new set of tears from my eyes. “You don’t deserve to be treated like that. I hope you’re not mad at me for taking you out of there. It wasn’t healthy.” 
 
    “I’m not mad, Jax. I’m grateful. You’re a godsend, and I don’t deserve you, especially now that you know my future is set in stone. I don’t have a choice. As much as I want to think I can manage it on my own, I know I won’t be able to afford the rest of school. Even after what went down, they’ll still offer to pay for my school. It’s already been arranged. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to walk away from this. If I was in your shoes, I’d think I was a basket case.” 
 
    I could see that Jax didn’t approve of what I was saying, but he bit his tongue and didn’t reply. After we were in the room, he pulled me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. “Go take a hot bath. I’m going to find something to watch on television. Hopefully the detective channel will have a show about how to kill your parents and get away with it. Just so you know,” he added. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “You’re insane. A bath sounds like a plan.” Agreeing to relax, was like having to breathe. I needed it to be able to survive.  
 
    “With bubbles,” he added. 
 
    “Yes, bubbles.” 
 
    “And Jax.” He laughed when he said it. 
 
    As I walked into the bathroom and put my hand on the lock to fasten it, I backed away. I didn’t need to be scared of Jax, not in any way. Of all the people in my life, I felt the most protected when I was around him. I knew he had a reputation of being a womanizer. I wasn’t born yesterday. A guy that looked like Jax could get just about any girl he wanted. The fact that he was so amused by me left me flabbergasted. Quite frankly I couldn’t understand his attraction. If my life wasn’t a cluster-fuck, today’s events had proven that being around me only brought negativity. 
 
    The hot water in the soaking tub was like heaven as I sank down inside of it. A washrag covered my closed eyes while I lay there in the silence of the room. There was only one thing missing in my near perfect moment, and I was a little leery to admit it.  
 
    “Jax,” I called out. “Can you come here?” 
 
    The door swung open and he entered, as if he were alarmed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s something missing in here.” 
 
    “What? Do you need me to grab something from your bag?” 
 
    I shook my head and bit down on my lip.  
 
    “Then what?” It only took him a few seconds to figure it out. A huge smirk filled his face as he approached the bubble-filled bath. “Seriously?” 
 
    I nodded and scooted back to make room for him. The tub wasn’t huge, by any means, but there was plenty of room for both of us. Jake tugged his shirt over his head, and quickly shoved down his shorts and boxers. Standing before me completely naked, he began posing, making muscles. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “It’s my celebratory pose. You like it don’t you?” 
 
    I raised my hand out of the water and used my index finger to motion him to join me.  
 
    Jax jumped in, careful enough to keep the water from running out. His hairy legs rubbed against mine as he got situated. Now face to face, we sat there, completely naked in the small tub. Jax took his toe and rubbed between my legs. I squirmed, but refused to push him away. “You’d be more comfortable if you put your back against my chest.” 
 
    “You just want me to stand up.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He grinned.  
 
    I started lifting my body using the sides to hold my weight up. Jax closed his eyes, and even covered them with his hands. I admired how much he appreciated me to do something so trivial. There was no doubt in my mind that I wanted to be intimate with this man, so there was no reason to keep him from seeing every part of me.  
 
    Being a stripper had gotten easier throughout the months, but I’d never be able to get totally naked. There was a limit to what I was willing to sacrifice for money. This was the only part of me that I kept locked away. Standing up for Jax wasn’t just progress; it was proof that I’d learned to trust again. In a short time he’d shown me that I wasn’t a waste of space. He’d appreciated me, enough to take drastic measures to keep my attention. I couldn’t begin to express how that all made me feel inside.  
 
    As I stood up, allowing the bubbles to leave my bare skin, I reached for his hands, pulling them away from his face. “I’m ready for you to see me, Jax.” 
 
    His eyes opened slowly, narrowing in on my pussy, and then the rest of my body. He didn’t speak as he took my hand and pulled me closer, kissing me there with his soft lips. His hands came around and held onto the cheeks of my ass. Then he turned his head to the side and held me. It was the sweetest thing I’d ever experienced. 
 
    He didn’t go crazy, or crack a joke. He embraced me, out of respect. I couldn’t speak. It was too perfect. 
 
    I ran my hand through his hair, causing him to look up into my eyes. My body was trembling, not because I was cold, but more that I was petrified. This powerful connection couldn’t be denied.  
 
    Warm tears fell down my cheeks while I tried to grasp exactly what was happening between us. This was something I’d never experienced. “Why are you shaking?” He asked. 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    He pulled me down into his arms, until my back was flat against his chest. “What are you scared of,” he whispered into my ear while his head rested on my shoulder.  
 
    “Falling for you.” It was hard to admit it out loud. One week had passed since we first began seeing each other. Was it possible that we could develop something this intense in that little amount of time? 
 
    “Don’t be scared of me. I’d never hurt you. I swear I wouldn’t.” 
 
    I turned and kissed him passionately, expressing my utmost appreciation for everything he’d done. “I trust you.” 
 
    His nose rubbed against mine. “I can’t believe this is happening. You make me want to be a better man.” 
 
    We kissed again, this time savoring each other’s tongues as they mangled about. The way he held me close, the little sounds that escaped him, the electricity that we created together, it all fueled my desire. I needed him, and it was time to stop refusing. I wanted to fall, because I knew he’d be there to catch me.  
 
    “I want to be with you,” I whispered against his mouth. 
 
    Our eyes met as he asked, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ve ever made love before, but I know that’s what it’s going to be when I’m with you, Amber. You’re so worth the wait.” 
 
    As hypnotized as I was in the moment, I managed to laugh. “It’s only been a week.” 
 
    “Is that right? It feels like years.” 
 
    His urgency was poking me, but I refused to move. This intense embrace was genuine, and heartfelt. This wasn’t like other guys I’d been involved with. Being with Jax felt like something I wasn’t ready to admit, yet I knew it was there already, just waiting to be explored. “Is this what it feels like to be in a mutual relationship, because if it is, I don’t think I’ve ever been in one before.” 
 
    He played with my chin and kissed me softly. “I’ve been in one serious relationship, and we both know how it ended. I wasn’t looking for another one, but baby, you’ve got me so fucking messed up over you. You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I don’t want you to go anywhere.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll be able to get out of this tub, because once the water gets cool the Jaxinator might need to go into his hidey hole. He doesn’t like being cold.” 
 
    I stood up, shocking Jax with my boldness, and extended my hand for him to take. “Take me to bed or lose me forever.” It was from a movie I’d seen a zillion times. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “I can’t compete with Goose. God rest his soul.” 
 
    “The fact that you know that turns me on, Jax.” 
 
    Instead of letting me help him up, he took his hands and placed them on my legs, sliding them in the direction of my hips. His face was right there, in front of my most private area. I watched him narrowing in and parting his mouth. Then I felt him there, kissing me again while sliding his wet lips over my tender skin. “I’ve dreamed about doing this to you.” He looked up at me watching him. “About tasting you.” 
 
    I tried to keep composure, though it wasn’t without a lot of effort. The more he kissed and teased me with his mouth the faster I was losing the ability to think. 
 
    The second I felt his tongue entering me, my knees began to buckle. This wasn’t like his fingers exploring me. This was his sensual muscle, taking me to new heights. His precision was well-practiced, and he knew exactly where to lick. I dug my hands into his hair, keeping his head from backing away. Jax held onto my ass using his nose and whiskers to add pleasure. He sucked on my clit, pulling, and twisting it between his closed teeth. I cried out, unable to fathom that something could feel this good. He knew he had me where he wanted me, and I refused to fight it. This was what I held out for. The perpetual feeling of being overwhelmed with satisfaction, without fear. This was what Christian felt when she was with Ethan, and probably why Reese couldn’t resist Jake. I finally understood, and it only helped this sensual moment become one of the best experiences I’d ever had. “Tonight is about me and you, Amber. Nothing else matters, do you understand? There’s no parents, no school, and certainly no ex’s. We’re alone, and nothing is going to stop us.” 
 
    “Okay,” was all I could say.  
 
    Jax helped me out of the tub, laying a towel on the floor so I wouldn’t slip. We didn’t dress, because it wasn’t necessary. When our feet reached the bed he turned around to face me and took my hands into his. “I don’t know the first thing about being romantic, but I’ll try my best to make you happy tonight. Above all I want you to know that if you feel uncomfortable, at any point, you just say the word and I’ll stop.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    He lifted my hand to his lips. “Do we make love now, or have pancakes first?” His smile was irresistibly contagious, and I didn’t even mind that he’d broken the mood. He knew I needed to be comfortable, and that was his only goal.  
 
    I sat down on the bed and pulled him alongside of me. “I’m not hungry for pancakes, Jax. It’s been over a year since I’ve been with someone. I vote we have sex now, and then maybe after pancakes, if being with me is good enough to want seconds.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Woman, when are you going to see what I see when I look at you? Not only are you gorgeous, probably the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen in my life, but you’re smart, and you’re fragile. You need me, which makes me want to protect you. There’s nothing about you that would deter me. I’m in this. I told you that already.” 
 
    “It’s too good to be true.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. We’ve both suffered. Maybe it’s time we get to be happy.” His lips connected with mine, as he pulled me on top of him. I could feel his strong arms holding me tight, but I didn’t feel trapped.  
 
    “What if we’re rushing?” I was stalling, because I needed him to be sure. 
 
    “I’ve never wanted another woman like I want you. That’s the truth. I could fuck you like the other’s I’ve been with, but I don’t want to. With you I’m going to take my time, because it’s important that I memorize every single detail of this.” He brought his fingers up and ran them over my lips before kissing me again. “It’s not every day that a man gets to be with the woman of his dreams.” 
 
    I was putty in his hands at this point. There was no going back. We were about to make love. Two people with little experience on the subject were about to embark on a journey together, not knowing where it would lead us, and I wasn’t at all scared. 
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    Chapter 30 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    Her beauty intoxicated me, sending me into a drunken stupor each time we touched. This wasn’t someone I wanted to rush it with. No, with Amber I needed to take my time, savoring every single inch of her bronzed skin. Her hair dripped down over her exposed breasts, making me salivate with anticipation of licking it off. I took one nipple into my mouth, sucking hard until the skin turned pink. As I pulled away I watched her shove back in my direction, as if to silently ask for a repeat embrace. The harder her tips became, the more attention I wanted to give to them. Using my tongue I flicked each one, nibbling on them. Little cries escaped Amber’s lips as I continued enjoying her supple breasts. I suckled her tiny nipple, trapping it again in between my teeth. 
 
    Before moving downward, I lifted my lips to brush them against hers. “I love how your nipples are so sensitive. Damn, it turns me on so much.” 
 
    I spoke of what I was doing as I did it. “My lips traipse down your abdomen, set on a course for your beckoning pussy. I need to taste you again; to feel the smoothness of your shaved box as I breathe you in.” I was right there, admiring what I was about to go town on. “I need to suck on this clit.” My mouth came down and slurped it in, tugging with just enough pull to cause her to react. Then I fastened my mouth around the lower lips of her labia, invading her pussy with my tongue.  
 
    Amber cried out, digging her hands into my hair and pulling on it. She didn’t know that I got off on the pain associated with rough sex, and I couldn’t tell her. She was still too fragile. This moment was all about her. For the first time in my life I wasn’t being selfish about sex. It was another reason why I knew this woman was something special.  
 
    While my tongue moved in a circular motion around her clit, Amber’s body began to buck. Louder noises were being cried out as she succumbed to an orgasm. Her tantric juices covered my mouth, and I lapped them up, devouring every last drop.  
 
    Once I knew she was recovering, I kissed her inner thighs, wiping my face off as I coasted up her skin. Amber clamped her legs around my ass, lifting me to face her faster than I could move. Our lips brushed and I pulled back to watch her tasting herself as she licked them. “You like that don’t you, beautiful?” 
 
    She bit down on her lip as I came in for another kiss. Her hands began wandering down my back at the exact moment she used her strength to flip us around.  
 
    There she was, straddling me with her natural tits staring back at me. I took one hand and rubbed her swollen pussy again, making sure she was well cared for. “How are you doing up there?” 
 
    She smiled and ran her hands through her hair, letting it all fall down over her breasts, leaving only her nipples exposed. My mouth watered watching the way she was rocking her body over mine. “I’m ready Jax.” I already knew she was. I could feel the wetness against my stomach as she grinded that ass.  
 
    “I need to get protection, baby.” 
 
    Amber scooted off of me so that I was able to locate my wallet. It took two seconds for me to realize that I hadn’t brought one with me. Instead I’d left it in my car, back at the ranch. “FUCK!” I yelled. “Shit, shit shit!” 
 
    Amber got up on her knees, totally distracting me from my freak out for a second. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “They’re in my car. I didn’t think this would be happening yet. I’m not prepared.” 
 
    She sank down on her ass, looking disappointed. I joined her on the bed, sitting down next to her. “I’m sorry I ruined the moment.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” Amber crawled behind me and kissed the back of my shoulder. Her hands began massaging each side, while she placed tender kisses around my ear lobe. She whispered into my ear. “We don’t have to stop, Jax.” 
 
    I turned to face her and saw the desire in her eyes. “No. I’ve never had sex without protection. Not even with Reese.” 
 
    “I see,” she said as she looked away sadly. 
 
    I should have stood up and got dressed, or climbed under the covers to prevent from being close to her, but I couldn’t budge. There she was; the most stunning woman on the planet, and I was giving her the cold shoulder. She’d made all of this progress to be shut down by a sap like me. “It needs to be perfect, Amber.” 
 
    “I’ve spent practically my whole life running from things I couldn’t change, Jax. I’m tired of playing it safe. For once I want to grasp what’s in front of me and be happy. I was tested last year. I’m clean. You know me. I haven’t slept with a lot of people.” 
 
    “It’s not you I’m worried about.” 
 
    “I get it.”  
 
    She started to move away and I couldn’t bear it. “Oh hell, where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to put some clothes on so I’m not torturing you.” 
 
    “You dressing is torture. Get back on this bed with me, please.” I sighed and looked into those baby-blues. “There’s a first time for everything right?” 
 
    She nodded. “I guess.” 
 
    “Do you still want me to make love to you, Amber? I need to hear you say that it’s okay? I’ll do my best to pull out. I’ve never had to do it, so it’s going to be a challenge, especially with you.” 
 
    Amber grinned. “So I’ll be your first?” 
 
    “I know, it’s a shocker.” 
 
    “I admire a man who sticks to his rules.” 
 
    She kissed me eagerly, and I savored the way her lips still tasted like her pussy. “Oh yeah, well this guy is falling apart when he’s with you. Next my man card will disappear.” 
 
    She giggled. “Don’t worry. I like how tough you are. We don’t have to proceed, Jax. We’ve waited this long.” 
 
    I laid her down on the bed on her back and lifted one of her feet, kissing her ankle. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a long ass time. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted another woman, I’ve already told you this. If you want me to make love to you, let’s do it right. I’ll go all-natural, full steam ahead.” 
 
    “If you’re the conductor what am I?” She inquired. 
 
    “You’re my precious train, and I’m here to tune you up before we get started on this all night ride.” 
 
    I took both of her legs and spread them wide, crawling up between them. Amber bit down on her plump lip as she reached up and pinched one of her nipples. I ran my hands up her inner thighs, stopping only when I got close to her pussy. It glistened in the dim light shining through the curtain, beckoning me to give it more attention.  
 
    Her moans emanated as I applied pressure to my rubbing. I played around, spreading her lips and memorizing the space I was about to invade with my engorged cock. With one thumb I rubbed it over her clit, getting an immediate reaction from her. She was still sensitive, telling me I didn’t need to work hard to prepare for what was to come. Two fingers slid inside of her opening, squishing around in the soaked remnants of the orgasm I’d given her earlier. Imagining her tight walls surrounding my dick was making it throb. I yearned to fill her, but knew it was too soon. She needed to be caressed, and admired some more first.  
 
    I brought my lips down and kissed one knee, moving to the next before sliding up further. With her pussy right in my face, I tapped on her clit, while still thrusting my fingers into her channel. Amber’s body arched back when I removed them and sucked them into my mouth, savoring the way she tasted. “God, I can’t get enough. I could eat you right now and cum all over myself while doing it.” 
 
    I kissed her there, right on her tender lower lips. A gentle moan escaped her as I moved my kissing up to her belly button, and then finally in between her breasts. I massaged both of them, traipsing my thumbs over her nipples as they hardened. Then I coursed my chin over one, allowing my stubble to tickle her ever so gently. Amber breathed in a lot of air and held her breath as I continued doing it. “It feels so good. Please don’t stop.” 
 
    I moved to the other side, teasing that nipple with my whiskers. Her fingers dug into my shoulders. I lifted my body up and pressed my lips over hers, sucking up her tongue and biting it with my teeth. When I let go she pulled away and teased me with it, making me reach to touch it again. She met my tongue outside of our mouths and our next kiss was ravenous, giving me a good idea of how hot is was about to get.  
 
    “Are you sure, baby, because I can wait. I really don’t want to, but I will for you.” 
 
    Amber nodded. “I’ve never been so sure, Jax. I want you to fuck me.” 
 
    I sat straight up, shocked she’d used that word. I shook my head. “I can’t. I won’t do that to you.” 
 
    She leaned up on her elbows. “What do you mean? I thought…” 
 
    “I won’t fuck you, not tonight. I promised to make love to you, and I’m going to do my best to make it happen. I’m going at it bareback, and I’m no good at taking my time, but I’ll be damned if I fuck you. You already mean too much to me for it to be like that.” 
 
    She pulled me back down and wrapped her legs around my back. Our hands laced together at the same time we kissed. I closed my eyes and savored it, admiring how perfect this all felt. When I pulled away I stared into her open eyes. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She nodded, knowing she was wet enough that I wouldn’t have to use hands to find the right spot. I moved my body slowly until I felt her welcoming hole, and then it happened. Her warm pussy accepted me. There wasn’t a rubber between us, and nothing could have prepared me for how amazing it would feel. My swollen cock moved at a slow pace, becoming immediately difficult to not prematurely ejaculate. “Holy shit, this feels awesome.” 
 
    “Don’t stop, Jax.” 
 
    “Is it too tight? Does it hurt?” 
 
     “No.” She was probably too wet to be in pain. Her lubricated channel was sucking me in with little force. I was invading her pussy, and she was loving it. If I had it my way I’d do this forever. With her legs holding me close, and our hands intertwined, our connection was inconceivable. This was euphoria. 
 
    I couldn’t stop kissing her. Her lips were like my drug, and I had to have my fix as long as they were close. Being with Amber was like heaven, and I knew that whatever I was feeling was the real deal. Now I was sure she had me by the balls, and I was perfectly fine admitting it. 
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    Chapter 31 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    Being with Jax intimately was like sleepwalking through thick fields of beautiful daisies where I felt completely free of pain and misery. I wasn’t drowning in sorrow over Meg, or the fact that my parents had pushed me out of their lives. Seven days was all it had taken me to fall for him. I was taken aback by his precision as he tenderly caressed every inch of my skin. I didn’t just want to be intimate with Jax. It wasn’t only about having someone support me through good and bad. My draw to him was so powerful that I couldn’t ignore it. This wasn’t about being a stripper, and him coming to see me. My boundaries didn’t include Jax, not after all he knew, yet still longed to be close to me. Gratitude wasn’t a strong enough word for what I felt for this man. Whether we were fire and gasoline, a mix of products bound to ignite and burn until there was nothing left, or something perfect after the brutal pain we’d both suffered. I didn’t care the reason he was lying beneath me, promising to make me happy. All that mattered was that I knew he meant it. I could feel his intention with every gentle embrace. 
 
    The only thing that scared me now were the powerful feelings I couldn’t deny. He’d only been inside of me for a few minutes, and I was already getting emotional. His hold on me was constricting, but I didn’t feel suffocated. He was worried about hurting me, when in fact it was the most exhilarating experience to date. I assumed he’d want to switch positions, or get a little freaky. Instead he took his time, moving at a leisurely pace. His actions were deliberate and adorning. His hands never left mine as our bodies rocked together in harmony. Hot tears fell from my eyes, but I refused to let go, not when I knew they were from happiness; something I hadn’t experienced in years.  
 
    Jax slowed his pace every couple minutes, trying his hardest to continue. I know he was nervous about not wearing a rubber, and maybe I should have been more cautious, but my careless decision was out of my desperate need to have all of him. I selfishly wanted what no other woman had ever had before. I wanted all of Jax, for as long as he was willing to be with me. Knowing that left me vulnerable about my future. In a few months time I’d be done with the first part of school. My family expected me to move home and continue medical school. Everything had suddenly become confusing. 
 
    Not to take away from our beautiful love-making, or what the both us considered it to be.  
 
    Jax took our hands and put them at my sides. Our eyes were fixed on one another, making it obvious that he was about to erupt. When sensations overcame every inch of me I knew I wanted to experience this with him. I locked my legs tighter and began rocking him hard, knowing he’d be unable to control himself.  
 
    His face scrunched up at the moment his body tightened beneath me. “Oh shit! Fuck it feels so good.” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed him, releasing our hands to touch both sides of his face. We were still connected, and Jax wasn’t complaining. He was too high on euphoria to think about anything else, and so was I. I’d just made passionate love with this sexy man, who in return had left me satiated beyond belief. His attempts to win me over had succeeded, and now I was ready to do whatever it took to make sure our relationship continued to grow. This night could only be the beginning of something great.  
 
    When he remained silent, I leaned forward and placed gentle kisses around his mouth. His hands came up around the cheeks of my ass, squeezing them. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fucking perfect, and you’re the reason. Holy fuck, woman. Just give me a couple minutes to recuperate, and we’ll go for round two. I’m not nearly done with you yet tonight.” 
 
    His words gave me butterflies. “It wasn’t too boring?” 
 
    “Hell no.” He kept holding my body over his, even though I could feel his release pouring out of me, as he went limp from exhaustion. “That was spectacular. You’re a witch aren’t you? You put me under a sex spell, and now I’m your slave.” 
 
    I snickered. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Make sure it doesn’t wear off, and if this is all a dream, don’t you dare fucking wake me up. I’m in heaven, and I ain’t leaving.” 
 
    Jax shocked me when he flipped us over, sending me on my back, and him hovering over me. He used one hand to turn me on my stomach. His hands gliding over my ass and up the small of my back. “That feels good.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, well how does this feel?” His lips kissed one of my butt cheeks.  
 
    I gasped. “Weird.” 
 
    “Close your eyes and just relax, baby. I need to make sure every inch of you is taken care of.” Strong hands began massaging me there, and it admittedly felt amazing. Jax was super quiet as he worked on my muscles, moving up to my lower back. I could sense his body over mine, but it was obvious he was keeping his weight from bearing down. He’d make little sounds, reminding me that we were both naked and highly attracted to one another. As Jax moved up I could feel his appendages rubbing against my skin. He massaged my shoulders, while I focused on other areas of him that had just given me so much pleasure. “You have the softest skin I’ve ever touched.” 
 
    I moaned. “Well you have the best hands I’ve ever felt.” 
 
    “I’m getting hard again.” He purposely rubbed himself over my ass. 
 
    “What do you want to do about it?” I teased. 
 
    He came down to speak into my ear. “The list is too long.” 
 
    Butterflies filled my stomach as his intent echoed into my ear. “Mmm, I give you free reign.” 
 
    Jax groaned. “That’s probably going to bite you in the ass.” 
 
    While his hands continued rubbing my shoulders and I tucked my arms closer to my body and smiled. “I’m not opposed to biting, Jax.” 
 
    He stopped moving, so I twisted my body around to be able to look him in the eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    I leaned forward and took his bottom lip between my teeth, pulling it back. When I released it, I teased it with my tongue, hoping to lick the sting away. “I’m not afraid of you. You’re not Seth.” Saying his name didn’t make me cringe this time, because it was a compliment for Jax. He needed to know that I was comfortable with him, and no one else. “I want whatever you have to offer me.” 
 
    He grumbled. “I’ve died and gone to heaven for sure. This has to be the best fucking wet dream of my life.” 
 
    “If this is just a dream I say we go at it like rabbits.” 
 
    Jax reached down and kissed me lightly. In a matter of seconds it became ravenous, fueled on hunger for something more. He lingered overtop of me, rubbing his hardening cock near my entrance. When he pulled away he looked down. With the tip of his hand he slapped my pussy three times in a row. I jumped, and licked my lips. “You like that?” 
 
    “Don’t stop. Be yourself. Show me what you like.” I was being brave, not knowing anything about Jax’s sexual preferences, but after the compassion it took to be with me the first time, I trusted he wouldn’t put me in harm’s way. 
 
    “Mmm, I’m not stopping; not until you’re properly fucked.” 
 
    Hearing him say that; while slapping his hand over my swollen clit, sent me into a frenzy. I was horny and losing control of myself, captivated by anything this man offered.  
 
    He took my legs and lifted them up, not knowing my flexibility. When he had them almost behind my head I swore he was going to pass out. “Are you okay, Jax?” 
 
    He looked down at my pussy, spread for him. “Why didn’t you tell me you could do this?” 
 
    “I’ve been in dancing since I was five, and gymnastics since seven. There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me.” 
 
    Jax brought his body up close. I watched as he took ahold of his erect shaft and began rubbing it over my wet lower lips. His cum was lubricating the tip as he played. “Fuck me Friday this is so hot.” 
 
    I reached down on either side and spread myself wider, while my legs remained up high. “Is this what you want? Is this what you waited to see?” 
 
    He was moving down lower, teasing my little ass entrance with his tip. I was so wet down there that he’d be able to penetrate me easily. This was unchartered waters for me, and as worried as I was, I knew I was letting him explore every inch of me. I needed to keep him interested, so I wouldn’t have to worry about losing him. 
 
    He circled over it some more, while using his thumb to rub over my clit. It felt so good I kept closing my eyes.  
 
    “Hold your legs up. Don’t let go.” 
 
     He slid inside of my pussy first, with hard thrusts. Our bodies slapped together, and in this position I could feel every inch of him. He leaned forward and kissed me chastely. “Tell me if you want me to stop.” 
 
    “It feels good. Keep going. Do it harder. Make me cum.” 
 
    When he pulled out of me I didn’t know what was happening. Then he snickered and applied pressure to my ass hole. I looked down and saw him holding his dick in his hand, shoving into a hole that had never been violated. My legs felt weak as he inched his way inside slowly, watching what he was doing the entire time. I could barely breathe as I felt it penetrating me. It pinched and felt uncomfortable for the first stroke, but before I could tell him I didn’t like it something happened. I relaxed and succumbed to utter delight he was providing me.  
 
    It was obvious Jax was enjoying himself, which only turned me on more. One look into his eyes gave him the motivation to keep at it. He peered down and shoved two fingers in my pussy, moving at a faster pace than he was going into my ass. This sent my body into euphoria. I completely lost it, screaming out and detonating. I could feel my own release soaking his hands. Jax was overwhelmed. He began pounding into my ass harder, while coursing his wet palm over my pussy some more. My nails dug in my legs, because I couldn’t take the amount of pleasure I was succumbing to.  
 
    When he pulled out of me, and released my hold on my legs, I watched his limp body falling on top of mine. He was out of breath, panting, while taking one of my hands into his. “I…need…a…minute.” 
 
    I laughed and nuzzled my nose against his. “So that’s what you like?” 
 
    He let go of my hand and rolled over on his back, rubbing his face while he let out an air-filled chuckle. “I never get that. I thought you’d tell me to stop.” He leaned up on his elbow and gently caressed the skin between my breasts with his fingertips. “I can’t even give you all of me, because you turn me on so much I can’t last. I can’t believe you let me do that.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I actually enjoyed it.” We both laughed. “That was…” 
 
    “Fucking terrific.” He pulled me closer, kissing the corner of my lips before running his tongue over both of them. “You’re full of surprises.” 
 
    My heart was beating so hard it felt as if it were going to fly out of my chest. I let my lips linger over his. “Do you still want more?” 
 
    “Baby, I want everything you have to give. I told you I’m in this.” 
 
    “I don’t like sharing, Jax. If you want me it’s just me. I can’t be one of many. My heart can’t take that.” 
 
    He ran his hand over my cheek. “You think I want to share you? My brother stole my girl from under me. I know what it’s like to be hurt. You’re too precious to do that to. I knew after that first night we spent together that you are more than just a fuck. I like sex, I’m not going to sugar coat it. It is what it is, but I also appreciate a woman who can fulfill my every desire by just looking at me. I get hard when you smile sometimes. You’re that perfect. If this is a dream than I’m going to be sure to lay it all out for you. What I’m already feeling for you, I never felt for Reese. I’m a tough guy. I can handle rejection, but if you walked away from this, I’d fall apart.” 
 
    My lips trembled when I kissed him again and held my mouth over his. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what? I sound like a pussy.” 
 
    “You sound like my hero, and it’s the reason why I’m so crazy about you, Jax. I feel the same way about you.” 
 
    He smiled and rubbed my chin with his thumbs. “You’re not going anywhere.” His nose rubbed over mine. “And neither am I.” 
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    Chapter 32 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    We fucked a total of six times before checking out of that room. Since neither of us had the energy to dress, we ordered room service and ate two meals in the comfort of the bed. Whoever was responsible for changing those sheets was in for a surprise. They should probably just burn them. Hopefully they wore gloves. I’m pretty sure I’d lost ten pounds of semen.  
 
    The ride home was easier, especially after the night before. We talked about our visit to North Carolina, and how she was still adamant about us going. While we were still miles away from the ranch, I called my parents to figure out when was a good time to visit.  
 
    My dad answered on the first ring. “Hey, Jax. I was wondering if you forgot about us.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and talked through the speaker in the car while Amber quietly listened. “Yeah, right. I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Not according to your uncle. When I talked to him this morning he says you haven’t been home.” 
 
    “Yeah, well that’s kind of why I’m calling. I’m seeing someone.” 
 
    “Really?” My dad sounded surprised. 
 
    “Yeah.” I reached for Amber’s hand and smiled. “I’d like to bring her home with me.” 
 
    “We won’t be home this weekend coming up, but the next is good. So this girl, is it serious?” 
 
    I squeezed her hand. “Yeah, I think it might be.” 
 
    “As glad as I am to hear you’re moving on, I’m worried about what this means for football. You are still planning on coming home next month, right?” 
 
    This was hard for me to talk about in front of Amber. She was so determined, and giving up wasn’t an option. I couldn’t let her know that I was torn. “Don’t worry, dad. I know what my priorities are.” I only said it to appease my dad, hoping Amber understood.  
 
    “We’ll talk about it when you get here. I’ll tell your mom to make sure your sheets are clean. God knows what you and Reese did on that bed.” 
 
    Amber moved her hand away from mine. “Dad, your on speaker. Thanks for that announcement. I’ll probably have to sleep alone now.” 
 
    “I’m not mad,” she corrected. “It’s fine.” I could tell she was offended, even if she denied it. Women were funny like that. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I guess she thinks I’m a real asshole.” My dad was a witty guy, but nothing would correct his statement. It would always be there, lingering in the back of her mind. 
 
    “You are an asshole, but I’m sure she’ll be fine. She knows she’s my girl.” I patted Amber on the thigh and waited for her to return a smile to me. 
 
    “We’ll see you in two weeks, Jax. Do me a favor and call your coach. He stopped by the other day and asked about you.” 
 
    It was time to end the call. I was too high on life to worry about something that wasn’t going to happen. “Talk to you soon, dad.” 
 
    Once the call ended, I looked at Amber, who seemed to be withdrawn. “Should I buy a new mattress?” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “I’ll flip it upside down. We’ll start fresh.” 
 
    Amber leaned over and hugged my arm. “I’m not very good with being jealous. I think because I’ve lost so much, I’m used to assuming the worst. As excited as I am to go home with you, I wonder what it will be like if we run into Reese.” 
 
    “You think I can’t handle being close to her?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Time will tell.” 
 
    “Time will only tell you that I have eyes for one woman.” 
 
    I watched her frown turn back into a semi-smile. To make sure she was happy, I took my hand and ran it between her thighs. “What we did last night, I’ve never done with Reese.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You must think I’m a lunatic. I’m not going to go all stalker on you, Jax. It’s just hard because I know how heart broken you’ve been over her.” 
 
    “Shit, I’d fucking love to be stalked by you. I don’t think you understand the magnitude of my attraction. Now that I’ve seen your love box, there’s no telling how far I’d go for a piece.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare repeat this, but I have a new appreciation for the Jaxinator. The things he was able to do to me last night, let me just tell you, they still have me speechless, and sore.” 
 
    “You let me fuck you in the ass. That’s so hot it makes me want to pull over and take you in the backseat. I can’t remember ever being so horny.” 
 
    “I liked it, but I don’t think I’d want to do it every night.” 
 
    I chuckled. “We’ll save it for special occasions, like days of the week that end in Y.” 
 
    She shoved me and cracked up. “That’s every day, Jax.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    We joked and teased for the whole ride back to the ranch, but once we were there it occurred to me she’d have to go home. Her car was filled with memories of her childhood, and her deceased sister. Since it was only Saturday, I felt like I was being robbed of our weekend together. After the night we’d had, I couldn’t just let her hop in the car and drive away.  
 
    We no sooner climbed out of the vehicle when I made a quick decision. “I have an idea. Why don’t I follow you home so I can help unload? We can order in, and you can tell me all about the fun times you shared with Meg.” 
 
    Amber approached me and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Or you can help me unload and we can go out.” 
 
    “Like for dinner and dancing?” 
 
    She nodded and played with the back of my hair. “Are you afraid I may out dance you?” 
 
    “Hell, no. I’ve got mad skills. Bring it on, baby.” I lifted her up and carried her over the hood of my car. She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me close. “I like it when you’re feisty.” 
 
    “Well I like it when you challenge me. Remember what happened the last time?” 
 
    I snickered. “Yeah, I also remember how sexy you looked in that little workout outfit. It distracted me.” 
 
    “Seriously? You’re using an excuse now?” She was cracking on me, and I was going to allow it, because she was so cute.  
 
    “Fine, you beat me. I’m still up for it, so long as you’re my partner.” 
 
    Amber tilted her head and slowly came in for a kiss. “I’m all yours, and I’ll even agree to the occasional ass pounding if I still get the passionate side as well.” 
 
    “You’re being greedy now,” I teased. “I’ll let that slide too.” 
 
    After we stood there making out for a few more minutes, we got into each of our cars and I began following her back off of the property.  
 
    Twenty minutes later we were pulling up to her apartment. Before I could climb out I saw someone approaching her. When Amber turned to look in my direction it was apparent she was freaking out. Assuming it was Seth, I hauled ass in her direction. “Is there problem here?” I asked. 
 
    “He was just leaving,” Amber replied. 
 
    The guy looked at both of us, and then back to me, while pointing his finger at Amber. “This bitch is a liar. She had my friend sent to jail all because he didn’t want her pathetic ass. If you’re with her, I’d seriously turn around and run the other way. She’s nothing but trouble.” 
 
    It usually takes a lot to piss me off. At first I’ll stew and let things go, but this guy got under my skin immediately. I shoved him back. “Get the fuck out of my face.” 
 
    “It’s your life she’ll ruin next. If you don’t believe me you should go visit my friend. Better yet, just talk to him when he gets out next month. He’ll fill you in on how she schemes.” 
 
    I pointed toward the parking lot. “I don’t know who the fuck you are, and I don’t really care, but you have two seconds to leave before I beat the living shit out of you.” 
 
    He threw up his hands. “Whatever man, it’s your loss, not mine.” He turned back to face Amber. “Seth says he’ll be seeing you soon.” 
 
    I put my arm over Amber’s shoulder and pulled her close. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She nodded, even though I could tell she was freaked out. 
 
    “Let’s get you upstairs.” 
 
    “What about all of my things?” 
 
    “I’ll handle it. Go inside and clear a space for me to sit everything down. Pull out your delivery menus, and start deciding on what you want to eat.” 
 
    “Jax, about what he said.” 
 
    I stuck my hand in the air. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Amber pouted up the stairs until she disappeared in the building. Once I knew she was out of harm’s way, I started getting the boxes out of the trunk. It took me three trips, but I managed to do it easily. Once I’d entered the apartment and closed the door behind me I could clearly hear Amber was somewhere crying. I followed the sounds, coming to a dead stop at the bathroom door. It was cracked open and I could see her sitting on the toilet. “You okay in there?”
“I’m fine, Jax.” 
 
    “You sure? If you’re constipated, or loose, it might be my fault.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re crazy.” 
 
    I finally get the nerve to open the door the rest of the way. In her hands were bunched up tissues. Once I’d knelt down in front of her, I peered up into her baby-blues. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “That was Seth’s best friend. He’s an asshole. Seth sent him to give me a message. Now that he saw you, there’s no telling how they’ll try to ruin my life. You can’t believe them Jax. I’d never make up what happened to me.” 
 
    I rubbed my thumbs on her knees. “Amber, even if he didn’t attack my cousin, I’d still believe you. When we first met you were petrified to be touched. I know we’ve moved fast, but I’ve had to go slow to make sure you didn’t feel threatened. Those actions tell me the truth.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m so glad you’re here with me. God only knows what he would have said if you hadn’t come.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s forget about him. If he comes near us I’ll break his neck.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going to jail.” She was even cuter when she worried. 
 
    “I was being overdramatic.” I stood and held out my hand. “Trust me.” 
 
    When her palm touched mine I was already lifting her up. We walked together into the living room, and before I could ask she cuddled her body close to mine on the couch. “I don’t really feel like going out anymore, Jax. Maybe we can do it another night.” 
 
    I brushed the loose hair away from her face so I could see it better. “As long as we’re like this I’m not complaining.” 
 
    After we ordered Chinese, and some pay-per-view, Amber seemed to relax. She got down on the floor and started opening the first box she’d come to. I paused the movie and joined her. She pulled out a scrap book with what appeared to be two blondes on the front, one I recognized as being Amber. “Is that Meg?” 
 
    She traced the picture before handing it to me. “Yeah. People said we looked alike.” 
 
    “I can see the resemblance. She was stunning.” 
 
    Amber was doing great. Had I been in her shoes I don’t know if I would have wanted to go through everything with company. I think I’d want to sit and look through mine and Jake’s things by myself.  
 
    “I really miss her, Jax.” 
 
    I felt horrible for her, but couldn’t even think of one witty thing to say. A part of me hurt too, because I knew nothing would bring her sister back. That realization left me longing to find a way to help Amber heal. She was depending on me. Feeling like she needed me made me assume that there was no way I could lose her. All I could do was hope that wouldn’t change. “I don’t know what to say, but I’m here for as long as you need me to be.” 
 
    She kept rooting through the boxes, so I moved a couple to make it easier for her to get into them. We looked at photo albums, and she explained where every photo was taken. She explained the knick knacks, and even the silly outfits that they’d kept from dancing events. After a while it got easier for her. I felt comfortable enough to look through the remaining boxes to see what Amber could keep out and put around her apartment. Then I found something that would change her mood entirely.  
 
    First I found the hook, made of plastic, that stuck onto a hand. After I pulled out the large pirate hat I started to get excited. Inside of it, I found an eye patch, and a folded up sexy dress. Before Amber saw what I’d discovered, I ran into the bathroom. The dress was tight, even after I’d taken off all of my clothes. The eye patch and hat were great, but with a little of her mascara, I made my facial hair more pronounced. Lastly I put the hook on my fist and walked back out into the living room.  
 
    With her back turned to me I had a few seconds to think about how I wanted to approach her. I’d seen that this had been her costume in a set of photos, so she’d definitely get a kick out of it. I gently tapped on her shoulder, causing her to turn around.  
 
    I swung my arm. “Argh! Ahoy, you sexy maiden. I’ve come to commandeer you and take you to my ship.” 
 
    Amber covered her face. Her tears were replaced with laughter. “Oh my God, Jax. You’re wearing my dress.” 
 
    “I’m a bloody pirate. Get your fine ass up and take off yer’ clothes.” 
 
    When she stood up I smacked her ass, causing her to jump and squeal.  
 
    I chased her into the bedroom and on the bed. She backed up as far as she could move, but I was still able to use my hook to tug down her shorts. “Now you’re my captive, and I’m going to have my way.” 
 
    She started kicking her feet. “Not until you take off the dress.” 
 
    I got up on my knees and lifted the costume over my head, revealing my naked body underneath. I pushed the dress and hat off the bed, but left on the hook and eye patch. “Now, where were we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I narrowed in on Amber’s lower regions, I knew I’d taken her mind off of everything, even if it was temporary. When this wore off I’d think of something else. I had to, because I couldn’t stand to see her hurting, not when she had so much going for her. 
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    Chapter 33 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    Jax spent the whole weekend with me. After my parking lot scare, I refused to go outside alone. We took a trip to the grocery store then came back and continued sorting through the old things I’d gotten from my parent’s home. The whole task was tedious and exhausting, but Jax made it interesting. When he came out in the pirate costume I couldn’t help but enjoy myself for a while. He had a way of doing that to me, distracting me from everything else going on, like my parents, the disturbing visit from Seth’s friend, and even the sad memories of my sister. 
 
    After convincing Jax to stay the night again on Sunday, I was sad to see him wake up early to head back to the ranch. I wasn’t an idiot. We couldn’t hide out in my apartment forever. It was just as important to spend time apart as it was getting to know one another. We’d agreed that we were going to see each other on Wednesday, after my shift at the club. I never expected to see him Monday night sitting in a chair in the audience. Right away I felt uncomfortable, because when Jax was around I couldn’t pretend to be Charisma. Though difficult, I managed to make it through my dance, probably a little more awkwardly than people were used to seeing. As soon as I was finished I stormed off the stage, prepared to give him hell for breaking his promise. He held up a fifty dollar bill in the air as I approached, implying he wanted a lap dance. I looked around before leading him into one of the back booths. When I turned around to speak my mind, he was already pulling me into his arms, making me forget the reason I was upset. His lips were warm and tasted of beer. “Hey, baby.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Jax? I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t come here.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to, but the Jaxinator-.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare blame your penis.” 
 
    He smiled and sat down. “Fine. At first I thought it would be hot to date a stripper, but tonight I looked around and saw all those old perverts watching you, fucking you in their minds, and I wanted to hurt every one of them.” 
 
    “That’s why you can’t come here. It’s hard enough to get on that stage and pretend I like what I do.” 
 
    “So don’t do it. You can stay with me on the ranch. I have plenty of bedrooms if you need your own space. Without rent you won’t need to work at this shithole.” 
 
    I saw someone walk by the booth and started swaying my body around so I wouldn’t get into trouble. “I’m not talking about this here.” 
 
    Jax spread his legs and started paying attention to my movements. “I should be the only one you’re topless dancing for.” He pretended to pout. 
 
    “You sound jealous, Jax.” I shook my boobs in his face. “You wouldn’t be jealous if someone else pays for this would you?” 
 
    He backed away. “That’s fucked up. Don’t make fun of me.” 
 
    “You wanted to date me knowing what I did for money. You can’t ask me to change, especially when we just started dating.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m coming here every night you work, and I’ll pay for every damn lap dance so that nobody else gets one. Each night when you get done you can give me the cash back to use for your next shift.” He rubbed his hands together like his plan was phenomenal. “Now, shake them titties in my face again. Better yet, lean on over and let me suck them.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to be angry, sad, or turned on. Since I hated what I did to make money, I could understand where Jax was coming from. Every guy thinks girls that strip are hot until they want to be in a committed relationship. I knew if I wanted to be with Jax, and keep him happy, his plan was only going to work for so long, plus my private dances were what I made the most money off of, so he’d be taking away from the honey pot. As I danced around for my boyfriend, I thought about what I was supposed to do. This wasn’t the life I wanted. It was a temporary fix to get me through school. Since I only had a few months left I wasn’t sure if I was prepared to make such a drastic change.  
 
    “Show me that ass,” he announced, breaking my concentration. 
 
    I bent over, flashing him my G-string under the pleated schoolgirl skirt. 
 
    “Now back up and sit on me.” 
 
    I did as he requested, only to be surprised when his hands were out. If someone saw him, they’d ban him from coming into the club. I ambled over to the curtain and made sure it was fastened shut, before returning back to Jax. I couldn’t have known he’d unzip his shorts and have something out waiting for me to return. “Jax, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m horny. I’ve got two choices. I can go out there and watch your co-workers dance all over the place topless, or I can be in here with you. As you can see, I’m right where I want to be. Come on back here like you were. Pretend you’re dancing and let me fuck you. Please. I’m having withdrawals.” 
 
    I was reluctant until he started rubbing me. Then my thought process was halted.  
 
    I let my ass down on his lap and felt him positioning himself. Before I knew it he was sliding inside of me, reaching up to pinch both of my nipples. I threw my head back, only to feel his lips licking up my neck. He bit my ear lobe and released it. When he let go of my breasts and grabbed at my hips to be in control of our movements, I reached up and pinched my own hardened tips. In the position we were having sex, Jax’s length was hitting my g-spot. Every time my ass came down on top of him I felt the pressure building up. I leaned back again to be able to kiss him, at the same time my body began to buck and shake. I cried out when my orgasm overwhelmed me, and when our pace finally stopped, we were left in a slow amicable embrace. 
 
    After separating, and finding something to clean myself up with, I returned to the booth to find Jax sitting there with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “What?” He asked innocently. 
 
    “Act like you weren’t in the wrong. You totally broke the rules.” 
 
    He stuck out his bottom lip. “Don’t be mad. I just wanted to see my girl.” He reached for me, pulling me close to butter me up. Fortunately for him, it was working. I couldn’t resist his charm and he knew it.  
 
    “I’m not mad. We’re just going to need to come to an understanding about my job. Jax, I’m not hooking up with anyone at work. You know my rules. All I want to do is get my hours in and go home. I need you to understand that.” 
 
    “I understand it, but I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Thanks for asking me to move in. I think it’s too soon for now, but if things are still going strong in a couple months, and you want me to, I’d be glad to move in together. It would be nice to sleep together every night.” 
 
    “Or not sleep. That would be great too.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re ridiculous. I’m trying to be serious.” 
 
    “So am I. I’m a man with needs. I think about sex twenty four hours a day. It’s tough. Sometimes I wake up from bad dreams and nothing can soothe me but to lay on the breasts of my girlfriend until I can close my eyes again.” 
 
    He stood up and pulled me closer by the fabric of my skirt, kissing me lightly on the edge of my cheek. “Do you want to stay the night?” I asked. 
 
    “Does a bear shit in the woods?” 
 
    “And other places I suppose.” I was already closing my eyes and getting turned on again. The spell he had me under was all-consuming.  
 
    “How much longer until you get off?” Jax spun my body around so that my back was against his chest. He ran his hands up to my exposed breasts and massaged them greedily.  
 
    “By getting off, do you mean this, or the actual time I get to leave?” 
 
    His low grumble against my shoulder gave me chills. “Don’t say that. I might just have to bend you over again before you walk out of here.” 
 
    When I turned around to face him, the first thing I did was press my lips against his. “Two hours tops. Do you want me to meet you at your place?” 
 
    “I’d rather wait here.” 
 
    “Jax, be fair.” 
 
    “I am. If you get to dance for those perverts out there, I get to enjoy the rest of the show until you’re done. Fair is fair, baby.” 
 
    I had to bite my tongue, because I knew he was right. It also made me question why I was still doing this at all. Sure, the money was the motive, but at what cost was I willing to sacrifice? I’d found someone that not only helped me heal, but also was sweeping me off my feet. How much could he take before he walked away? Our time was already limited because of school obligations. I couldn’t add this to the list of reasons why Jax should give this up while it was still early enough to not get hurt. For me, losing him, and how he made me feel would already crush me. As insane as it was, in a short time he’d changed me back to the person I used to be. Now I was left vulnerable and confused. “You’re right. Go enjoy the show.” I grabbed him by the collar and spoke against his lips. “You better not like it too much.” 
 
    He licked his tongue over my tender skin. “Baby, I’ve never seen,” he touched me as he spoke. “Or touched someone as sexy as you. Every woman has tits and pussy, but when I close my eyes all I see is yours.” He slapped my ass. “Now get back to work.” 
 
    “Jax,” I whispered against his mouth. “You make me want things with you that I know I can’t have.” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time, beautiful.” He kissed me slowly, only to pull away when the curtain opened. A co-worker stood there with a paying customer awestruck with what I was doing; fraternizing with a guest.  
 
    Jax and I separated. He walked out with his head down, while I stood there waiting for her to say something smart. She left the customer outside the curtain to address me. “Is that how you make such good tips?” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Oh really? I just saw you lip-locked with that guy. Now, he may be hot, but you know we’re not allowed to do that.” 
 
    “He’s my boyfriend.” It felt so good to say it out loud. “That guy isn’t a customer. Yes, he paid me for a lap dance, but I swear we’re together.” 
 
    “You know the rules about bringing significant others to the club.” 
 
    “I wasn’t told he was coming,” I defended. 
 
    “Amber, just get out of my face. It’s bad enough they all come here to see you, now you’re hogging up the back for funny stuff with your so-called boyfriend.” 
 
    “Whatever.” I walked away before she could keep going, but knew she’d bring it up to the owner. If I knew one thing about the women I worked with it was that they were all jealous. I couldn’t help that I was a trained dancer, or that I worked hard to keep my body looking attractive.  
 
    Since I’d already danced and the schedule was full for the rest of the night, I was required to walk around and mingle with the people in the club. I purposely put my bikini top back on before entering the common area. Jax was seated off to the side with a beer in his hand. He was playing on his phone, not paying attention to the girl up on stage. Then I heard the music and knew right away what the routine was about to change to. With one glance I saw the smoke machine coming on, and high heels appearing from behind the curtain. This was a two-girl- dance, and it got pretty heated. The two newest employees had teamed together to try and make lots of tips. Of course it worked. They’d asked me to join them, but I was fine doing my little bit and getting off the stage. I certainly didn’t want the extra attention that a routine like that put off.  
 
    When I turned to look at Jax his eyes were on the stage. My stomach knotted up, and I felt betrayed. It was ridiculous, and out of line, but that’s exactly what happened. I tried to keep my cool, because I knew I was over-reacting. Unlike the girls on stage, I didn’t love my job, I only pretended to, much like all of my actions in the past year. After the fallout with Seth, and him getting locked up, I was too stuck in my routine to change. I knew it was part of my depression, feeling that if I changed anything about my life I’d lose control again. Then Jax came along and nothing had been the same for me since. He was tearing down every defense I’d created, leaving me with eyes wide open to what I was doing, and how I was behaving.  
 
    I sauntered in his direction, only to be stopped by a regular I recognized. “Charisma. Aren’t you going to say hi?” He asked. 
 
    “Hi, Brian. How are you tonight?” 
 
    He wouldn’t let go of my arm, making it difficult for me to walk away. “I’m better now that you’re here. I got paid tonight. How about a private dance?” 
 
    What was I supposed to do? I knew my co-worker was going to rat on me for being with Jax in the booth earlier. She was probably watching me, waiting for me to screw up again, so I could be fired and she’d gain more tips. I glanced back at Jax, who I desperately wanted to be with, and then back at Brian. With a fake smile I held out my hand. “Sure.” 
 
    As we walked back toward the booths, I could feel the burning in my throat. I wasn’t Charisma the exotic dancer. I was Amber, and Amber didn’t do this sort of thing.  
 
    This wasn’t Brian’s first lap dance. He’d expect my best performance, and I wouldn’t be able to give it, not even with the help of all the alcohol behind the bar.  
 
    I kept my back facing him, so he couldn’t see me breaking down, falling apart while my hips swayed to the distance tempo of the music. Unfastening my top allowed me to see how bad I was shaking. My mind went off to being alone in a similar room with Jax, and what we’d done together. I turned around holding my breasts with my hands. Brian wasn’t even paying attention to my face. I could have worn a bag and he wouldn’t have cared. It was the first time that I felt like a whore. I couldn’t hide behind my false identity anymore. The real me was back, and I didn’t want to be in this position with a strange man. I wanted to cuddle up on the couch with my boyfriend and watch movies, while we discussed college and other things people our age talked about. I reached down and picked up my top off the floor, handing Brian his money back. “I’m so sorry. I can’t do this.” 
 
    I knew he stood up, but I didn’t look back. I ran into the dressing room, grabbed my things, and hauled ass outside to catch my breath. This couldn’t be happening to me, not now, when I was so close to finishing school. 
 
    I pulled my phone out and sent Jax a message telling him I was outside. It only took him a minute to come prancing out of the door. At first he couldn’t tell something was wrong, not until he got closer. “What the hell? Did that dude try something?” 
 
    I shook my head and cried. “No. It’s not that.” 
 
    “What? Is it because I’m here? I’m sorry, Amber. I know you said to stay away, but -.” 
 
    I lowered my hands and looked into eyes. “It’s not even you, Jax. It’s me.” 
 
    He didn’t pressure me for answers. “Are you okay to drive?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Let’s go. I’ll follow you.” He reached forward and kissed my forehead. “Jealousy goes both ways you know.” 
 
    I looked back at the club entrance after he said that, knowing I wasn’t going to return. It wasn’t just my budding relationship with Jax deterring me from my job. It was the fact that I never belonged there in the first place. Jax had just helped me see it. 
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    Chapter 34 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    I never thought I’d say that I hated being in a strip club, but as I watched my new girlfriend lead some douche into the back, I wanted to crush something. Needless to say my heart dropped when she messaged me to come outside. I was surprised to find out that she wanted to leave, and wondered if she was secretly mad I’d stuck around. Perhaps she couldn’t perform knowing I was out there waiting and hoping she wouldn’t go through with it.  
 
    On the ride home I tried to calm down. She was coming there to be with me, not any of the men that showed up to see her tits at the club. She’d given me all of her, and then some. Though it didn’t make me feel less frustrated.  
 
    While in the club I’d received a message from my coach, asking when I’d be returning to town. He sent the practice schedule for the team, and we were supposed to begin in three weeks time. In all the months that I’d sworn I was done with football, I couldn’t imagine not being there with my team again. I’d come to Kentucky to run from my brother and Reese, only to find Amber, and in the past week I’d become almost obsessed with making sure she was mine. How was I supposed to turn around and leave, right when things were just getting good? 
 
    My thoughts overwhelmed me until we pulled up at my trailer. Amber climbed out of her car at the same time I did mine. I didn’t take her hand as we walked up the gravel driveway, even though I knew she was in high-ass heels. I couldn’t look at her without feeling like everything was about to become so fucked up.  
 
    Once inside I plopped down on the living room couch, while she made her way to the bathroom to shower. It gave me little time to settle down, especially when she came out wearing a tight white tank top with nothing underneath, and a very skimpy thong. What was worse was that she immediately cuddled her body against mine. “I’m sorry about tonight Jax.” 
 
    “What part?” I asked. 
 
    “All of it. I hate feeling like I’m pushing you away.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw and sat up. “It’s fine. I mean, how long can this last anyway? You said it yourself that you’re leaving Kentucky when the fall semester is over. You and I both know I’m supposed to start football soon. I’m just going to be honest here and say that I’m not the kind of guy who can handle something long-distance. I have needs, and you’re too fucking beautiful for me to not imagine that every dude with a dick is wanting to slip in and take you away.” I rubbed my face with both hands. “No matter how I try to play it out in my head I just keep coming back to the same result. This thing between us is temporary.” 
 
    “Please don’t talk like that, not tonight,” she whispered. 
 
    “Why?” I was putting up my defenses. “We need to. You and I, were so good together, and that’s what makes it so hard. I can’t keep hoping that it’s going to work, when we both know it won’t. All we have is right now, and I’m so damn pissed about it that I don’t know if it’s even worth it. I don’t want to fight my feelings, and don’t even say you don’t have them, because I know you do.” 
 
    “God, you just came into my life. I don’t want to think about losing you.” She rested her head on my arm and began to sniffle. I felt horrible, but knew that I didn’t want to suffer through the pain of losing someone else. My feelings for her were already borderline obsessive. It was going to crush me to be apart. 
 
    “I just needed to get it off my chest.” I kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to miss you so much when we have to part ways.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you too, but I understand why you don’t want to try and make it work. My baggage is -.” 
 
    I interrupted her. “It’s got nothing to do with that. I don’t care about your past, or even the fucking job. I just want to be with you. Don’t you get that? The way I’m acting, it’s not me, Amber. I don’t stalk women. I’ve never had to work to be with someone. You challenge me to be a better person, and I actually like who I am when we’re together.” 
 
    “Me too. In so many ways you’re my real-life hero.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. I’ve got plenty of flaws.” 
 
    “No, it’s true. I never would have stood up to my parents.” 
 
    “They’re lucky I didn’t kick both of their asses for treating you like shit. Oh, and the offer still stands for Thanksgiving and Christmas. Even if we’re seeing other people by then, I still want you to join us. I want us to be friends.” 
 
    “What if you’re not seeing anyone?” Amber caught my gaze, and all I saw was hope in her eyes. “Would I be able to spend the holiday with you, in your arms, like we are right now?” 
 
    I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close. “You might find someone, Amber. I know you get offers.” 
 
    “They’ll never be you, Jax. I have yet to meet anyone that could steal my heart in such a short amount of time. You may not even grasp the extent of gratitude I feel for you. There won’t be anyone that can make me laugh, comfort my cries, and be my friend, like you do.” 
 
    “God, I still want to be your friend. I’m just afraid I’ll fuck this all up. I can’t make you promises when you’re so far away. I’ll try to be there, whenever you need me.” 
 
    This sucked so much. I didn’t mean to bring her back to my place to get into this deep conversation about our demise. If she only knew I was searching for a way to make it work. “I’ll understand if you think it’s best we cut ties now.” 
 
    Amber climbed on my lap and held onto the sides of my face as she spoke. The seriousness in her eyes told me everything I wanted to hear. “I’m going to be with you as much as I can until you have to leave. I’ll stay until you’re sick of seeing me.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” I kissed her nose. “If I could bottle you up and keep you in a jar I would. You’re perfect, and I hate that we’re even discussing this right now, when we could be naked.” 
 
    Amber stood up and began removing clothes, extremely slowly while staring at me. “Like this, Jax?” 
 
    I nodded and watched her. “Dance for me.” 
 
    She snickered and jerked her hips side to side, while gliding her hands over them. She spun around and teased me with her plump ass, bending over and shaking it in my face. I could already feel my growing cock becoming trapped in my shorts. I reached forward and hooked her waist, pulling her back until she fell onto my lap. “Why’d you stop me?” 
 
    “Because I need to take you back to my bed and make love to you, like I’ve never done with anyone else before. I need to make sure that when this is over you’ll still think about how awesome it was when I was inside of you. Is that a good enough reason?” 
 
    When I picked her up and carried her into my room there were no words spoken. Her kisses were emotionally fueled, and I accepted every one of them. I knew what was at stake if we continued at this pace, and I didn’t care about the consequences. For as long as I was able to, I wanted to get lost in her. 
 
    Back in my bedroom, I took my time. She smelled like fresh soap, causing me to lower my body until I reached her sweet pussy. So smooth from being shaven, I ran my lips over it, followed by my chin. Her clit stuck out enough for my nose to nuzzle over it. Amber’s hand played with my hair, like she always did when I went down on her. My tongue sloshed around her hole, every once in a while teasing her little bud. Right before I knew she was about to lose control I pulled away, standing up before she could protest. Amber took one look into my eyes and shoved me down on the bed. She climbed on top of me, crawling up until she shoved her pussy in my face. I dug my fingers into the cheeks of her ass, pulling her up against me. She bucked her body, reaching up to clench her full tit. I moaned against her pussy, driving my tongue as deep as it would go, eventually fucking her with it. The rougher she moved her body, the faster I licked her, focusing on one area that I knew drove her wild. Then I felt it, her whole body tensing up while she viciously grumbled words with no meaning. As I kissed the remnants of her juices off of my face and onto her thighs, she scooted back down, kissing me hard. Her tongue was like a loaded weapon, reacting to the taste of herself. She was like a rabid animal, acting on instinct alone. Her hunger fueled her to become desperate. She peered into my eyes with dilated pupils. “How do you want it, Jax? Do you want me to be a bad girl?” Was she asking my permission to be dirty? 
 
    “Yeah, I want you to be bad.” I slid off the bed and went into my closet, pulling out a football jersey. “Put this on.” 
 
    Amber looked down and smiled. “Seriously?” 
 
    “And the helmet.” 
 
    She reached for the helmet, lifting it off the dresser, and pulled the jersey over her tiny body. Then she stood there on the other side of the room, waiting for my next order. I tossed her a football. It was just a small one, but it would do the trick. “This is something I’ve wanted to do for a long ass time.” I crouched down and faced her. “Tackle me, baby. Take me down on this bed and fuck the hell out of me.” 
 
    “You want me to run into you?” 
 
    “As hard as you can.” I threw out my arms, prepared for the blow. “Take me down.” 
 
    Amber leaned forward like she was ready to lunge. “Whoa! You’ve got to count. Blue fifty-two. Say it.” 
 
    “This is stupid. I’m not doing it. You’re just seeing if I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Baby, I’m not kidding. Look at you. You’re in my jersey and helmet, your pussy is staring me right in the face. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Amber made a face, turned around and stuck her spread ass in the air. It was almost too much to bear. 
 
    “Blue fifty-two, hut hut.” She tossed me the ball and came at me fast, knocking me down flat on the bed. The wind was knocked out of me, keeping me from reacting the way I wanted to. Amber broke into a laughing fit, probably because she thought my plan was absurd. That only made me embarrassed and determined to continue this endeavor. “That was the best sack I ever had.” 
 
    I flipped her around, bearing all my weight so she couldn’t get up. The helmet fell off of her since it was so large, making it easier to look into her eyes. I brought my hands up and pinned her down. “What are you going to do now, Jax?” 
 
    I inched forward, licking over her parted lips. “I’m going to score.” 
 
    When she cracked a smile I knew she was in a playful mood. Without warning I lifted her to a standing position on the bed. When I came up to be in front of her I picked her up, shoving her against the wall so her ass sat on the top of the bedframe. Amber wrapped her legs around me, kissing me ravenously as I positioned myself to enter her. With one sharp nudge I felt the pressure of her tight walls accepting my length. My thrusts were rough as I pounded into her, listening to her squeals with each sudden jolt. Amber tucked her arms underneath of mine and held onto my shoulders from the back, keeping us extremely close to each other. Though it was hard to keep my balance standing on the mattress, I managed to stay up while grinding my ass forward and then back again. The knocking of the bedframe only turned me on more, hearing the power of my actions firsthand. Amber also reacted to the scene, becoming soaked between the legs. When I knew I was close I pulled out of her, falling down on my back on the bed, Amber started to come down with me, but I motioned for her to stop. “Hold up!” I grabbed my stiff dick and began stroking it, watching her reaction to what I was doing. “Touch yourself. Stand over me and play with that swollen pussy. I want to watch you making yourself cum.” 
 
    She shocked me when she didn’t refuse. While wearing my jersey, she leaned against the headboard and looked down at her exposed cunt. She brought her fingers up to her lips and sucked on them until they were soaked with saliva, then sent them down to spread over her already glistening pussy. “Like this?” She asked as she started. 
 
    “Spread your lips. I want to see it happen. Cum for me, baby. Show me how hot you are. Show me where that spot is.” 
 
    Amber moaned as she started rubbing herself, using her other hand to keep her pussy spread wide. I watched her little hole responding as she circled her fingers over her clit.  
 
    “Faster,” I ordered, knowing she was taking her time on purpose. I kept my own stroke at an even pace, just waiting for her cue to let go. Her head went back and she closed her eyes, as she increased her tempo. “Look at it. Watch yourself.” 
 
    Her eyes were heavy, but she managed to look down again, only to glance over and watch what I was doing. I didn’t know what turned me on more; her playing with her cunt, or watching me jerking off to it. In a matter of seconds her legs began to buckle, sending her down to her knees, essentially straddling me. I stroked harder, watching her losing control so close to me. She drove her fingers into her pussy, fucking herself with them as her orgasm took control of her senses. Like clockwork I felt my load building, shooting to the tip of my rock hard cock. Hot cum shot out, all over my jersey, soaking it, and my girlfriend. Once I was able to move, I sat up and lifted the messy fabric over her head, freeing her from the sticky residue. Her naked chest fell against mine first, before I felt her tender kisses. “Did you like watching me, Jax, because I enjoyed watching you? Next time I’ll let you cum on my tits.” 
 
    “Jesus Mary and Joseph, I’m pretty sure you’re the girl of my dreams.” 
 
    She nestled her head into my neck. “We’re just getting started, babe.” 
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    Chapter 35 
 
    Amber 
 
    Even though we knew that our relationship was only temporary, it didn’t stop me from falling in love with Jax. I couldn’t help myself. He was everything I needed, and all that I wanted.  I never saw him coming, but something in me changed the day he showed up in my life. I’d cried for so long, wasted too much time dwelling on what I couldn’t change. For the next two weeks we spent every night together, making love, and it was making it inevitably harder when the time came to say goodbye.  
 
    I was reluctant to go to North Carolina with Jax, especially since I knew he’d be going home, and eventually be forced to make amends with his brother. He didn’t need me to go, but insisted that it was important to him.  
 
    Since I hadn’t returned to the club, I had to let my landlord know that I’d be moving out of my apartment. My savings weren’t going to last long, and I refused to call my parents and ask them for money. Thankfully, Jax talked to his aunt and uncle, who were going to let me stay in the trailer until the semester ended. I agreed to pay them for my utilities, even though they said it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    I was quiet during the long ride to visit his family. So many things had been going on in the past several weeks that I almost felt as if I were drowning. Each time Jax reached for my hand I felt like falling apart. More than anything I wanted him to know that I wasn’t going to give up hope on us. I couldn’t find the right moment to confess that I’d fallen completely, and utterly in love with him, even though I’d asked him not to with me. I couldn’t help myself. Once it was there, the little seed planted in my heart, I refused to put it out. With every kiss, every single beautiful embrace, I was engulfed in devotion for him. In his eyes I saw a future, but also one where I wasn’t in it. Torn with my own fears, I neglected to share them. The pain was too hard to bear. 
 
    Being chipper and happy when I was so depressed was difficult, but I managed to put on a smile whenever he was near. I’d never want him thinking I didn’t give it my all when we were together. We’d agreed to stay together until he had to leave for good.  
 
    “We’re almost there. Are you nervous?” 
 
    “I’ve met them all already, so not really. I think the hardest part will be explaining that I wasn’t really dating your brother.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces. My dad is going to shit his pants. It will be fantastic. I think I might record it.” 
 
    “Jax, be nice. I’m worried they won’t like me.” It was awkward seeing them again and being with their other son.  
 
    “They like everyone. Trust me, if they can forgive Reese, you’re in the clear. I promise.” 
 
    “Have you brought a lot of girls home to meet your parents?” 
 
    “Nope. You’re the second.” He squeezed my hand, I guess to remind me that I was important to him, and this was him showing me how much. He couldn’t know that every single second I spent with him would only make our break up worse. Every single thing he was doing to prove his feelings, were torturous. 
 
    “We’re here,” He announced as he pulled down a gravel lane. I could see the farm in the distance, and from what I could make out three separate houses in the center of a bunch of silos. 
 
    “Which one is yours?” 
 
    “The big one in the front. It used to be a carriage house. My parents put an addition on before we were born. The one to the left that looks old is my sister and Rusty’s. It’s the original farmhouse. My grandparents just recently built the little rancher over there,” he pointed. They didn’t want to have to deal with stairs anymore.” 
 
    “Wow. I bet it makes get-togethers easy when you’re this close.” 
 
    As we were parking he pointed off across the field. “See that house over there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s my Uncle Conner’s place, so yeah, we’re all real close.” 
 
    “You have cousins I haven’t met, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Only Josh came to the game. He’s the youngest cousin, and a huge pothead. Don’t get close to him or you’re liable to get a contact high.” 
 
    “This is overwhelming, Jax.”
He rubbed his hand up my thigh. “Don’t worry. None of them bite, well except for me, and I only do it when you ask me to, especially on your nipples.” 
 
    It wasn’t the time or place to get aroused. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    Jax jumped out and ran to my side, opening the door for me. “My mom is going to shit when she sees you.” 
 
    “Do they know what I do for money?” I was terrified about that the most. 
 
    “Not unless my brother told them, and I doubt he would. Jake’s not like that.” 
 
    “That’s not reassuring.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fine.” He pulled me close. “I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks. You’re my girl.” 
 
    “Temporarily,” I sadly added. 
 
    “Let’s try to not think of that this weekend. Please. I have a lot to show you, and I want to enjoy ourselves. Can we just pretend that everything’s going to be alright?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’d like that.” 
 
    He nuzzled his nose with mine. “Me too, baby.” 
 
    Hand in hand we walked toward the door of his parent’s house, where he’d grown up. I took a deep breath as we entered, walking into a living room foyer, with the kitchen off to the side.  
 
    “Jax, is that you, hun?” A female asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me.” 
 
    He pulled me along, leading me into the large kitchen and it wasn’t his mother that my eyes focused on first. It was Reese. Her smile diminished as she looked from me to Jax.  
 
    His mother stood there shocked at the fact that I was the person he’d brought home. I didn’t know what to say or do. 
 
    “Don’t act surprised. Did you really think I wouldn’t go after someone that looks like this one? I think you all remember Amber, and no, she’s not pretending with me. We’re really together. Now that you know, I’d appreciate it if you both stop staring and say something nice.” 
 
    His mother shook her head and approached us. “How was the drive?” She asked him. 
 
    “It was nice. I had good company.” 
 
    Reese left the room promptly, and I felt a little annoyed, since I’d been the one to save her when all hell had broken loose last winter. Then Jax’s mother, Miranda, took my hand. “I don’t know why you didn’t tell us you two were a couple. It’s nice to see you. You look beautiful.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks. It’s great to be here.” 
 
    “Come sit down. Do you want some tea? We have sodas too.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I replied while sitting down on the couch. Jax sat next to me, placing his arm around my back.  
 
    “She’s the best kept secret I’ve ever had.” 
 
    When his father came into the house he froze in place, much like Reese had. “You’ve got to be kidding? Is this some kind of joke?” 
 
    Jax laughed it off, while I felt embarrassed. “Come on. Look at her. Is it that hard to believe that I’d want to date her?” 
 
    “Geesh, you’re making it sound like we’re together for just looks, Jax.” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed my head. “They already know you’re sweet, and smart, remember?” 
 
    It still didn’t make me feel less awkward. 
 
    “Does your brother know about this?” His father, Tyler, pointed to both of us.  
 
    “Sort of. He knows I was interested. Why does it matter? They weren’t really seeing each other. Amber only came along to hide the fact that he was seeing Reese.” 
 
    Jax’s parents looked at one another, but he made sure to clear up whatever they could be thinking. “It’s all good now. They can have each other. I’ve got my girl.” He rubbed my shoulders when he said it. “I think we’re a better fit anyway.” 
 
    They both smiled, but I could tell they were still questioning us. “Do you mind if I use the bathroom? It’s been a long ride.” 
 
    Jax hopped off of the couch, taking my hand and leading me back to a hallway. Once we were in the small bathroom, he closed the door and pressed me against the wall. “Don’t you dare freak out on me.” 
 
    “It’s a little hard, Jax. Did you see their faces? You should have told them we were together.”
“I happen to like the surprise. They’re shitting bricks out there. Did you see Reese run out? That was epic!” 
 
    Suddenly I wondered if bringing me home was all a show to get to his brother and Reese. Was I just a pawn to Jax? “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    He leaned forward to kiss me, but I moved my head away.  
 
    “Because you’re my girlfriend and I want everyone to know it. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It just seems like maybe you’re trying to get to your brother.” 
 
    Jax backed up and shook his head. “Why are you women so complicated? Believe what you want, but I brought you because I wanted you with me. I miss you when you’re not around. You’re my boo.” 
 
    He was sweet talking me, because he knew it would get under my skin. “They hate me, Jax.” 
 
    “No they don’t. I promise.” Our hands intertwined as he leaned forward and finally made contact with my lips. “There’s nothing to hate about you, but if you want I’ll talk to them. Do you need to go to the bathroom?” 
 
    I looked over at the toilet and shook my head, thinking he’d leave the room. “Are you going to go?” 
 
    “Why? We sleep together every night. I know you shit, Amber. Everyone does it.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I lied. 
 
    “Yeah right. You go right before you take a shower, and probably as soon as I head to work in the morning.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I hate that you know me so well.” 
 
    Jax walked over and unzipped his fly. He started filling the toilet, peeing in circles around the bowl. “See how easy it is?” 
 
    “Oh my God, you’re hopeless.” 
 
    He flushed and put the seat down. “Your turn. I’ll leave you alone, but only because you’re being silly. My room is the second on the left when you come out. I’ll meet you in there once I talk to my parents.” 
 
    “You’re leaving me?” 
 
    “I’ll bring your things in there when I’m done, baby. Relax. It’s going to be a good time.” 
 
    Trusting that Jax would make it all better, I used the bathroom and exited to find his room. I knew it was his the moment I stepped inside. Posters of half-naked women filled his walls, and even the ceiling over his double bed. I plopped down on it and stared up at the tall topless blonde. Then I looked around the room. Every single female on his wall was blonde. It was weird seeing four of them all resembling me. On a shelf in the corner were trophies and medals. I started to get up to explore when I heard him talking in the other room. 
 
    “I don’t care how Reese feels. I don’t want her here.” 
 
    “Jax, she’s your brother’s girlfriend. When he gets back he’ll be upset. If you’re happy with Amber it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’m not talking to her. They can both stay the hell away from me.” 
 
    “Jaxson Mitchell, you need to stop this. You’re the one that got them together.” His mother reiterated. 
 
    “Look, just make sure you’re nice to Amber. She’s having a tough time because she thinks you both hate her.” 
 
    “We don’t hate her. Why would she think that?” His mother asked. 
 
    “Gee, I don’t know. Maybe it’s because of the shocked faces when we came in together. Look, she makes me happy. I wouldn’t be standing here if it wasn’t for her.” 
 
    “I appreciate that she’s helped you. I’m just concerned what it means for your football career. Are you still coming home?” 
 
    “Yeah.” It broke my heart. “I’ll probably be back in the next couple of weeks. I’m going to talk to the coach while I’m here and find out when I need to report for practice.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Jake will be happy too. It’s really been bothering him.” His father seemed to have immediately calmed down. I felt relieved for that, but broken up about having a time limit on our relationship. I couldn’t understand why Jax wouldn’t be willing to have a long distance relationship with me. Was it that hard for him to be faithful? Was sex all he cared about? 
 
    These were the things I needed to know, because if that were the case, it would be so much easier to let him go. 
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    Chapter 36 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    Amber was sitting on my bed when I entered the room. I could tell she was upset with me for not warning my parents about who I was bringing. I crouched down in front of her, and ran my hand up the thigh of her shorts. It only took a second for her to catch my gaze. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” She put on a brave smile. 
 
    “No, it’s not. I should have told them, warned them.” 
 
    “Reese hates me,” she stated. 
 
    “Who cares? She’s a lying, cheating, bitch.” 
 
    “I care, Jax, because unlike you I don’t want this thing between us to end. Being here is only making it worse. You have a family that loves you, unconditionally. My parents are too stuck on themselves to admit I’m their last priority in life.” 
 
    I placed my head down on her knees. She couldn’t see the hurt in my eyes while I fought back my own emotions. We were headed in two different directions. There was no way it could work between us. “Amber, I-.” 
 
    “Save it, Jax. I get it, really I do. I’m just not built like you. I can’t bottle it all up and pretend it’s all good. I never should have let myself feel this way, when I knew I’d end up destroyed again.” 
 
    Amber shoved me away and walked out of the room. Since she had no clue where anything was I ran after her, bypassing my parents as we both made our way outside. When I reached her she was looking around in a direction to walk. She’d probably heard me talking enough to know that one of the barns was set up for entertaining. What she couldn’t have seen coming was the part where she opened the right door to be staring at my brother and Reese having a heated argument. 
 
    I caught up with Amber, who stood still at the cracked open door listening to the profanities that were being yelled by both individuals.  
 
    “I told you I would’ve stayed home, Jake. He brought her on purpose.” 
 
    “Why do you care? You still want Jax after all this time?” Jake asked. 
 
    “No! Of course not. Don’t even say that shit.” 
 
    “Oh, I am saying it, because one look on your face tells me everything I don’t want to fucking see.” 
 
    “Jake, it’s not like that. I swear. You’ve got to believe me. It’s just that she’s so…I don’t know. She’s perfect and I’m just me. She looks like she was taken from a magazine. Of course he’d want her. It just makes me wonder if when she showed up with you was he fantasizing about her back then?” 
 
    Amber turned and looked at me, as if to question Reese’s statement. I shrugged and smiled, remembering being envious at the table that night. I hadn’t taken it as far as they were suspecting, but I did think about her in the shower that night, wondering if the carpet matched the drapes. It was to my delight that she was free of carpet, smooth and mouth watering. While forming a smile on my face, Amber shoved me, snapping me back to reality. 
 
    “What does it matter? You know how that night ended up, and what we promised to each other. It’s how all this came to be. I don’t get you, Reese. For months we’ve been happy, but Jax comes home for one visit and you’re freaking out. How am I not supposed to be offended?” 
 
    “I don’t love Jax. You know that. I’m just pissed off because I feel like he’s only with her to get under my skin.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, but I’m sure my brother’s interest in Amber has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    I reached for Amber’s hand, just to give her a nudge that Jake was spot on. My attraction to her in the beginning was fueled from how desirable she was, not from revenge.  
 
    “How do you know that?”
“Because she’s his type. Amber is everything Jax has ever wanted. Trust me.”
“So he wants a Barbie stripper?” Reese asked. 
 
    I couldn’t stop my girlfriend from busting through the door and heading right for an unsuspecting Reese.  
 
    “What did you just call me?” 
 
    Reese backed up but only to gain her footing. I couldn’t reach Amber fast enough before she was able to shove Reese backwards.  
 
    Reese stood her ground, ignoring the fact that I’d come into the room. “You take off your clothes for money. What else do you do, Amber?” 
 
    “You bitch! I helped you that night when they threw you out like the trash. You don’t know me at all. Don’t you dare pass judgment.” 
 
    I fastened my arms around Amber’s, restraining her from going after Reese, while Jake did the same thing with his woman. “Ladies, lets not do this today.” 
 
    “You heard what she called me.” 
 
    I spoke in Amber’s ear, loud enough that Reese could hear. “She’s just jealous of you, baby, because you’re flawless.” 
 
    “Oh, give me a break, Jax. You’re being an asshole. It wasn’t that long ago when he was calling me baby. Don’t be gullible. Jax doesn’t care about anyone more than himself.” Reese said viciously. 
 
    “Fuck you!” I replied. “Take it back, Reese.” 
 
    “Jax, calm down.” Jake suggested. 
 
    “No, I won’t calm down.” I let go of Amber and stood in front of her. “I won’t have this bitch bad mouth my girlfriend, and yes, Reese, Amber is my real girlfriend. While you were off fucking my brother she helped me through it. Think whatever the hell you want, but I didn’t bring her here for you. I brought her here because I hate being without her. You say I’m selfish. Go take a look in the mirror for once.” 
 
    Jake was still holding Reese back. A wicked smiled formed on her face, and I prepared for her lashing. She looked over at Amber. “That night when you helped me, did he tell you what he did to me? Did he tell you he threw me across the room?” 
 
    “I shoved you off of my brother’s dick, because I was in shock.” 
 
    “He did it twice, Amber. He’s unhinged, and there’s no telling what he’ll do. I was someone he loved and he hurt me. If I were you I’d run far away from Jax, before he has a bad day and takes it out on you.” 
 
    I didn’t look back at Amber, because I was too busy narrowing in on how I was going to hurt Reese. “Maybe you are jealous.” 
 
    “Of you? Be serious. I’m with the right brother. You were a mistake, Jax.” 
 
    “Oh really? Then why are you so hell-bent on hurting Amber? Admit it, Reese. You know me enough to see the truth written all over my face, don’t you? It’s not Amber you’re mad at. It’s me, because you see what was never there with us. Say it, bitch.” 
 
    “Stop calling her a bitch, Jax,” Jake shouted. 
 
    I threw up my hands. “Fine. Let your girlfriend go. I won’t touch her, unless she goes after my mine.” 
 
    Reese shook out of Jake’s arms, never taking her eyes off of me. I’d honestly never seen her so angry before. It was fascinating. As I stood there looking at her I realized something I’d never noticed before. She was a beautiful woman, strong and determined, but what I thought was love couldn’t have been. Sure, I’d had strong feelings for her, but now I knew I’d been wrong to label them what I had. Nothing could compare to the feelings I had for the beautiful person standing behind me, and I wanted Reese to know it. “Her favorite color is blue. She uses only salon products in her hair, and her deodorant is clean scented. Her favorite movies to watch are comedies, and when they have a happy ending she always cries. When she sleeps, sometimes she makes these cute little sounds that wake me up. I could sit there and listen to them for hours.” As I continued on I took Amber’s hand and turned to face her. “She’s not just stunning on the outside. She’s beautiful through and through. The pain that she’s endured has only helped her to become stronger, and from the moment she walked into my life our connection was undeniable.” 
 
    “Next you’ll say you love her, and we all know how this story goes.” 
 
    “I do.” I glanced over at Reese. “Love her, that is.” I squeezed Amber’s hand, hoping she’d forgive me for telling her like this. “I thought I knew what it felt like with you, but I was wrong. I get why my brother couldn’t resist you, because I finally understand the infatuation of it all.” 
 
    “Let’s just go, Jake. He’s full of shit. Being here was a mistake. Jax is going to say whatever he thinks will get to me. I’m not in the mood for his viciousness.” 
 
    They started to walk out the door, but my brother couldn’t let it go. He stopped and turned around, almost making a sound like he was snickering. He pulled his hands away from Reese, and directed his attention to me. “We’re good now, aren’t we, Jax?” 
 
    I didn’t know how it happened, but like a light bulb being turned on, I finally saw what I’d been unable to see before. Reese was never mine. When I looked at her now I didn’t see the person who’d ripped out my heart. I saw the reason I went to Kentucky and found Amber. Then it all made sense. This was meant to happen, because imagining never being with her was inconceivable. “Yeah, I guess we are.” 
 
    Jake smiled and looked down while he spoke. “Good, because we need to talk about something. I’m just going to get Reese to settle down and I’ll be back. Will you be  in here?” 
 
    I nodded and watched my brother leading his girlfriend out of the barn, before turning to face Amber. It was apparent that she was freaking out, though I knew it wouldn’t take much to calm her down. Soothing her had become easy for me. “You said you loved me, Jax.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?”
Her eyes were full of tears, but they weren’t falling down her cheeks. “I told you not to love me, because I knew this was only temporary.” 
 
    “And I told you it was already too late.” 
 
    “That was the first week we were together.” 
 
    I stepped closer, now holding both of her hands. “I’d be lying if I said those feelings weren’t already stewing.” 
 
    “It’s just going to hurt worse now.” She looked away. 
 
    “I’ll come and see you when I can. Football is just time consuming. I don’t want you sitting by the phone waiting and wondering. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “I know. I get it.” 
 
    “You could fly out to my games. We play in Ohio. I don’t know the schedule, but we could spend the weekend together at least.” 
 
    She kept looking away. “We never should have done this, Jax. It’s tearing me apart.” 
 
    I pulled her into a hug and held her tight against my body. “Don’t say that. I don’t want to take back a single second I spent with you. I know I’m hard to deal with, and I can be stubborn, but I’d never do what Reese said. I’d never hurt you.” 
 
    “She’s just bitter about everything. I get it. I’d be upset too. Do you know how many girls despise me? I hate it. They assume I’m shallow or stuck up. I’m neither of those things. I helped her that night at the hotel because it’s the kind of person I am. Her words were like a sharp knife.” 
 
    “Just ignore her. She’s probably on her period or something. Hell, she could be pregnant. I’m sure my idiot brother would be thrilled about it.” I kissed the top of her head, showing her an extra bit of affection because I knew she needed it. 
 
    “I’ve always been a tough guy, but you break me down, Amber. Caring about you feels so right. When I come back here for good, I’m still going to call you, and want to hear your voice. I’m still going to need my best friend.” 
 
    She pulled away and smiled at me, with soaked cheeks from getting emotional. “Are you saying you want to have a long-distance relationship with me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I know I don’t want to let you go.” 
 
    “There’s a but isn’t there?” 
 
    I hated that she already knew me so well. “I don’t like to be alone, and I wouldn’t want you to feel obligated to do the same for me. It’s not fair to either of us. I want to make a pact, that if someone else comes along, we won’t hate each other.” 
 
    Amber turned away from me. “I’m sorry, Jax. I can’t do that.” 
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    Chapter 37 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t do this.” Jax pleaded. 
 
    Did he really think I could cling to some kind of hope of us being together when he was basically saying he was going to be with other people? “Don’t you get it? Don’t you see what you’ve done to me?” I looked around the barn, realizing I was raising my voice for anyone to hear. “Just forget it. I can’t do this here. We’ll talk about it when we get home.” 
 
    “Amber,” he reached for me as I started to back away. “Are you mad at me now?” 
 
    “No, Jax. I never expected this to work out. I should have known better.” 
 
    He placed his arms on my shoulders from behind. “Don’t do this to me, not now, after what I said to you.” 
 
    My heart hurt thinking about those three words that meant the world to me. It had been so long since someone said them with meaning. I could tell Jax was being honest. I could feel the power of it through every inch of my body. “Our feelings are irrelevant. Don’t you get that? It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does to me,” he whispered. “Please turn around and look at me.” 
 
    Looking Jax in the eyes wasn’t the hard part. It was knowing how desperately in love with him I was, and how I couldn’t bring myself to tell him. What good would it do? “I don’t want to argue about this. It’s obvious your family thinks we’re a joke.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re going to prove them wrong. You see, I knew they’d act this way, but I also knew that once they saw us together there would be no denying it.” He lifted the back of his hand and ran it over my cheek. “It was never a choice for me, Amber. I think I’ve loved you since the first night we spent together, before the kisses, and everything else. You take my breath away.” 
 
    I let my head rest on his chin. “I’m scared to fight for this, because I’m so afraid you’ll hurt me.” 
 
    “Come with me.” He took my hand and began to lead me out of the barn. When we walked past all three houses I wondered where we were going. After stepping onto a little path in the woods, Jax explained. “I’m taking you to a place that nobody’s ever gone before. Only Jake and I know it exists.” 
 
    Since I was wearing flip flops I looked around the leaves and brush and wondered if it was safe. “How far is it?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. Do you trust me?” 
 
    I didn’t have to think about my answer. “Yes.” 
 
    He pulled me along, pointing out things as we continued. We came to a large pond with a square platform in the middle. “That’s the hole. We can go for a swim when we come back.” 
 
    “Are there snakes?” 
 
    “There’s more fish. Well, there was. A couple years ago Jake and I threw a homemade bomb in the water. We were eating fish for weeks” 
 
    “Gross, your whole family?” 
 
    “No. Just me and my brother. It was our punishment. We had to eat fish for all three meals. I still don’t like it.” 
 
    I had to laugh. It was pretty funny. “You know they say your children are three times worse than you?” 
 
    Jax turned around and smiled. “God, I hope not.” 
 
    I never wanted to be pregnant before, but ever since losing my baby I’d always been open to feeling that bond again. It was the one thing that Jax had avoided talking about. “What would you do if I called you from another state and told you I was pregnant?” 
 
    He stopped dead in his tracks. “What the hell, Amber? Don’t even say that shit.” 
 
    “Why? We’re not safe at all. We’ve been screwing like rabbits for weeks.” 
 
    “You’re on the pill.” 
 
    “It could still happen.” 
 
    He looked down and sighed. “Listen, you need to understand that up until that shit happened with my brother my future was set. We were going to play football, for as long as we could. I want to be drafted, Amber. That means I’m not going to be able to settle somewhere and raise a kid. Even if I get drafted, it’s a slim chance I’d start. That’s something that needs to be earned. I won’t be able to devote my time to anything else.” 
 
    “So what, you’d expect me to get an abortion?” 
 
    He turned and started walking away from me, tossing his hands in to the air. “I’m not doing this with you.” 
 
    Since I couldn’t have him anymore pissed at me, I decided to drop it until we were home. It was obvious that we had a lot to figure out, even though all signs were pointing to a break up. 
 
    We walked for what felt like forever. Jax turned around seeming excited. “See that over there?” 
 
    In the distance I spotted something that looked like a shed, but it was very dilapidated. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s our fort.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you built it yourselves?” 
 
    “Yeah. Come on. I want you to see the inside.” 
 
    I kept fighting him from leading me in. “It looks like it’s going to fall apart.” 
 
    “It won’t. I promise.” 
 
    Jax unhooked a rope-tied latch and pushed open the door. Moss covered the floor, but there were two large logs sitting on either side of a homemade table. He pointed to one. “Sit down and wait here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I looked around the little area, noticing that the walls, made from old pieces of metal, were covered in greenery and vines. They’d framed the place out on the inside, but nothing had been measured. It was very lopsided. 
 
    I was a little leery about sitting in a filthy shack while he disappeared into the woods. It was like a bad horror movie playing out. I could already read the headline in the news. “Stripper left for dead.” 
 
    I started calling out for him when he didn’t return after a few minutes. Then, in the small doorway he appeared, holding something behind his back. He kneeled down in front of me and took my left hand. A ring, made from a twisted dandelion, was being slipped on my ring finger. “It’s not much, and I didn’t spend a dime on it, but my mom always told me the best things in life are free. So I made this for you. It will probably fall apart before we get back to the house, and it took me forever to find the damn thing. Anyway, I promise I’ll find a way to be with you again. I don’t know how long it will take, but I won’t give up on us, Amber. I can tell it’s bothering you, and since I’m no good at this romance shit, I haven’t got the first clue on how I can make it happen. For the record, if you came to me pregnant I’d be there. I’d find a way to make it work.” 
 
    It was so darn sweet I couldn’t be upset with him anymore. I wanted to believe him, because more than anything else I longed for the same resolution. “I love you too, Jax.” 
 
    He snickered. “I knew it. It’s because I’m great in bed, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “Is it my large penis?” 
 
    “No, it’s not the Jaxinator.” 
 
    “I don’t have any other good qualities.” 
 
    I placed my hand over his heart. “You have this one.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that. I’d appreciate it if you kept that to yourself. I don’t want anyone knowing I have a nice side. It would damage my asshole reputation.” 
 
    When I lunged forward to kiss him nothing else mattered. I wasn’t thinking about losing him, or dealing with his family and their assumptions. All that mattered was this embrace.  
 
    As we parted Jax nuzzled his nose against mine. “Why couldn’t I have met you in a few years down the road? Life would have been so much easier.” 
 
    The moment was intense, and I knew it was something I wouldn’t forget anytime soon, maybe not ever. 
“Are you going to come see me play when you can?”
“If you want me to.” 
 
    He played with my hands, holding both of them with his. “I want to show you off. The guys will be so jealous.” 
 
    “Can we start today over?” This moment between us was making me appreciate the time we had left. I would have to convince Jax that we could work from a distance. He had to know I wasn’t interested in finding someone else, not when I knew my heart had only opened up for him. “How about that swim?” 
 
    Jax smiled, and I knew that look from seeing it many times before. “I’m up for it, but there’s a rule to swimming in the hole. You’ve got to get naked.” 
 
    “Yeah right. It’s a dirty pond. You expect me to take off my clothes?” Was he for real? 
 
    “I’ll be naked too. What’s wrong? Haven’t you ever gone swimming in the nude?” 
 
    “In a pool maybe.” 
 
    “It’s a big brown pool,” he said as he walked out of the little fortress.  
 
    “Thanks for showing me your hideout.” 
 
    “Anything for my girl. I wanted you to have something special, since you feel like you’re stepping in places that Reese has been. For the record I don’t even care about that shit.” 
 
    “What about Jake? He said he needs to talk to you. What do you think it’s about? Does he want to fight?”
Jax shook his head. “No. Something’s on his mind. I can tell. Whatever it is, I’ll find out soon enough. Jake doesn’t hold things in like me. He’s all about expressing his feelings.” 
 
    “You should forgive him, Jax.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do you really have to ask me that?” I wondered if he wasn’t listening to me at all. Were men really this naïve? “If you’re really in love with me, then you won’t care that he took Reese away. You said it yourself. We’d never be together if it wasn’t for them. He asked you if you were good, and you told him you were. Just let it go. You’re going to need him, Jax.” 
 
    “You’re only going to be a phone call away. I’d rather talk to you.” 
 
    “He’s your brother. His love is unconditional, and so is yours. Stop being so stubborn. I know how much pain you were in, but it’s different now. You’ve moved on. At least I hope you have.” 
 
    “Don’t even question that, Amber. I don’t take those words lightly that I said to you.” 
 
    “Good. Then you have no reason at all not to get over the grudge you have against your brother. I know you miss him.” 
 
    He looked straight as we walked down the path, and it was obvious he was torn on what to say. “Of course I do. We were best friends.” 
 
    “You still are. You know it’s true. The only thing keeping you from having your brother back in your life is you, Jax. You’re torturing yourself.” 
 
    He didn’t answer me, but I could tell I’d gotten under his skin. By the time we made it to the watering hole, Jax had become silent.  
 
    I never would have expected to see Jake lying on the platform in the middle, with Reese right beside him. They’d probably come to get away from us, and now we were invading their privacy. 
 
    “Looks like you’re keeping on those clothes after all,” he whispered to me. 
 
    Jake sat up and waved. “Are you coming in?” 
 
    Jax put his arm around me as he spoke. “Maybe later. We need to grab our suits. I don’t want Amber’s nipples getting bit by the snakes.” 
 
    I elbowed him lightly in the gut. “Jax, seriously.” 
 
    He laughed it off and pushed me to keep walking, while he waved goodbye to his brother. “Sorry. I couldn’t help it. Picturing you naked helps me handle awkward situations.” 
 
    “Now where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    He took my hand again and walked at a swift pace. “I have another surprise for you, Amber, and I think it will make this trip all worth it. Just wait until you meet her.” 
 
    Right away I knew who he was talking about. “Are you taking me to see Sarah?” 
 
    “Yep, and she’s going to love you, just as much as I do.” 
 
    Maybe for some people being around a small child would bother them after losing a baby, but for me it was like therapy. Children made me happy, and they overwhelmed me with hope that one day I’d be able to try again. “How did you know I’d be okay about this? I’ve never mentioned her before.” 
 
    “Well, I figure out of every female on this ranch you’ve got the best chance at making friends with her, since she doesn’t have an opinion. Once you’re in with the kid, everyone else will be easy to win over. It’s genius if you think about it.” 
 
    “It sounds like manipulation.” 
 
    “You say tomato, I say…” He laughed. “You get what I mean.” 
 
    As we climbed the stairs to the old farm house I saw his sister, Bella, come outside. She smiled and walked toward us when she realized it was me. “Oh, I was just telling Rusty that I had a feeling it was going to be you walking through the door. Jake mentioned my brother had a thing for you. Jax is relentless when he wants something.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Bella.” 
 
    “You too, Amber. Have you been over to the parent’s house yet?” 
 
    Jax answered for me. “Yep. We’ve had it out with Reese and Jake, shocked the shit out of mom and dad, and been accused of being together as some kind of joke. I’m pretty sure my girlfriend is ready to head back to Kentucky.” 
 
    Bella snickered. “Just give them ten minutes. They’ll be fine. My parents love everyone, and if you’re worried about Reese don’t. She’s been kissing up their asses for months now trying to get them to forgive her. Jax may have convinced them to let her start coming around again, but they won’t ever forget she was the reason he went away. Now that I’m looking at the two of you, it seems like you might be the reason he’s come back.” 
 
    This is what I needed to give me hope. I required someone else to see the two of us as a real couple that had a chance. Jax squeezed my hand. “She’s the reason for sure. I just need to convince her to stick around. I was hoping she could meet Sarah, plus I miss the little stink-butt.” 
 
    “She’s inside with her daddy. Oh, and I should warn you, Shalan’s in labor. Noah called me freaking out because her water broke. I think he assumed that the child would just fall out of her vagina. He’s ridiculous. Anyway, when you go home you’ll have to make room for me. I want to get there as soon as possible. It’s not every day that another Mitchell is born into the world.” 
 
    Without anymore small talk, Jax led me inside of the old home. Sitting on the floor with her father was a little blonde girl with ringlet curls in her hair. Her bright eyes stared up as we entered the room. Her smiled melted my heart, and I knew she was exactly what I needed to brighten my worrisome day.  
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    Chapter 38 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    Amber interacting with my niece explained it all for me. She was happier than I’d ever seen her, and it made me wonder if a child would be the only thing to finally heal her whole heart. It was also a huge eye-opener. If that was the last piece of her puzzle, I wasn’t sure I would ever be the right fit. There was no way I could be in two places at once, and even if I tried, I knew after a while the distance would become too much. I wasn’t co-dependent, but I certainly didn’t like being alone, especially when I knew she was somewhere thinking of me.  
 
    No matter how much I wanted Amber for myself I knew I couldn’t string her along. It wouldn’t be fair in the long run. It would be selfish. 
 
    With a heavy heart I was fully aware of what was going to happen once I said goodbye and moved back home. I was going to prepare to have my heart ripped apart again, and this time I feared it would be much worse than the first time. 
 
    After our visit with my sister, Amber and I headed over to prepare for the family dinner. It was obvious she was nervous to be at a table with everyone, but I had an idea about how to make her feel comfortable. I was going to show everyone in the room how much she meant to me, even if I knew our time together was coming to an end. 
 
    It took a while for everyone to show up, and I got a little carried away catching up with my cousins that I hadn’t seen in a while. Cassie seemed annoyed at everyone, but it was only because she wasn’t allowed to bring her douche-bag boyfriend anymore. Callie and Cammie were fixed on their phones, giggling like they were texting each other. My stoned cousin Josh actually seemed coherent for once. He was still in high school, but seemed pretty hot and heavy with his girlfriend, that was surprisingly attractive. In the past few months that I’d been away he’d gotten stockier, and from what my Uncle Conner told me, he was starting on the football team.  
 
    Jake and Reese were the last two people to come into the barn. They were holding hands and smiling, and I hated recognizing the look, but I knew they’d had sex. It was funny how it didn’t bother me at all. I met Amber’s eyes across the room, noticing she was holding little Sarah again. My mom seemed to be impressed with how the little girl was already attached to my girlfriend. She came over and handed me something to sit on the table. “She’s good with her.” 
 
    “She’s a nice person, mom.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for being harsh earlier. You surprised me, and I wasn’t prepared how to handle it. For the past six months I’ve watched you and Jake struggling. I saw Amber and assumed this was just another attempt to get to him. Never in a million years would I have seen you falling in love while you were away.” 
 
    “I never said I was.” I was staring at Amber as I said it. 
 
    “Jax, I’m your mother. You two are obviously crazy about each other.” 
 
    “Yeah, well it doesn’t matter. You and I both know it won’t work. Our lives are headed in different directions.” 
 
    “For once you need to stop being stubborn.” She placed her hand on my arm. “If you care about this girl, make it work. Love doesn’t go away. It only grows stronger.” 
 
    I took my mother’s words with a grain of salt, because I had to stick to my plan. I couldn’t let some long-distance relationship screw up my thinking on the field. It was bad enough that I’d be without Jake; the one person I’d played every single game of my life with. 
 
    “Mom,” I said as she started to walk away. “Can you talk to everyone and make sure they’re nice to her. I invited her to come back for Thanksgiving. Even if I’m off at some game and we do it on the weekend following, I want her to come.” 
 
    “Sure, hun. That was nice of you to invite her. Doesn’t she have to spend it with her parents?” 
 
    “We went to see them two weeks ago.” I pulled her off to the side so no one else could hear me talking. “Mom there are things about Amber that you don’t know.” 
 
    “I know about her job.” 
 
    “She quit, and she was only doing it to make end’s meet, because they cut her off. She’s had to fend for herself for along time, and that’s not even the worst of it. She’s friends with Christian because she was one of the other girls that was attacked by that asshole.” 
 
    “Oh my God, that’s terrible.” 
 
    “He got her pregnant, and she lost the baby. She had to endure it all alone, and that’s not even the worst part. When Amber was still in high school she was involved in an automobile accident that took the life of her younger sister. She was the one driving.” I looked down because I felt so bad for her it was hard to talk about it. “Her parents never forgave her. Mom, they treat her like shit. As soon as we arrived I knew I had to get her out of that house. They were adamant about one thing though, they told Amber they would pay for her medical school if she returned home to Ohio. After this semester she’s moving even further away. She doesn’t have a choice, and now she’s out of options. I’m not supposed to be telling you any of this, but I can’t sit around this table with everyone thinking she’s some slutty stripper. Amber did what she had to do to stay afloat. She’s been brave when others would have given up. I admire her courage, even though she doesn’t see it as being that.” 
 
    My mother put her hands up to her face, like she was in utter shock. “That poor girl.” 
 
    “Now you know. Just please talk to dad. It would be cool if we left here on good terms. She means a lot to me, and without her help I wouldn’t be able to be around Jake without feeling angry. Being with her has made me realize that Reese and I were never meant to be. I’m still pissed at what they did, but I want to move forward.” 
 
    My mom hugged me, moving to the side so she didn’t knock the dish out of my hands. “I’m so proud of you, Jax.” 
 
    Her words made me feel happy in the midst of my upcoming demise.  
 
    After the table was full with food and family, we bowed our heads for a prayer. My dad led and when he thanked God for bringing me home, and having Amber with me, it broke me down. This felt so right; like she was meant to be by my side. I reached for her hand and squeezed it tight. While everyone else had their eyes closed, ours met, and I mouthed the words ‘I love you’ to her. Amber beamed back at me, reminding me that she was with the most beautiful person I’d ever met.  
 
    The family was quiet while they all dug in to feast. I missed this, and knew we’d share a couple more meals before we left on Sunday. I looked around the long table and saw everyone sitting so cozy together. After being in a small trailer with a kitchen table that only sat four, I appreciated this huge gathering. This was what home represented for me. Having everyone I loved in the same room brought me joy, when I’d never really noticed it much before. Having Amber by my side only made the moment complete. She was the missing piece to my puzzle, and it was hard to fathom breaking it up and throwing it back in a box on a shelf. I needed to find some of that glue so that we could stick together and never be torn apart. Since I knew in real life it didn’t work that way, I was left to simmer in my pot of frustration. I missed her already and we weren’t even apart.  
 
     Jake stood up and tapped on his glass. “I have an announcement to make, and I know most of you already know it, but I wanted to share it with Jax while you’re all around.” I felt a knot in the pit of my stomach as I looked from my brother to Reese, preparing for them to announce an engagement or a pregnancy. A hand found my leg, reminding me that I wasn’t alone. I placed mine on top if it, holding a part of her close to me while I prepared to take the news of their happiness.  
 
    I wasn’t jealous of them, but still bitter about the past. Amber was so much better for me than Reese. I’d taken the time to get know her before she’d allowed me to have all of her. I think that was the difference in why I was so in awe of my girlfriend. 
 
    “Jax, it’s been hard since you’ve been gone. After my surgery I was determined to make things right with you. Everyone at this table knows what we’ve been through, and although they’ve all given me great advice, none of them know you like I do. That’s why I asked all of them to keep a secret from you.” 
 
    This pissed me off. “What? Haven’t we learned from the last secret?” 
 
    “Jax, hear your brother out,” My dad ordered. 
 
    “I’m not about to sit here and listen to him. I don’t care if they’re getting married, or having a kid. Good for them. Whatever!” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Hold up. It’s not that. This has to do with me and you, bro. Reese isn’t a part of it, but she was the one who pushed me to make it happen.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I wasn’t in the mood to sit on the edge of my seat. 
 
    “We made a promise a long time ago. We said we’d do this football thing together.” 
 
    “You got hurt. It happens.” 
 
    “Jax, after my surgery I started a regiment of intense physical therapy. I’ll have to be monitored, but I’ve been cleared to play again. When you get back on that field in the next couple of weeks, I’m going to be there beside you if you want me there. I’m leaving the choice up to you, bro. I miss my best friend.” 
 
    I was known for hiding my emotions, but this left me speechless. Amber clenched my thigh, expecting some kind of reaction out of me. This changed everything. He was right. It wasn’t about Reese. This was our dream, and Jake must have busted his ass to make it happen. I’d seen the medical reports myself. They said his chances of playing were slim to none. He’d defeated the odds with hopes of playing by my side again.  
 
    A smile filled my face. “I don’t know what to say, Jake. That’s great news.” 
 
    My dad lifted his glass, already knowing how this was going to play out. “To my boys. May your senior year be filled with new memories, and much success.” 
 
    I raised my glass while staring at my brother, my twin, and essentially the person I shared a soul with. My love for him was a reminder of how much I needed him in my life. Amber leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Christian told me Jake was doing this for you.” 
 
    I sneered. “Thanks for making me come home. I needed this.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know. I want you to be happy, Jax. You’re so lucky.” 
 
    Since I knew everyone was probably wondering what we were saying so low that they couldn’t hear, we both went back to eating. In that moment everything seemed too surreal. It was perfect, but like everything in my life, it was temporary. 
 
    By Sunday everyone except for Reese had welcomed Amber into the family. The more I saw her interacting with all of them, the harder it was to imagine coming back without her at my side. I had a little less than two weeks left to spend with her, and I didn’t want to miss a single second, because I knew I’d be miserable when I walked out that door to move back home. 
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    Chapter 39 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    Even though we were together, I could tell Jax was withdrawing. After helping me move all of my things to the trailer, he didn’t seem himself. Our impeding separation was getting the best of me too. It was like I had a countdown going on in my brain, reminding me that every minute was less time we had left together.  
 
    Jax had spoke to his uncle about spending the rest of his time in Kentucky with me, but in some ways I wished he’d leave the house. Instead we were stuck twenty-four hours out of the day wishing there was some way we could work out. 
 
    Every night we’d get into heated discussions, the only good thing was the ending result of winding up in bed. They say the best sex is the makeup kind. I didn’t agree. Though I liked knowing we were both on the same page, I didn’t have the emotional connection when we’d been arguing. Even through the worst of moments, I found myself loving Jax more. At any time he could have picked up and left, but he stuck around, putting up with my tears, and my random freak-outs about our situation.  
 
    Noah and Shalan ended up having a beautiful little boy. They named him Jordan Noah, after his daddy. Weighing in at eight pounds and ten ounces, the chubby infant was the talk of the ranch. I spent at least a couple hours over at their house, doting with Christian. She was such a proud aunt, and I got a feeling that it was giving her baby fever. If Ethan had it his way they’d end up with ten green-eyed children.  
 
    I longed for their relationship. Not only were they the best of friends, but they’d made sacrifices to be together. For Jax and I, there was no way around it. He had a football career, and I was out of options. I couldn’t afford medical school on my own, and my father would only pay for it if I moved back to Ohio. It made no sense since they obviously couldn’t stand having me around, but I wasn’t going to question it. The next few months were going to suck for me, so I’d have to find something to look forward to. 
 
    Apparently Seth’s release had been postponed for some kind of clerical error, or at least that’s what the lawyer was telling me. Ever since Jax threatened his friend, I changed my number, and moved to the ranch, I wasn’t in fear of them being able to harass me. I hadn’t even gotten anything in my forwarded mail. I think it was easier on Jax to not have to worry about my safety, especially since I’d picked up my last check from the club and said my permanent goodbyes. It was the best decision I ever made, and if anything came out of my beautiful relationship with him, it was that I’d come out a stronger person. I’d experienced real love; the kind that stories were written about, and even though our time together was about to end, I was going to take all of the good memories and carry them with me, knowing I didn’t have to hide behind a rock to protect my feelings. Sometimes it was important to live through the pain in order to discover other possibilities. 
 
    Two nights before Jax was set to leave Kentucky, we went out for a night on the town. Christian and Ethan were supposed to join us, but she’d come down with a cold and didn’t feel up to it. Jax seemed happier that we were alone. The tension between us was so thick. I didn’t even know how to look at him without feeling my stomach tightening up.  
 
    At dinner, after we’d ordered our food, we sat across from one another in silence. Jax finally sighed and said what was on his mind. “I don’t know how to do this without hurting you.” 
 
    “I know.” The burning in my throat reminded me of the truth in his words. “I wish it was different.”
“We’re still going to see each other. I told you, I’ll come visit in a couple weeks, and you promised to come spend Labor Day with me. It’s not the end.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just going to be so hard. I’m used to waking up and you being next to me. I’m going to miss you so much, Jax.” 
 
    He leaned forward and looked directly into my eyes. “Just remember, I was the guy you didn’t want to date.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” I smiled thinking back to how I’d played hard to get. “I never denied your sexiness.” 
 
    “I never denied yours either. In fact," he bit down on his lip, "you’re looking pretty damn fine tonight. In that low-cut dress I can’t stop picturing you having a wardrobe malfunction. Better yet, let’s go into the bathroom for a couple minutes. Something’s swollen that I need you take a look at.” 
 
    “Nice try. I’m not having sex with you in a bathroom stall.” I slipped off my shoe and lifted my leg up, rubbing between Jax’s legs. The reaction from him let me know he was paying full attention to me. “What would you do if I slipped underneath this table and tended to your predicament?” 
 
    “I’d ask you to marry me.” He managed to stammer out, while I continued teasing him. 
 
    Hearing him say that, even though I knew he wasn’t serious, only fueled me to want to give him something he’d never forget. I looked around the dark room, noticing that there were only a few people around us, and they weren’t paying any attention to who else was in the room. I pretended to drop something on the floor, and bent down to get it, then slid my body off the chair and ducked underneath the table cloth. Jax peered down when I reached his legs. “You’re fucking crazy.” 
 
    I yanked on his belt. “Shut up and act normal.” 
 
    His face went out of my view, while I struggled to free his cock from his trousers. Jax scooted his body closer to the table, giving me more workable room. I taunted the tip of his hardening erection with my tongue, spitting on it to create a slippery surface. When I knew I was going to have to struggle I began tugging down his pants over his ass, so that I could fondle all of his sensitive appendages. My fingers drug across the thin skin of his balls as I lapped my own spit off of his growing shaft from bottom to top. Jax peeked down to watch me getting into it.  
 
    He smelled like his soap as I kissed and traced my lips against the hairy skin of his inner thighs. My hand stroked his shaft at the base, while I applied a strong amount of pressure to his main vein. The next time I took him into my mouth I pulled away, dragging my teeth over his now fully engorged cock. Jax inhaled heavily, and I heard him speaking to our waiter, answering if he wanted a refill.  
 
    He’d need one when I was done with him, because I planned on leaving him empty. 
 
    While my lips rested and prepared to get into it, I moved my hand at a rapid, unhinged pace, jerking his cock for maximum pleasure. He was beating on the table, but I didn’t take the time to ask what he wanted. I was too engulfed in forcing his long rod down my throat. With each thrust of my head more saliva escaped, running down his shaft. It made my jerking ability faster, enabling me to give Jax extreme pleasure. I felt his hand come down and run through my hair. When I released him to rest my lips, I sucked both of his balls into my mouth, moaning lightly to tickle him from the vibration. Seconds later I was lapping him up again, sucking as hard as I could to make him erupt. “Jesus Christ.” I heard him say as his hot lava filled my mouth. I took it all, swallowing it before the taste was able to gag me. My lips stayed put so my tongue could clean every remnant of cum off of his shaft. After I was convinced that he was spent, I assisted him in pulling up his pants before getting back to my seat. He was speechless, leaving me feeling pleased with the outcome. I wanted him to see me as strong, though inside I was breaking. My desperate attempts to leave him satisfied were only out of fear that he’d move on with someone else. I kept feeling like maybe if I gave him the most pleasure he’d wait for me. It was silly, and probably ridiculous, but it was all I could come up with. 
 
    Jax faced me with drowsy eyes. “You’re fucking crazy. I love it.” 
 
    “I just want you to remember what’s waiting for you when you come to see me next.” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t forget that, baby. Just wait until we get home. I’m having pie for dessert, and I’m going to lick that plate clean.” 
 
    His intentions gave me butterflies, and I remained speechless as the waiter delivered our food. We talked about mundane things while we ate, both of us knowing what was going to happen once we got home. Jax still had something else planned for us. He made me wait in the car while he prepared his surprise. After being waved inside, I entered to find a trail of candles lighting up a path. I followed them, him tagging along behind me. The bedroom was fully illuminated. “I’m trying to be romantic,” he suggested. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    Jax’s hands ventured up my dress, tangling with the elastic of my panties. While being lifted in his arms, I wrapped my legs tightly around him, letting him carry me over to our bed. We kissed, slowly, like we weren’t in any hurry to proceed. “Tell me you love me,” he requested. 
 
    “I love you.” We kissed again, gradually meshing our tongues. He was hovering overtop of me, shoving my dress down to expose my breasts. He dove down latching on a nipple and sucking hard. I cried out, throwing my head back as a reaction.  
 
    When he pulled away, Jax snickered and climbed off the bed. “Take your clothes off and flip on your stomach. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He exited the room before I was able to remove my dress and panties. When I placed my body flat on the mattress I heard him coming back inside. The bed moved when he sat back down, and I could hear the clanking of a glass of ice water as he extended his arm to rest it on the nightstand.  
 
    Jax didn’t warn me about what his intentions were. At first, I assumed he just wanted a drink. Little did I know he had other ideas in his twisted little head. 
 
    At the very top of my back, where it meets my neck, I felt him leaning forward and kissing me. His lips were cold, and I found out why right away. He slurped on the ice as it melted while being dragged down my spin. Even though I was on my stomach, I could feel my nipples reacting to the frigid connection. Waves of anticipation filled me when it made it’s way to my ass, circling around until he let it fall in my crack.  
 
    I cringed as it ran down, finding a stopping point at my hole. Jax murmured something as he used his fingers to penetrate the ice into my anus. I was too busy trying to keep composure as the freezing liquid saturated my insides. “Oh yeah, you sucked it right up. Are you ready for another?” 
 
    I bit down on my lip, moaning out my response. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good girl.” The next piece was larger, having no time to melt down to the circumference of the first piece. Jax shoved it inside of my ass, driving it deeper than the first cube had gone. He kept his finger inside, while that hunk melted into liquid. With his free hand he lifted me up so that my butt was in the air. Then he began slapping on my pussy, while fucking my ass with his finger. “You like that don’t you, baby?” 
 
    “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Don’t stop? What if I did this instead?” He stopped slapping my hot pussy to rub over my clit. His circle motions were making me crazy. My body began to react to what was happening, and Jax knew it. His finger drove deeper into my hole, while his other hand gave generous attention to my swollen bud.  
 
    “Oh, God, I’m going down on you as soon as you cum. Do it, baby. Cum for me. Show me how much you like it.” 
 
    I didn’t know if it was his talking, or what he was doing, but I lost control, tightening up so much that his finger was removed, leaving my ass open and vulnerable. He then flipped me around, spread my legs wide so he could lay in between them. It was only a matter of seconds before his face dove in, and I could feel him lapping me up. 
 
    He was giving me more reasons to crave him, want him, and love him. Jax was trying to make me happy, but in reality he was only going to make it harder when we were apart. I’d gotten to a point where I couldn’t let myself worry about it, because I would be taking away from the special moments like this one. At the end of the day I knew for sure my heart wouldn’t give up hope that Jax would wait for me, even though I was smart enough to understand that guys like him had plenty of opportunities to move on to someone new. 
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    Chapter 40 
 
    Jax 
 
     Our last few days together were bittersweet. We spent most of them naked, deliberately detaching from the real world in order to pack as much time in as we were able to.  
 
    On the afternoon that I was set to leave I had a heavy heart. Amber was my girlfriend. There was no way I could look her in those blue eyes and tell her we were through. I couldn’t bring myself to hurt her, because all of it would have been a lie. There was no possible way I would be able to forgive myself if I walked away from this woman. 
 
    I think we spent the day avoiding conversation about our separation. When the car was packed, and there was nothing left to do, we sat together on the couch, preparing for the inevitable. I knew she’d lose her shit if she initiated the conversation, so I took a deep breath and started. 
 
    My hand touched her knee as I spoke softly, from my heart. “You know it’s not over, baby. Don’t even think it for a second.” 
 
    Amber placed her hand over mine. She tried to smile, but her tears were just too heavy to hold back. “Jax, I love you. That’s not going to change. In the weeks we’ve been together I’ve been the happiest of my life. You’ve taught me that I didn’t need to be afraid, and I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” She asked. 
 
    “Like you’re saying goodbye for good.” 
 
    She covered her face. “I don’t want to, but we both know it’s not going to work.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” This hurt me to hear. I thought she’d be the one who was overjoyed I was willing to have a long-distance relationship. 
 
    “I’m saying that this might work for a little while, but we’re kidding ourselves if we think we can withstand what’s ahead of us. I just wonder if it isn’t better to sever ties now, while we’re still able to do it amicably.” 
 
    My throat burned while I came to grips with what my girlfriend was saying to me. “No. That’s not going to work for me.” 
 
    Amber started crying, so much that she had to turn around to avoid looking in my direction.  
 
    I walked up behind her and placed my hands on her waist. “Baby, turn around and talk to me.” 
 
    “I can’t, Jax. Please, just go. Get in your car and drive away before I can change my mind about this. It’s the right decision.” 
 
    I didn’t let go as I kissed the top of her head. Maybe she was right. I didn’t want to admit it, but how long could this work? Her not turning around was for the best, because I couldn’t let her see how she was ripping me to shreds. “I’ll call you when I get back to the campus.” 
 
    She nodded. “You better.” 
 
    I pulled my arms up around her chest and hugged her tightly from behind. The last thing I said to her before walking away was something I needed her to know. “If I could stay here with you forever I would.” 
 
    Amber didn’t turn back around until I was in my car. I contemplated jumping out and running back up to her, but we’d end up in bed, and then have to replay this goodbye again. I didn’t stop driving until I was pretty far down the road. I beat on my steering wheel, feeling helpless. As much as I wanted to call her and tell her everything would be okay, I knew I couldn’t. She’d be upset and I’d turn back around to comfort her. No matter how I tried to play it out in my head it was torture.  
 
    I didn’t even remember dialing his number, but when Jake answered a part of me felt relieved. “Jax?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me. I know, you’re shocked.” 
 
    “No. I heard you’re coming home tonight. Are you on your way?” 
 
    “How’d you do it?” I didn’t answer his question, but instead asked my own. “How’d you handle being in love with someone you couldn’t be with?” 
 
    “Whoa. Wait a minute. Are you drunk?” 
 
    “No, fuckstick, I’m driving. I just left my girlfriend on the doorstep crying her eyes out.” 
 
    “How serious are you, bro?” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m screwed. That’s how serious I am. She said the long-distance thing won’t work. I’m telling you, if some douche sweeps her off her feet I’m going to fuck something up.” 
 
    Jake laughed at me. “Yeah, you’ve got it bad. I don’t blame you. Amber’s a beautiful girl, and she’s really great. Christian talks about her all the time.” 
 
    “Dude, you are not helping.” 
 
    “Just get your ass here. We’ll have a beer. I’ll meet you at the dorms.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re going to be there? With Reese?” 
 
    “No. I moved my shit back in last week. I’m laying here right now looking at your empty bed.” 
 
    Hearing my brother saying he was waiting for me, in our old room, gave me a little bit of comfort. I missed him, in a non-gay way of course. “I’m going to need more than one beer. Brace yourself. I don’t know if I can sleep alone anymore.” 
 
    “If you think for one second I’m cuddling with you at night, you’re out of your fucking mind. I missed having my brother around, but that’s going a little too far.” 
 
    I chuckled and replied. “Yeah, well you don’t have good enough tits to keep me warm at night. I like to nestle my head up in between Amber’s tits. They’re my special pillow.” 
 
    “Are you done? I’m not interested in hearing about your love life, Jax. I think we both need to agree to keep that topic off limits.” 
 
    “Why? I don’t give a shit what you say about Reese. Have you not seen the chick I’ve been sleeping with? She’s hotter than that poster on my wall.” 
 
    “I’m hanging up now, Jax.” 
 
    “Go get beer. I’ll be there in a few hours.” 
 
    After being on the road for two hours, singing to every love song playing on the radio, I was like a beauty pageant runner up; emotional, and jealous. My mind kept replaying our last moments together. 
 
    Regardless of the laws permitting cell phone use in a vehicle, I called and spoke with Christian for the last hour of my drive. She promised to spend the night with Amber, and convince her to reconsider coming out to see me in two weeks. The way we’d left things I didn’t know if I’d be seeing her. It sure had an affect on my excitement about starting football camp.  
 
    Pulling up at the college made it all sink in. This was my senior year; my time to shine again, possibly for the last time. This football season would determine my future, and I was going to have to give one-hundred and ten percent.  
 
    Before I got out of the car I dialed Amber. I’d made her a promise and I was determined to keep it, plus I already missed hearing her sweet voice. 
 
    “Hey,” she sounded like she was still crying.  
 
    “Hey, baby. It’s me. I just got to school. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Chris is here. She came a little bit ago.” 
 
    I traced the circular steering wheel while I listened to her speaking to me.  
 
    “I miss you already.” 
 
    “Me too,” she managed to say as she sniffled. 
 
    “Don’t cry, beautiful.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jax. It’s harder than I thought it would be. Maybe I shouldn’t have answered the phone.” 
 
    That hurt me. She’d rather avoid my calls than talk to me. “I love you, Amber. I’m going inside now because Jake is waiting for me, but I’m going to call you back before I go to sleep. I’m already counting down the days until you come visit me.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Is that an okay about me calling, or are you still going to come visit me, because if you don’t, I’ll come and find you myself. If you think for a second that I’m going to let you slip away, you’re fucking crazy.” 
 
    “I’ll be there, Jax. I love you too.” 
 
    When we hung up I felt a little better, and somewhat worse. It was obviously going to take time to get used to, but for now I was hanging on to hope that I wouldn’t lose my girl. 
 
    Climbing up the stairs with all of my shit was a task, but opening the door to my room and seeing my brother with a couple other teammates turned out to be a great homecoming. We celebrated my return by shot-gunning a couple brews, and kicking back for some much needed time with my Xbox. By the time the other guys vacated our room it was well after midnight. I had three missed messages on my phone from Amber, and after I read them I knew I’d already fucked up. 
 
    Is everything okay? It’s getting late. I need to hear your voice before I go to sleep. – A 
 
    Please call me. I’m not doing good, and Chris fell asleep. – A 
 
    I’m hoping you left your phone in the car, because that’s the only reason I’ll forgive you for not calling me on our first night apart. – A 
 
      
 
    When I passed out I knew it was going to take a miracle to talk my way out of it. I had a huge decision to make. I could push Amber away and take all of my pain out on the field, or I could hold onto hope and be distracted, but know that my heart would always be full. It was something that I needed to think about, because both scenarios came with their own future. 
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    Chapter 41 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    Our first night apart and he couldn’t even call me back. 
 
    It told me a lot about Jax’s intentions of keeping us together. I had to face the cold-hard facts; it wasn’t going to work out between us. 
 
    Jax tried to call me constantly for the first week. I’d randomly send him a short reply in the middle of the night, when I knew he’d been sleeping. I think the first time I spoke to him on the phone was the day before I was supposed to come see him for Labor Day. I’d purposely avoided all video chats, on account of seeing him would only make me run right to North Carolina to be in his arms.  
 
    He rang my phone seven times constantly, hanging up and trying again. I should have turned it off, but just knowing he was reaching out gave me some sort of comfort to the constant ache in my heart.  
 
    “Hi, Jax.” 
 
    “Finally! What the hell, woman?” 
 
    “I explained in our texts that I wasn’t going to hold onto hope. Our lives are going in different directions, Jax.” I thought he’d give up, or maybe just leave it be enough for time to help heal me. 
 
    “I need my best friend. I miss her,” he responded quietly, as if he was getting emotional. This sent me into a cry fit, because I couldn’t stand to associate with that same debilitating pain.  
 
    “Jax, I -.” 
 
    “Come see me,” he interrupted.  
 
    “That’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “I’m lonely.” 
 
    “There are plenty of women that would love to keep you company.” 
 
    “They’ll never be you, Amber. I don’t want their pussy, not when I know what it feels like to have yours.” 
 
    His words send chills through my spine. “Don’t talk like that.” 
 
    “If I have to drive to Kentucky to get you, I will.” 
 
    When I sat there imagining the progress I’d tried to make with only a failed result, I decided to let my heart decided for once. I needed Jax like the earth needed the sun. He’d awakened that dormant part of me, and since he’d gone away I could feel those walls going back up. The truth was that I didn’t feel safe without him by my side. I yearned to feel that again, if only for a short time. “Fine. I’ll come see you, on one condition.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “We part ways when I go home.” 
 
    The line was quiet for a second. “If that’s what you want.”
“It’s what needs to happen. I need to be able to be your friend, but it’s going to require me to sort out my feelings before that can happen.” 
 
    “Just come. Come right now if you can.” 
 
    I snickered. “I need to pack, Jax.” 
 
    “You don’t need clothes.” 
 
    “Be serious. I’ll message you when I’m on the way. Text me the address and your dorm number.” 
 
    “Meet me at the farm. I’ll give you the street address so you can plug it into you GPS. I’ll drive us to the dorms, because parking is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Thanks for agreeing to this, Amber. For what it’s worth, I am sorry for not calling you that first night. I know I fucked up.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, Jax.” 
 
    I couldn’t deal with this, none of it. Determined to get through the weekend in one piece, I packed my things and got on the road. It was still early in the day, and I knew I’d be there by mid-afternoon.  
 
    During my drive my nerves were all over the place. I wanted nothing more than to run into his arms and feel his love radiating through me. It wasn’t like I longed to forget about Jax or the short time it took me to fall hopelessly in love with him. I’d treasure our romance, and the deep connection that we shared. All I wanted was to be able to talk to him without feeling like my life would fall apart if we weren’t together.  
 
    I arrived at the farm after several hours of driving. Before I could climb out of my vehicle I saw his mother coming outside to greet me. She pulled me into a hug. “I’m so glad you came to visit. Jax is on his way.” 
 
    It was so good to see her treating me kindly. She led me inside and got me a glass of tea while we waited. Bella came over to drop off Sarah for a little while, and she lit up when she saw me. Her beautiful eyes popped against her fair skin and blonde hair. She ran up to her grandmother and wrapped her arms around her legs. Jax’s mom walked around the kitchen with her clung to her. “This is what we do everyday. I tell ya, I’ve never had such strong thighs.” 
 
    I smiled and sipped on my tea, wondering where Jax was. I don’t know why I asked, but something made me feel like I could talk to this woman about her son. “Do you think I’m a fool for coming to visit Jax?” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    I shrugged and played with the edge of my glass. “I don’t know. Our lives are heading in different directions. I feel like I’m holding onto false hope.” 
 
    “Jax is hard to deal with. He always has been. That boy should have been named trouble. From the time he came out of the womb he’s been causing mischief. It’s funny, because Jake was always the opposite. He liked to cuddle and always cared about other people, even when he was helping his brother torture them. For a while I couldn’t see them making amends. He told me you pushed him to come home. You either didn’t care enough about him to want him around, or you made a selfless decision based on the love that you two shared with each other. I already have my answer, so you don’t need to admit it. I just want you to know that it means more to me than you could ever know. Jax needed you. My boy was broken and you rescued him. I’m not saying this so you feel bad. I’m telling you because I know he’s difficult, and stubborn. I also know he’s in love with you. Maybe it’s not enough to hold onto. Who am I to judge? I had a secret relationship with my husband for months, and then ran off and married him.” 
 
    “Your story is romantic. Jax told me about it when he was trying to explain how everyone was related.” 
 
    The sounds of rustling gravel followed by a car door shutting told me that Jax had arrived. The patter of my heart reminded me of how excited I was to see him. Before he came through the door his mother put her hand over mine. “Be gentle with him. He acts tough, but I know his heart is big.” 
 
    Then he was standing there, only a few feet from me with a huge grin on his face. He was still in his football gear, minus the pads, which told me that’s what held him up. “There’s my girl. Get your tail over here, and hug my dirty ass. I practically ran off the field to get here in time.” 
 
    I slid off the kitchen stool and cantered over toward him, not stopping until his strong arms were holding me tight. He gently kissed the top of my head as I closed my eyes and felt as if I was in heaven again.  
 
    Jax seemed like he was in a hurry to get back to school, so after we said our goodbyes, and he put my things in his vehicle, we were back on the road. From the moment we got in the car his hand was laced with mine. I caught him looking at me instead of the road. “God, I missed you. You look beautiful, by the way.” He lifted my hand up and kissed it. 
 
    “I missed you too, Jax.” I couldn’t deny the way he made me feel. I was right back to being utterly in love with him. 
 
    “Jake promised to give us privacy this weekend. Reese’s roommate has a boyfriend that lives off campus. She’s hardly ever there, so Jake stays over a lot, hence the reason I said you wouldn’t need clothes.” He chuckled to himself. “It’s good you brought some, though. There’s a party tonight, and we’re going. I’m not missing the opportunity to show my girl off.” 
 
    “What if we don’t make it out of bed?” 
 
    Jax pulled the car over and put it in park before reaching over and pulling me toward him with the fabric of my shirt. “I can’t wait any longer for this.” 
 
    He kissed me hungrily, giving me more reason to crave him. As we pulled away he nuzzled his nose over mine like he always did. I unbuckled my seatbelt and climbed on top of him, feeling his already hard erection underneath me. “Jax, I’ve missed this.” 
 
    He rocked my body, pulling me closer by my ass. “We can fuck right now if you can’t wait five more minutes. My school is right down the road. I get that I’m irresistible, but damn woman, you know I can’t control myself around you.” 
 
    I pressed my lips to his and pulled away slowly. “I require more than a fuck today, Jax. I need all of you.” 
 
    “Oh, well I think that can be arranged. I hope you let me take a shower first. I’m a little sweaty and my balls keep sticking together when I walk. You may need to massage them later. Practice has been kicking my ass. I was out of shape. Apparently, carrying my girlfriend around, and having all night sexcapades doesn’t count as working out. Who knew?”  
 
    “I plan on tending to your every need, Jax.” Our final kiss was like promising that as soon as we were behind closed doors we were going to make love. I could hardly contain my excitement. 
 
    Once inside of his room, we wasted no time removing our clothes and heading in to take a shower. Jax wasn’t even giving me an option to not join him. He pulled me along so quickly, I hardly had time to look around the bedroom. Right before my foot reached the tile, I spotted something that caught my attention. Next to one of the beds was a frame, and inside of it was a picture of me that Jax took. I was laying in bed without clothes, but all of my appendages were covered. He’d told me that it was erased, but obviously not before he’d made a copy. I stopped dead in my tracks. “How long has that been there?” I pointed to the frame. 
 
    “Since the day I moved back in, why?” 
 
    “You keep a picture of me?” 
 
    “My whole phone is filled with you, baby. Did you think that I’d pretend you didn’t exist or something? Let me guess, you think I have random chicks stop by for fucks?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” The thought had crossed my mind. Who wouldn’t worry about their sexy-quarterback boyfriend being so far away and having needs? 
 
    “Woman, do you have any idea how easy it is to turn them away when I know I have you?” 
 
    “Maybe you should remind me.” I placed my hand on his naked chest and felt a jolt of electricity run through me.  
 
    He looked me in the eyes with the most serious grimace across his face. “You know, I tried to video chat with you, but you refused to answer. I played it out in my head how we could pretend we were with each other, while pleasing ourselves. I was even willing to buy you a big dildo the same size as me so I could watch you.” 
 
    “You’re crazy, do you know that?” I lifted my hand up and ran it through his thick-dark hair.  
 
    “Before the water gets cold forcing me to shrivel up, let’s get in. I’ve been craving your pussy for weeks, and nothing’s going to stop me from me bringing you to your knees.” 
 
    We’d been together for less than an hour, and I already felt complete again. When he pulled me under the running beads of water I accepted that this was where I needed to be; with Jax, in his arms. 
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    Chapter 42 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    I had my girl back, and nothing felt more perfect than spending the first four hours we were together naked, re-exploring one another. The only reason we got out of bed was because I longed to show her off to everyone I could. I wanted the whole world to know she was my girl, and I was her guy.  
 
    While Amber was in the bathroom getting ready to go out, my brother and Reese showed up. I was surprised that she’d agreed for all of us to hang out, and more shocked when Reese went into the bathroom to talk to Amber. “If she pisses off Amber, you’re never going to hear the end of it, Jake.” 
 
    “Relax. She’s apologizing. Amber is everything Reese isn’t, and it got to her. Come on, Jax, put yourself in her shoes. You once loved her.” 
 
    “I thought I did. I mean, I cared a lot about her, but now I don’t know if I’d call it love.” 
 
    “You’re just being bitter.” 
 
    “No,” I argued. “I love Amber, and I know I never felt this way for Reese. It’s different.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe she gave you the time of day. You’re such a dickhead. Why chicks dig you is absurd.” 
 
    “Fuck off, douche. You’re a sappy homo, who prefers sloppy seconds.” 
 
    “Hey now. Watch where you step.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “Sorry. I get off on reminding you of your screw-ups.” 
 
    When the girls stepped out of the bathroom I think we were both speechless. I knew Amber would look gorgeous, but I couldn’t have imagined that she’d take my breath away. She was wearing a little red strapless dress. It wasn’t tight, or revealing, but it was short enough to make me want to bend her over. “Whoa, baby, you’re stunning.” 
 
    She walked up and planted a chaste kiss on my lips. “If you don’t like the dress I can change.” 
 
    “The next best thing to this attire is being naked, and I know that’s not an option.” Amber laughed and rolled her eyes. “You’re too much.” 
 
    “Are you two good now?” I asked Reese directly. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    Amber tapped me on the side. “Everything’s fine. Stop worrying and take me out.” 
 
    When I took her hand and walked out of my room I knew all eyes would be on us. Amber wasn’t the type of girl that someone could walk by and miss. She didn’t have to do much to look gorgeous, even though on this occasion she’s gone all out. Her straightened hair hung halfway down her back. Her eyelashes were extra long, making her baby-blues bright. When we started walking, I picked her up on my back and carried her so she wouldn’t have to walk in heels. With her legs wrapped around me, I felt like the king of the world.  
 
    I could tell she was nervous when we walked inside. Amber had given up the party life when everything went down with Seth and Christian, and she realized she could have prevented my cousin from being hurt. I knew that still bothered her, and wondered if bringing her out would open old wounds, though she seemed happy and excited to be with me. From the moment we entered the house all eyes were on us. I was used to getting attention. I’d been the starting quarterback for two years, and with that came popularity. This was different. They were in awe of Amber, and I wanted them all to know she was mine. 
 
    It was a good thing she and Reese had worked out their shit, because Amber seemed overwhelmed when some of my friends approached us and introduced themselves. Never once did I let go of her hand. “Do you want something to drink, baby?” 
 
    “Whatever you’re having is fine.” 
 
    I kissed her before walking away to grab us a couple beers. While I waited in a line, a couple of my buddies pulled me off to the side and handed me two cans of cold brew. We shot gunned them, and celebrated, immediately becoming rowdy and making a scene. I saw Amber laughing at me in the distance, up until some stupid little cheerleader walked up and whispered in my ear. “It’s too bad you brought someone.”  
 
    I watched Amber’s face change and knew what she was thinking. Shoving the girl out of my way wasn’t difficult. I didn’t care about her, or anyone else there when it came to my girlfriend. In my defense I’d done nothing wrong, but this chick’s timing couldn’t have been more destructive.  
 
    I followed my girlfriend outside and placed my hands on her hips from behind her. “Don’t you dare get upset about some little tease. She was asking me to hook her up with the kicker on the team,” I lied to make her feel better. 
 
    Amber turned around and I could tell she was jealous. A part of me liked knowing I got under her skin still. “I’m sorry. It’s why this was a bad idea. Jax, I’m kidding myself if I think I can handle us being apart.” 
 
    “Come back inside with me and stop this right now.” I turned her around to face me. “Do I need to make an announcement that I’m in love with you to everyone inside?” 
 
    She looked away smiling. “No.” 
 
    “I will if it makes you feel better. Fuck the haters.” I kissed her knuckles before pulling us back inside the party.  
 
    Reese had gotten us drinks, and Amber seemed to calm down as I stood there holding her in front of me. When a song came on that I knew she liked I saw her spin around with wide eyes. I couldn’t refuse a dance, because I knew guys would be all over her. I handed Jake my drink before being led in the middle of the room, in front of a bunch of people just standing around. Amber started swaying her hips, taking me back to when she danced without a top. Being this close to her while she was doing it was only making my dick hard. I pulled her close, making sure she was grinding all of that energy against me. She turned around and led us to the tempo of the music. I nuzzled my lips into her neck, sucking on her sweet smelling skin. My hands, which started at her waist, had come up to hold her chest and she didn’t push them away. Everyone in the room knew she was mine, and when I turned her around to face me, I made sure they also knew what we’d be doing as soon as we left the party. 
 
    As the song ended, Amber and I separated so she could use the bathroom. Reese went with her to show her where it was, while I headed back to hang out with my brother and our friends.  
 
    They’d been gone for a few minutes before I started worrying. Girls took forever, so I just assumed they were reapplying makeup or something. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Amber, and then Reese running after her. They passed us, heading outside. I tapped my brother on the shoulder before heading out after them. Reese had her hands up, pacing around while Amber leaned against a tree in tears. I was fast at running, but didn’t get to her soon enough. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Some stupid girl started shit in the hallway while we were waiting. She asked me if I liked still fucking you and Jake,” Reese explained. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Jake was behind me, probably thinking the same thing. “So what? Who cares what some bitch said. It’s not true.” 
 
    I tried to touch Amber, but she pulled away and faced the tree. “What else happened, Reese?” 
 
    “She said you asked her to blow you last week after practice.” 
 
    This could not be happening to me. For the first time in my life I was completely faithful in every way possible, only to have my past reputation bite me in the ass. “I never said that shit. Amber, baby, you’ve got to believe me.” 
 
    She shoved me away. “It doesn’t matter. We talked about this. I knew this would happen. That’s why I kept my distance. I can’t do this Jax. I’m not okay being so far away and not knowing.” 
 
    “But I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “It was the same girl who whispered in your ear earlier. You know, the one you said was asking about your friend. Tell me the truth, Jax. What did she really say?” 
 
    “Shit!” I didn’t know how to respond, because I had lied. “I didn’t want you to get mad.” 
 
    “I’m done here,” Amber said as she started walking away.  
 
    Reese touched my arm. “I’ll go with her.” 
 
    “Reese, I don’t even know that chick. I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    Reese smirked and walked away. When I turned to look at Jake he put his hand on my shoulder. “What are we waiting for? If you want the girl, you’ve got to fight for her.” 
 
    “Just shut up and help me.” 
 
    Reese led Amber back to her room. We followed closely behind, not wanting to make her feel smothered. I thought she’d calm down and let me talk to her, but as we reached the door Reese came outside to explain otherwise. 
 
    “She’s upset, Jax.” 
 
    “She’d rather be with you, the person who tried to take her down? The one who made her so upset before?” 
 
    “I said I was sorry, and honestly I owe her. It’s obvious she’s in love with you. I know what it’s like to date the quarterback and have jealous tricks trying to sabotage our relationship. Let me talk to her. I’ll come get you later.” She looked at Jake. “You too.” 
 
    I looked over at my twin and shook my head. “This is so fucked up. What did I do to deserve this?” I sunk down in the hall, as Reese went back inside to tend to Amber.  
 
    Jake sat down next to me and looked forward. “Well this sucks. Thanks a lot for cock-blocking me.” 
 
    “Save it. I know for a fact that Reese likes sex. I’m sure you aren’t going without.” 
 
    “That’s so disturbing.” 
 
    “Seriously, get your head out of your ass and help me. This chick makes me crazy, but I don’t want to lose her. How am I supposed to make this work when she can’t be here for more than a couple of hours without this kind of shit happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never had a long distance relationship.” 
 
    “No, you just fuck other people’s girlfriends in broom closets,” I taunted. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself with that one.” 
 
    “Whatever, Jax. Say whatever you want.” 
 
    We sat there in silence until I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up and knocked on the door. “It’s Jax. Let me in.” 
 
    Reese opened the door halfway. “I told you to wait.” 
 
    I shoved past her. “Go back out with Jake. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    I was determined to work things out with Amber, even though she had other plans for me. 
 
    When I sat down beside her she wouldn’t look in my direction. I put my hand on her thigh and she didn’t remove it. “This isn’t how tonight was supposed to go.” 
 
    “I know,” she said in a low voice.  
 
    “Can we just start over?” 
 
    Amber finally looked in my direction. She lifted her hand and placed it on my cheek. “I’m leaving in the morning, Jax. Please don’t try to talk me out of it. You and I both know this won’t work.” 
 
    “That chick is full of shit. I never asked her to suck my dick.” 
 
    Amber let out an air-filled fake laugh. “It doesn’t matter. Don’t you see that I can’t be far away from you wondering if someone else is trying to take you away? I won’t be able to focus.” 
 
    “I know you still love me. Don’t do this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she cried. “I have to.” 
 
    I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. “This can’t be goodbye. You’re my girl.” 
 
    Amber leaned her head on mine. “Jax, it has to be. Please don’t make this any harder than it is. I don’t regret coming to be with you. I needed to see you surrounded by friends. You’re going to need them.” 
 
    “You’re not walking out this door until we work something out. Do you hear me?” I was determined, adamant, and desperate all at the same time. 
 
    Amber kissed me slowly. I could taste her tears on my lips. “You’re a beautiful man, Jax Mitchell. Thank you for showing me that I could love again. I hope in time we can be friends, because you know me better than anyone else.” She began to sob heavily. “I’ll cherish the short time we were together, and how it felt to be loved by you. Please just promise me two things.” 
 
    “What?” I was falling apart, fighting from losing my shit in front of her. 
 
    “Promise me that you won’t push me to reconsider, and that you’ll forgive me one day for breaking your heart.” 
 
    My ears started to ring, as if my emotions were taking over my body, preventing me from hiding them. I could feel my own eyes burning as I fought back proof that she was shattering me to pieces. As much as I understood the why, I couldn’t believe it.  
 
    “I love you, Amber. Just remember that when we’re apart.” 
 
    She nodded and I stood up. I couldn’t sit there with her and keep my cool. She went straight for the knife and drove it into my heart, twisting it around with her confession of it being over between us. Discontent, I rushed out of the room ready to hurt anything that got in my way. 
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    Chapter 43 
 
    Amber 
 
      
 
    I left North Carolina that next morning, before the sun came up. Thank God Reese and I had worked out our problems the night before, because I would have been lost without help. Facing Jax would have destroyed me, and I knew I wouldn’t have been able to walk away.  
 
    Reese drove me to my car at the farm, so I wouldn’t have to face him again. She’d stayed up with me all night while I bawled and fought myself for pushing him away. I think it was then that she actually grasped how much he meant to me.  
 
    During the short ride she tried her best to comfort me, telling me that Jax was a good guy, and how he’d never cheated when they were together. She tried explaining how girls were always throwing themselves on the guys, and it took her a long time to be able to handle it.  
 
    Though I appreciated her advice, it wouldn’t change my mind. I had to walk away from Jax, because I wasn’t strong enough to stick around. 
 
    When I got home Christian was waiting for me, after hearing from Jax. She offered me a shoulder to cry on, promising she wouldn’t bring him up anymore. His phone calls became so frequent that I changed my number, just wanting to free myself from the constant guilt that overwhelmed me.  
 
    I missed Jax, so much that I literally ached, but it changed nothing.  
 
    I’d watch him play when the games were on television, silently, in the house we shared for a short time. I stared at the screen, just for a chance to capture a close up of his perfect face. I watched his hand gripping the pig-skinned ball, and his voice as he called out to his receivers.  
 
    No matter how hard I tried to look away I couldn’t.  
 
    During the week I threw myself into my last semester of college, and tried to mentally prepare for my move back to Ohio. All of my life I’d wanted to go to medical school, yet here I was, so close to making it happen, and I didn’t even care.  
 
    Desperate for closure, I convinced myself that my heart was making me have second thoughts.  
 
    Christian remained my steady friend, always spending extra time trying to cheer me up. She said I was depressing to look at, and that she’d never seen someone go from looking like a model to wearing sweatpants every day. I knew I was pathetic, but I didn’t even care. In fact, I knew I was giving up, slowly withering away until there was nothing left to live for. It was sad that I felt like I couldn’t move forward without his love. I didn’t understand how our short relationship could impact me so much. 
 
    To make money, I started babysitting for Shalan and Noah while she was recording a new album. I enjoyed watching their little one, because let’s face it, only a baby could put a smile on my face. 
 
    One day, after she’d returned home, I was sitting on the couch with her and Christian. They were discussing the album, and how every song told a story. She said that the directors were letting her have a say in who was going to star in all of the videos. I wasn’t paying a lot of attention to it, because it wasn’t my business.  
 
    All of a sudden Christian stands up and points to me. “I have a great idea. You could use Amber.” 
 
    “What?” I was in shock. 
 
    “You’ve been dancing since you were little, and let’s face it, you belong on a magazine, even in that awful outfit you have on.” 
 
    I shook off her sarcastic comment about my hoodie. I’d stolen it from Jax, and it was way too big, but my favorite to cuddle up in. “You’re crazy. I haven’t danced in months.” 
 
    Shalan turned her attention to me. “She’s right. You’d be great behind the camera, and we could keep it in the family. Plus, the money is hard to refuse. Did you want to talk to them?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “You could be famous,” Christian added. 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous.” 
 
    “No, she’s right. Have you ever thought about modeling?” 
 
    “Not really.” The truth was that after Meg’s accident I hadn’t thought about anything except moving forward. I didn’t think I deserved anything better. 
 
    “It’s settled. We’ll get together with them and see if you’ll work for the part. It will be eight separate videos, shot in different places. Of course they’ll pay for everything, and I’ll be with you.” 
 
    Christian clapped her hands together. “This is so exciting. They won’t refuse you, so long as you don’t wear that.” She reached out her hand for me. “Come on. It’s time to dust off your closet and pull out the flat iron. We need to practice getting you ready.” 
 
    For the next few days my nerves got the best of me. I’d been in the spotlight as a dancer, but never imagined getting behind a camera. Still, something about this opportunity interested me. I was excited, and optimistic about it. The only thing missing was Jax. I wanted to call and tell him the news. Without much thought I plugged in his number and listened as it began ringing. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Jax.” 
 
    “Amber?” I didn’t know whether he seemed excited to hear my voice, or upset. 
 
    “It’s me. I know it’s been a while.” 
 
    “You changed your number. I asked Christian and Shalan to give me your new one, but they refused.” He paused for a second. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I lied.  
 
    “Yeah, me too. I’m not great, but I get by.” 
 
    It hurt me. “I didn’t call to hurt you, Jax.” 
 
    “Why did you call then? I mean, you ripped me to pieces and refused to talk to me when you knew you were the only person who could make the pain go away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Maybe this was a mistake.” 
 
    “Yeah, it probably was.” He hung up before I could think of what to say next.  
 
    Suddenly my excitement had vanished and all I felt was the gut-wrenching truth of what I’d lost. 
 
    A few hours later my phone chimed with a message, and it was from Jax. 
 
    I may not have handled that call properly. I was in the middle of something, and I took it out on you. – J 
 
    Forget about it. I won’t bother you anymore. – A 
 
    I cried myself to sleep that night, searching my soul for some kind of reprieve.  
 
    Two days later I met with the producers, and much to my surprise, they presented me with an offer I couldn’t refuse. The next week I was sitting in Shalan’s agent’s office in New York, signing a bunch of contracts. Everything was happening so quickly that I didn’t have a moment to sit back and realize that my future was changing.  
 
    I waited until everything was certified before visiting my parents. Knowing they wouldn’t take the news lightly, I booked a return flight for the same day. Within two hours I was back at the airport, shedding more tears. I knew they’d cut me off completely, and a part of me didn’t even care. Their negativity had taken its toll on me. If I wanted to recover I needed to rid myself of everything that could hurt me.  
 
    By November I’d dropped my classes at school and spent two weeks on location working with a choreographer for the first video. The strenuous schedule kept me from communicating with Christian, so when she called me late one night I figured it was just to catch up. I never could have imagined hearing the news she was prepared to give me. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “Amber, are you sitting down?” 
 
    “Yeah, why? What’s wrong? Are you engaged?” 
 
    “No, it’s not about me. It’s Jax. He’s in the hospital.” 
 
    “What? How?” I jumped off my chair and started pacing around. 
 
    “He got sacked at his game and had to be carried off the field. He fractured his skull and -.”
My heart pounded. “Is he…” 
 
    “He’s going to be fine. He didn’t break it. God. I wouldn’t tell you that over the phone.” She paused. “Anyway, from what my dad and Noah said, he’s done. On top of the injury he got another concussion. Even if his head healed, he wouldn’t be cleared to play. It’s devastatin’. Jake’s been by his side this whole time. It just sucks because he worked so hard to be able to play with Jax again, and now this happened. I know I’m ramblin’. I just wanted you to know. You may pretend that you don’t care, but I know better. Maybe you could call him in a couple days and let him know you’re thinkin’ about him.” 
 
    “Thanks for calling, Christian. I’ll definitely make sure I get in touch with him.” 
 
    When we hung up I spent a little while heartbroken for Jax. I looked around at my tiny hotel room and felt suffocated. That’s when I knew without a doubt where my life was headed. Whether he played football or not was irrelevant. With my new career I could work from anywhere. For the most part I could make my own schedule. Nothing was holding me back from being with Jax, not medical school, and certainly not my parents. With the money I was making I could take my last two classes at another college, maybe even online.  
 
    The video was set to wrap up three days before Thanksgiving. I worked hard, making sure that I did my best with every take, hoping that my performance wouldn’t require extra set time. In between scenes, I spent my time making the arrangements to get to North Carolina, and secure a place to rent nearby the farm. Since the entire family spent the holidays together, it was easy to arrange for Christian to pick me up from the airport and take me to visit Jax. 
 
    She’d told me he was at home, and except for being laid up, he was doing better, but very depressed, so I called him, not to spill that I was coming to see him, but to let him know I was thinking about him. 
 
    I spoke to his mother first, who I let know my plans. I didn’t want to come without her okay, and certainly didn’t want to invite myself to stay with him if they didn’t approve.  
 
    Jax sounded tired when he answered the phone. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Hey,” his voice changed. “I guess you heard.” 
 
    “Yeah. I just wanted you to know I’ve been thinking about you.” 
 
    “My life is ruined,” I could hear him getting emotional as the line was quiet. “First I lost you, and now I’m done playing football. How much more can I take? I should have never left Kentucky, because at least I would still have you, Amber.” 
 
    It hurt my heart to hear him saying it. “Don’t talk like that, Jax.” 
 
    “Why, it’s true? I’m nothing but a loser. Now I’ll have to spend the rest of my life on this farm. When you get your shrink degree make sure you look me up. I’m going to require mental assistance.” 
 
    I started to open my mouth to tell him about my new career, but I couldn’t do it over the phone. If Jax was this messed up the only thing that would help him was me there. “Is the offer still open to have Thanksgiving with you?” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask. I already told you it was.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll see you soon then. There’s some things I need you to know.” 
 
    Once again I was sure he was crying. “Are you fucking with me?” 
 
    “No. I already booked my flight.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amber. You don’t know how much this means to me. I could really use my friend.” 
 
    “I’ll be there. I promise.” 
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    Chapter 44 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    I’d hit rock bottom, feeling like my life was over, and then I heard her voice. Like the blink of an eye I had something to look forward to.  
 
    Amber had pushed me away, and though I couldn’t blame her for making that choice, the sting wasn’t easier to withstand. I’d been struggling, in both physical and mental aspects of my life. I think in some ways I was in denial. I couldn’t let myself believe that one person could give me both joy and misery.  
 
    Since I was confined to a bed, I was faced with the agonizing wait for Amber to arrive. During that time I ran through different scenarios in my mind, trying to come up a legitimate reason why we should get back together. With nothing left to offer her but a life on a farm, I wasn’t coming up with anything.  
 
    Jake came in a little while later to do his daily check on me. Sometimes he’d hang around and we’d watch a movie or play cards. Even Reese had been hanging out, trying to cheer me up, not that it did much good. I’d been a miserable son-of-a-bitch since my accident. Football wasn’t just a sport for me. It was my way out of the life that my family expected me to take. It was the only thing I’d ever been good at. Now it was  gone.  
 
    “I heard someone’s coming to spend the holidays with us.” 
 
    “How’d you know?”
“She asked mom if she could stay,” Jake explained. 
 
    “The whole family will be here, and I invited her a long time ago. She’s probably just feeling sorry for me and doesn’t want to be alone for the holidays. I mean, she lives on the ranch, and she’s close to Shalan and Christian. I’m sure they would have wanted her to tag along. She might not be coming for me at all.” 
 
    “She just called you, Jax. Of course it’s because of you. Don’t be a dumbass.” 
 
    “Jake, it’s no use. She deserves better.” 
 
    “Deserving and wanting are two separate things, bro. I hope you’re wrong, because if anyone can fix you it’s her.” 
 
    “I cracked my skull, dude. She’s not a miracle healer. Besides, in the next month she’ll be preparing to move back to Ohio to start medical school. I can’t change that.” 
 
    Jake shook his head and laughed at me. “You’re stupid. It’s not your head that needs fixing. It’s your black heart.” 
 
    “Suck my dick, and get out of my face.” 
 
    My brother leaned down and kissed me on the forehead. “I love it when you try to act tough, little brother. You’re so cute.” 
 
    He left me there feeling annoyed, but not before reminding me that I was giving up without trying.  
 
    That night I didn’t get much sleep. My head pounded, probably because my brain was in overload. This visit from Amber could be nothing but a kind act of friendship. She probably didn’t want to spent thanksgiving eating a microwave dinner alone in the trailer. No matter what the reason, she wasn’t coming to be with me. The facts were as plain as day. I’d just have to do my best with being okay about it, because even a little visit from Amber was better than none at all. 
 
    Amber’s visit had me going insane. For two days I anticipated her arrival, and what I could do to convince her to hear me out. 
 
    Since I stayed up late worrying about life in general, I was surprised to wake to commotion outside my room. My door opened as I sat up in bed and there she was, walking toward my bed. Wearing a cute sweater and a pair of slim jeans, Amber approached me, stopping only when she was inches from my mattress. “It’s good to see you, Jax.”  
 
    I smiled, but stayed still instead of reaching for her hand. “You look great, Amber. How have you been?” She was stunning, as usual. 
 
    “We can talk about that later. How are you?” She reached her hand forward and ran it over my head. “Does it still hurt?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s like a terrible headache that won’t go away. Some days are better than others. Because of the extent of the concussion I’m not supposed to use electronics, but it’s sort of impossible to avoid.” 
 
    “I was worried about you. When Christian called I thought the worst. Actually I freaked out.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she didn’t drive over to the trailer to tell you.” I wasn’t trying to pry into her social life, but wondered why my cousin wouldn’t want to talk to Amber face to face. They obviously saw each other every day. 
 
    “I was out of town.” 
 
    “Visiting your parents?” 
 
    She tapped on her jeans as she spoke to me. “No. I went to see them afterwards.” She sat down beside me on the bed, and I scooted over to give her more room. “There’s something you need to know, Jax, and I should probably wait until after we celebrate Thanksgiving to tell you, but it wouldn’t be fair to keep it a secret that long.” 
 
    “What is it?” Had she met someone already? Had someone taken her out of town to win her over? 
 
    “Something happened about a month ago.” 
 
    “I already know. Just tell me he makes you happy, Amber. That’s all I could want for you. I won’t act bitter about it. I know I should have stayed in Kentucky when I had the chance.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You think I’m seeing someone?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” I was confused. What was this big secret? 
 
    “Wait. You’re not pregnant are you?” For the first time in my life that didn’t scare me. The idea of her carrying my child meant she’d be in my life. We’d have to stay close for the child. 
 
    “I’m not pregnant, Jax.” She reached out and put her hand over mine. “I’ve been signed by an agency to star in all of the videos for Shalan’s next album.”
“Seriously? Are you screwing with me?” She had the talent, and the looks. That’s not what I was surprised about. “What about medical school?” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to tell you. I’m not going to medical school, Jax, and I’m definitely not moving to Ohio.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What happened?” 
 
    Amber looked away for a second, and when she faced me again a single tear fell down her cheek. “You happened, Jax. You came into my life and loved me. Do you know how long I’ve waited to feel that from someone; from anyone? I finally felt alive for the first time in forever. Then you went away, and it was like the walls were closing in on me.” She wiped her face and sniffled. “I don’t blame you for following your dreams. I wouldn’t have forgiven you if you stayed behind for me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. My dreams are destroyed.” It was my pathetic reality. “I’m happy for you though. I can’t wait to be able to say that my ex is the hot babe dancing around on the television.” 
 
    “You know what would be even better?” She asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If she was the person you live with.” 
 
    It took me a second to understand what was going on.  “Wait a minute. You’re messing with me.” 
 
    Our hands laced together and she smiled through happy tears. “Please forgive me for me walking away from us, Jax. I thought I was doing the right thing, but I was so wrong. I think I love you more now than ever before. It’s crazy, I know.” 
 
    “It’s not crazy. I still love you too. God I miss you so much it hurts, but I didn’t have the guts to do something about it. I thought you’d reject me again, and I couldn’t take that.” 
 
    “I signed a lease on a place about four miles from here. It’s some house that’s probably haunted by the old lady that died in it, but it was all I could find on short notice. I’ll be home except for when I’m shooting, and it’s usually just one or two weeks out of the month. I know you still have a semester left after this one, but I wanted to be close enough so you could stay with me if you wanted.” 
 
    I couldn’t even speak. She’d left me speechless.  
 
    “Oh God. I jumped the gun didn’t I? I should have asked you first.” She was panicking. 
 
    I sat up abruptly, ignoring how my equilibrium was still off. “I’m not going to be staying with you sometimes, Amber. I’ll be there every night.” 
 
    I pulled her against my chest, taking in the way it felt to have her close to me again. “If my head wasn’t so fucked up I’d already have you naked.” 
 
    “So you’re not mad at me?” I couldn’t believe she thought that. 
 
    “No. I’m not mad. How can I be mad when I have you in my arms again? Baby, I’ve missed the shit out of you. I can’t even tell you how happy I am right now.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this is happening. I mean, I had hopes, and your parents told me it was a great idea, but I wasn’t sure you’d go for it. Jake said you were being stubborn.” 
 
    “Jake’s a douche. Don’t listen to him.” 
 
    Amber brought her whole body up and rested it over mine. “I missed this so much.” 
 
    Words couldn’t describe how lost I’d been without her, and I don’t even think I realized how horrible it was until she was back in my arms again. “Hold up. Before I start taking off your clothes and letting you have your way with me, I need to be sure you’re not going to leave again. How can I be sure that you’re not going to get scared and give up on me again?” 
 
    “Because everything I could ever want is right here in this room. Jax, I’m ready to fall head first into this. The only thing stopping me is you.” 
 
    “So, do we get to have sex now, or do I have to wait a little while for it?” 
 
    “You’re so bad.” She slapped my chest. “Your family is in the living room waiting for us.” 
 
    “My family? You mean my parents?” 
 
    Amber shook her head. “No silly, your whole family. They were all in on this. Even your brother knew about it.” 
 
    “You sneaky little woman. What am I going to do with you?” Amber brought her leg over my body and sat up straight. Right away I reacted to her being so close. When she came down to kiss my lips I turned to the side, speaking loud so all of the people in the other room could hear. “We’re going to need some extra time in here. My girlfriend owes me a little TLC, and we’re about to get naked. Go on about your day as if we don’t exist.” 
 
    Amber giggled when I turned my attention back to her. “Where were we?” She asked. 
 
    I leaned forward to feel those puffy lips pressing over mine. I had my girlfriend back in my life. She’d changed her future to be with me, and even though only time would tell what we’d face next, I knew we’d do it together, because this time I wouldn’t let her slip away. Just when I thought I’d lost everything I realized that not only did I have the woman I loved, but she’d helped me find peace with my brother. I was the luckiest man alive. 
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    Epilogue 
 
    1 year later 
 
    Jax 
 
      
 
    “Baby, have you seen my snow boots?” 
 
    “I used them this morning to check the mail. Guess what came?” Amber entered the kitchen in a pair of shorts and my old hoodie. 
 
    “You’re degree?” She’d been taking online classes to finish up, in between her busy modeling career. Even though photo shoots only lasted a day or so, everyone seemed to want a piece of her at the same time. Shalan’s first video got Amber out there, and now she was getting other offers left and right.  
 
    Unfortunate for them, Amber wouldn’t be shooting anything for at least the next eight months, unless they wanted her on the cover of a maternity magazine. Now four and a half months along, she could still hide it, unless she was naked. I could see the little bump forming, and knew it was only a matter of time before it looked like a basketball.  
 
    Amber waved the paper in the air. “Finally, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know why it was such a big deal. You’re making way more money than you would being a shrink. Besides, you get to travel, and spend time at home with your sexy man.” I reached around the front of her and kissed the side of her neck. 
 
    She turned and pressed her lips to mine at the same time the front door came flying open.  
 
    Jake and Reese walked right in, kicking off their boots to prevent tracking in the mud. It had been snowing for two days. Our appointment to learn the sex of our child was in an hour, and Amber and I were determined to be there. We’d waited this long, and I could hardly contain my excitement. We’d asked Jake and Reese to go with us, because they would essentially be the God parents. Ever since Amber and I moved into this old house, the four of us had become close. I even got along with Reese, when she wasn’t cutting me down to try and be funny. She and Amber hit it off, especially after we’d gotten back together. 
 
    Jake and I put the past behind us, and it was nice to have my brother back. After my injury he continued playing football, and was offered a position to play for Oakland. He turned it down, like we all knew he would. Nothing would take Jake away from the farm, not even a half-decent deal to play in the NFL. I think truthfully his leg still bothered him enough to know he wouldn’t make it very far.  
 
    “Mom told me to tell you that you better call during the test, so she can know as soon as we do.” My brother was looking down at his phone as he spoke. 
 
    Unlike Amber and myself, he and Reese were always early for everything. They took one look at my girlfriend and knew it was going to be a while before we went anywhere. “Dude, seriously, you said you were getting ready an hour ago.” 
 
    Amber and I separated and both laughed. “We got sidetracked,” she announced. 
 
    “I bet,” Jake rolled his eyes. “You’re already having a baby. Can’t the fornicating wait until later?” 
 
    “Bro, come on, I never turn it down, especially now. I never know when she’s going to get all hormonal and try to chop it off. Hell, you better watch yourself. Just this morning she cried because she couldn’t get the hair out of her brush. I’m telling ya, it’s like a volcano up in this bitch. She’s going to blow, it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    I turned and saw Amber with both hands on her hips, giving me a witty stare. “Seriously?” 
 
    I threw up my hands. “Okay, I may be exaggerating a little.” 
 
    “A lot,” she added. 
 
    Reese grabbed a cup out of the cabinet and started pouring herself a cup of coffee. “It’s decaf,” I reminded her. My woman couldn’t have caffeine, so we removed it from the house. If I wanted something strong that put hair on my chest I could go to my parents and get my fill.  
 
    “It’s fine. I’m cold. Are you sure you want to go out in this mess? I think we should all light a fire and stay indoors. Can’t you reschedule the appointment?” 
 
    “No!” We both answered at the same time. 
 
    “Geesh, okay. I just thought I’d ask.” 
 
    “It’s a ten minute drive, Reese. We’re taking the truck with the plow. Nothing is going to stop me from winning the bet.” If it was a boy I got to do whatever I wanted to Amber for twenty-four hours. If it was a girl, I was in for another night of pedicures and makeovers.  
 
    “Jax, it’s a girl. We all know it is,” Jake teased. 
 
    “I hope it’s not. Maverick isn’t a good name for a little girl.” 
 
    “Skippy, don’t go there. We’re not naming our child Maverick.” She only called me that when I was annoying her. 
 
    “Woman, I will crazy-glue my pubes to your hairbrush if you don’t stop it with that name. I hate it.” 
 
    “I’m telling you Jax, it’s a girl.” She kept at it, ignoring my comment. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, imagining what being a father to a daughter would be like. Knowing all of the things I did to women, I feared that I’d be in big trouble. “Go get dressed. I can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    While Amber headed upstairs with Reese following, I sat down on the couch with my brother. He and Reese spent half of their time at the farm, and the other half at our place. The guest room was basically for them. When other family members came to visit they slept on the sofa bed. “I still can’t believe you’re having a kid.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not even freaked out about it.” 
 
    “Why would you be? Your girlfriend is pretty much a famous model, and she’s crazy about you. It’s cool that you’re going to be a family. I just wish you’d give her the damn ring already. How long have you had it hidden in your sock drawer?” 
 
    “Shut up. I don’t see you putting a ring on it.” 
 
    “That’s because we’re going to go to the court house. Reese doesn’t want a fancy diamond. We already talked about it. Unlike you, I wanted to keep my savings for a house.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got a house. It still needs work, but it’s ours.” Amber had purchased the place after renting for six months. The old owner’s children wanted to get rid of it, and we were happy staying. They cut us a deal we couldn’t refuse, including the eight acres that backed up to my family’s property. Even if Amber didn’t buy it, my father would have, and rented it back to us. 
 
    “Just give her the ring. What are you waiting for?” Jake had a point. He knew I was stalling because I was nervous. Even though the ring I’d gotten was pretty expensive, Amber was making more than I paid for it in only a month. I felt like she’d be disappointed. A woman who travels the world, and is admired by many, deserved something lavish.  
 
    “I don’t know. I want it to be epic.” 
 
    “You’re afraid, aren’t you? She’s not going anywhere, Jax.” 
 
    He was right. Amber deserved to know that I wanted to marry her, before our child was born. “Two years ago I would have laughed in your face if you said I’d be having a kid and getting married.” 
 
    “Do you regret it? Jake inquired. 
 
    “No. I can’t imagine my life without her in it. She makes me crazy, but I love her to death. She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    “I’m going to go gag now. You’ve turned into such a pussy,” he teased. 
 
    I shoved him. “Shut the fuck up. I’m still me. I just have a sidekick.” 
 
    When the girls came downstairs we stopped messing around. I didn’t want Amber to know that I’d been hiding a ring and been afraid to share it. She’d feel like I was having doubts, and that wasn’t it at all. Before leaving, I ran upstairs and grabbed the ring. It didn’t matter if it was a boy or a girl. This was going to be a perfect moment for us, and I knew it was as good of a time as ever to pop the question. 
 
    It took us twenty minutes to make it five miles down the road to the doctor’s office. When we were called to the back, Jake and Reese stayed behind until Amber was situated. While I helped her up on the table she kept giving me this strange look. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I have something to tell you.” 
 
    “Am I going to like it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. You might freak out.” 
 
    “Yeah right. Are you messing with me?” 
 
    The doctor came in before Amber could tell me. He’d brought Jake and Reese along, and began getting the machine ready to determine the sex of our baby. Amber had been lucky enough to experience the heartbeat at her first appointment, when she’d been away and gotten sick, only to discover she was ten weeks along. This was my first real appointment where I was not only going to see my child on a screen, but also know what we were having.  
 
    The five of us in the room looked at the small screen, desperately trying to figure out what we were seeing. He made a couple measurements before speaking. “It looks like this little one is a girl. Do you see that right there?” I assume the little speck was a vagina. Amber smiled at me, while it all sunk in. Right as I was about to lean down and celebrate with her, he said something else that shocked me. “And this one here in the back is also a girl. Congratulations, folks.” 
 
    The room started to spin. All I noticed was that Amber didn’t seem surprised. I knew right away why. “You knew didn’t you? You knew it was twins?” 
 
    She nodded. “They heard two heartbeats.” 
 
    I had to sit down. Jake leaned over and hugged Amber, while I sat there in shock. “There’s two,” I repeated. 
 
    Reese got close. “Two girls, Jax. Can you imagine?” 
 
    The doctor patted me on the back. “This happens a lot, son. You’ll be fine. I remember when your mother was pregnant with you two. She had that same look on her face when they came in for their sonogram.” 
 
    I had to put my fears aside for a second. “Are they healthy, doc? Does everything seem good so far?” Amber’s miscarriage was scary for us. Now that she was out of the first trimester it was easier, but we still worried. 
 
    “They are both measuring great. So far so good, Jax.” 
 
    When he left the room, I looked over at Amber, who was obviously waiting for me to calm down. I stood up and leaned forward to kiss her. “I deserve this don’t I?” 
 
    She smiled and took my hand. “Are you okay, Skippy?” 
 
    “Marry me.” It just came out. 
 
    Amber giggled. “Now I know you’re freaking out.” 
 
    I reached in my pocket and pulled out the ring, holding it in front of her face. “Seriously, Amber. Marry me. I’m going to need all my girls to have my last name.” 
 
    Amber covered her mouth and started tearing up. She stuck out her left hand and let me slip the ring on her finger. “It’s beautiful, Jax.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful, and I want to make sure you’re mine forever. I can’t promise you romance all the time, and I sure as shit ain’t going to stop giving you grief, but I will love you.” 
 
    “I know you will. My answer is yes, as long as we don’t name our children Maverick and Goose.” 
 
    “That might be deal-breaker,” Jake said from across the room. 
 
    “Shut up. You’re ruining it,” Reese said as she elbowed him. 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain, but I accept your offer.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Amber announced. “We’re getting married.” 
 
    “And we’re having twin girls,” I added. 
 
    Jake came up behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Now you just have to tell the family. Good luck with all that, Skippy poo.” 
 
    I didn’t even care about his smart comment. Right there, in that moment, I looked at Amber and could see our future. That’s when I knew it had all happened for a reason. Everything had led us to this. All I could do was stand there, holding Amber’s hand, knowing that this was where I was always meant to be. 
 
    “I love you, baby.” We kissed softly. I leaned down and pressed my lips on her stomach. “And both of you. Daddy’s girls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This concludes the first box set of the Mitchell-Healy Compilation. The second box set is also available for purchase on Amazon. 
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