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Dear Reader,

I’m assuming that you already know about
Keri and Payton, and of course, all of their ups and downs. If not,
you may want to pick up “The Boy Next Door” and “The Boy I Love”
before you start this one.

When you’re young, everything seems as if
it’s the only thing in the world, and being in love is such a
powerful thing. Keri, at the end of book II, finally figures out
what she wants…but at what cost?

Payton, our fun-loving good guy, is a bit
depressed to say the least. And to top it all off, Keri decides to
come back to town.

I hope you get the ending that you were
hoping for in this series as I’ve had so much fun in writing this
one. Please make sure you read til the very last page where you’ll
find a bonus story link on my website to continue this last bit of
Keri and Payton’s life. Until then, have fun, read on, and fall in
love with the boy next door that turns into the man I’ll marry.

As always, thank you!

Much love and happiness,

R Danielle Lee Zwissler


With Thanks,

As always I have some thanks to hand
out!

To my husband of nearly fifteen years,
thanks for all of your love, encouragement and help in coming up
with a pretty fantastic storyline for this book. I love
you.

To my kids, Ariana and Logan, thanks
for putting up with me taking all of your ‘computer time’ and not
always getting to bed at a decent hour. I love you.

To Everclear -So much for the
afterglow--You got me through college, and now you got me through
this book. You’re even better the second go-round.
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Chapter
One

* How about a
mulligan…*

I stood there,
looking at the charred wood, and the sad looking debris where the
once-loved treehouse used to stand. I put my hand up to my mouth
and cried, wishing I knew how to fix what I upended in the first
place. It was summer now, and I hadn’t been back since
Thanksgiving. Payton never called, never answered my emails, never
texted me back.

Mom even told me it was best that I didn’t
visit. She didn’t tell me why, and now I definitely knew. He
destroyed everything. Well, Jessup did.

Okay, I did.

I was now twenty, having just celebrated my
birthday last night when I got back to Ohio. My brothers weren’t
there; only Mom. Dad was dead, and Payton, well, I had no idea
where he was either. It was the first birthday that I’d celebrated
without both him and my Dad since I could remember, and it felt
odd.

Payton didn’t live at home anymore, from
what Mom was saying, and I felt as if my heart was cut in little
pieces, unable to be repaired.

Summer was going to suck.

I knelt down in the field that separated our
two properties and put my hand up to my eyes as the sun was shining
down making it hard to see. The field, no longer taken care of in
this area, made me want to puke. Our treehouse, our special
place—gone. Tears started flowing from my eyes as I fell to the
ground. Everything was going so horribly. I pulled my cellphone out
of my pocket and texted Payton.

*I’m home. Can I see you?*

Who’s this?

*Very funny, Pay.* I shook my head,
and wiped at my eyes. I knew I screwed up, but he didn’t have to be
so damn mean about it.

Not Pay… This is Jessica.

Jessica… My heart started to hammer in my
chest, and I started hitting the keys—angrily.

*Well, can you please tell Payton to call
me. It’s important?*

I don’t know who Payton is… I’ve had this
number for a few months now. Sorry.

I took a deep breath after reading the text
and closed my eyes. He even went to the trouble of canceling his
phone number… A number that he’d had since middle school.

*I’m sorry. Thanks for letting me know.*

No problem.






Before I pocketed the phone, I got up and
took a picture of where the treehouse once stood.

“What are you doing here?” a male voice
called out.

I hurriedly turned in its direction, hoping
that it was Payton. It wasn’t. It was his brother.

“Hey! How’s it going?” I asked, trying to
put a smile onto my face.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Mitch
replied.

I frowned, and could feel my pulse quicken.
“I’m…I was just…”

“He’s not here anymore.” Mitch looked down
at the burnt ground and shook his head.

I swallowed. “I know.”

“You did this,” he said angrily. “This is on
you.”

I sniffed and tried to swallow down my
tears. “I didn’t do what he thought I did.”

Mitch scoffed. “You have no idea what he’s
been through. He’s left,” Mitch said and gestured toward the house.
“Mom’s devastated, and Dad, well, you can imagine how well it has
gone over here since Payton stopped helping out.”

My eyes widened as I looked around the
field. That’s why the place was a mess. “I didn’t…”

“Know? Yeah, I figured as much. You were too
busy out messing around with that college boy, Jessup, to realize
you had a great guy here. Well, I don’t think he’s pining for you
anymore.”

I flinched, and started to sob…loudly. It
was embarrassing. “I wasn’t messing around with him. He…nothing
happened.”

Mitch wasn’t having any of the conversation.
He looked up toward the sky and then shook his head once more.
“He’s got a good thing going now, so don’t screw it up.”

“Wh…what do you mean?” I asked, scared to
know the truth.

“He’s working downtown, and he’s dating
Patricia Walters. They’ve been thick as thieves since her big
Christmas party.”

I felt my stomach give out, and the bile
forced its way up my throat and out. There was no stopping it. I
ralphed all over my chucks and nearly splattered Mitch.

Mitch’s eyes widened. “Shit.”

I kept heaving until there was nothing left.
“But…” I sobbed. “I…”

“Damn it. Keri, are you okay?”

I cried. “Now you care?”

Mitch put his hand on my back and rubbed it
slowly. I was shaking, and I felt absolutely wretched. Payton had
moved on. I heard his voice once more. “I want all of my firsts
with you.” My sobbing got louder and louder until I sounded
like a lunatic. Mitch kept rubbing my back.

“Fuck, I’m so sorry, Keri. I shouldn’t
have…”

“No,” I shook, “it’s… it’s…fine. I’m
just…”

“This sucks, and you know it,” Mitch
replied.

I nodded.

“Let’s get you out of this…area…”

My breathing was heavy and it was becoming
increasingly harder to get air. My chest shook, and Mitch held on
to me as we moved away from my favorite place in the world.

“Is he okay now?” I asked, hoping that he
was and wasn’t at the same time.

Mitch shook his head. “I don’t know. We
don’t see him anymore.”

I turned toward Mitch and my lips trembled.
I was going to lose it even more than I already had.

“Stop, okay? I’m sorry for what I said.”

I nodded. “I didn’t do anything… I kissed
him, well, Jessup kissed me, and then I stopped it. I knew as soon
as it happened that it was a mistake, and I figured it all
out.”

Mitch nodded, and I wasn’t sure if he got
what I was telling him.

“I knew, Mitch. I know now how Payton
was feeling.”

Mitch smiled sadly. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” I said, sniffing, “me, too.”

***






Payton

I hadn’t been home since Christmas morning.
Mom was mad at Dad, and it was all my fault. Things hadn’t gone
well in a while, and I didn’t want to spend one more minute in that
house, knowing that the “I told you so’s” were coming. Keri made a
complete fool out of me, and I let her.

The night of the text, I just lost it, and I
can’t get that moment out of my head. Stealing liquor out of my
parents’ cabinet, drinking in excess, and burning down the tree
fort, with myself in it.

The cops told my parents that I was
suicidal, and I think they still believe that to be true.

Maybe I was… Maybe I am. I don’t know what
to believe anymore.

I was with Patti now, and she liked me.
Loved me. And, it felt good to have those feelings returned, even
though it was impossible for me to say those words to her. I wished
I could. Keri killed my heart.

I looked down at my phone and saw the text
come in and frowned.

Keri made it home.

She was in our field.

She saw the fort.

My lip trembled as I replayed the moment I
got the text from her “boyfriend” and I picked up my fist and
slammed it into the desk.

She didn’t love me. She loved him.

My jaw clenched, and I texted my brother
back.

*Who cares…*

I waited for his reply.

She’s devastated, Payton.

*Once again, who cares?*

She said that she didn’t do anything with
this guy…

I read the message and felt my blood pump
through my veins. I could feel my heart hammer and, with each thud,
I felt as if I’d be sick. She was lying.

*Well, I don’t believe her.*

She seemed like she was telling the
truth.

Fuck, Mitch. My own brother sticking
up for her.

*She’s good at lying.* I replied, and
put my head down in my hands. I’d never known Keri to lie in my
life, even when there were times that it would have been easier to
do so.

Believe what you want. She’s very upset.

*Good. Now maybe she’ll know how I
feel.*

I’m outside. Let’s talk.

“Who you textin?” came Patti’s voice.

I hurriedly shut my phone, feeling guilty
and wiped at my eyes. I felt like a total idiot, pining for the one
that got away when I had a perfectly good woman already in my
life.

“It’s nothing,” I said smoothly. Patti
frowned. “I’m surprised to see you here today.”

She shook her head. “It’s that tramp, isn’t
it?”

Immediately, I was on the defensive. “Don’t
call her that.”

“Why do I even bother?” Patti asked.
“Seriously, Payton. We’ve been together now for six months.”

“Don’t say that, Patti. I know, and I’m
happy.”

“Then why are you talking to her?”
she said, sounding anxious. “Let me see your phone.”

“She didn’t text me,” I said, defending
myself.

“Then who did?”

“Mitch.”

Patti scoffed. “Oh, your brother? The one
that hasn’t bothered to come see you?”

She was right. Mitch and I hadn’t seen each
other since Christmas, but it wasn’t all one-sided. I didn’t want
to go home, and he didn’t want to cause a rift between himself and
our parents.

“Yeah.”

“Well, that’s cute. What did he do? Did he
tell you as soon as she landed? Is she over there waiting for you
now?”

I sighed. “Patti, please don’t do this. It’s
not my fault that Mitch texted me.”

“Let me see your phone, Payton,” she said
once again, and I flinched.

“No.”

“No?” she asked, eyes wide.

“No.” I took a deep breath and waited for
her reaction, when the door to the office opened and my boss walked
in.

“Hi, Patti; hi, Payton.”

“Hey, George. I’m almost done in here.”

George smiled. “It’s fine, I just wanted you
to know that your brother’s outside.”

I put my head down and sighed, Patti was
livid. George took the hint and walked back out of the office, not
saying anything.

“Are you going to go out there?” Patti
asked.

“I’m sure he’s going to come in here,” I
finished.

“No, no, I’m not putting up with this,”
Patti said, and then shook her finger at me, “you need to put an
end to this…this, whatever it is.”

“I really don’t know what you’re talking
about, Patti. Like I said, I didn’t know she was home. Mitch is the
one that texted me.”

“And you didn’t tell him to just stuff
it?”

I laughed gruffly. “No, and I won’t. He’s
still my brother.”

“Then we’re done!”

I nodded. “That’s fine with me,” I said, and
Patti started to freak out. She picked up some papers off my desk
and started throwing them in all directions, and then she picked up
a picture frame that she had made up of both of us and threw it
against the wall.

“Fuck you, Payton!” she cried, and just as I
was about to stop her, Mitch walked in.

“Hey, what’s…”

“And fuck you, too, Mitch!” she yelled
before she walked out the door.

Mitch grinned as I looked up, and he pointed
to the chair. “Is it all right if I?”

“Go ahead,” I replied, and laughed at the
look on Mitch’s face.


Chapter Two

* Is it too late to
say…*






I was in a daze,
sitting in my stupid bedroom, watching my stupid TV. There was
nothing on cable, and I’d watched nearly everything on Netflix. So,
I decided on watching infomercials. More specifically, Body
Beast.

Damn.

All the people on here were hot

I licked my lips and leaned back into my
comforter and crossed my arms behind my head. May as well get
comfortable. My cell rang.

Thank God.

“Hello,” I said, a little too
energetically.

“Wazzzzzzzz upppppp,” Alexis replied. She
was laughing, and I could hear Todd in the background, telling her
to tell me that I was a loser.

“Tell Todd he’s a loser, too. And, nothing.
There’s nothing to do here.”

Alexis laughed. “Yeah, there’s nothing much
to do here either.”

“Hey,” Todd cried from the background.

I rolled my eyes. Those two were even more
so in love than they were back in Ohio. “So, how’s home?”

“Ugh… Mom keeps making me be home by nine,
and Todd has to stay in the guest bedroom.”

I grinned, thinking that if only her mother
knew all the different bedrooms her daughter had been sleeping in
on campus. “I can’t believe she still doesn’t know about our…living
arrangement.”

“Oh,” Alexis said, sighing, “she does, she
just said she can ignore it when I’m miles away. Unlike now, and
you’ll never believe what she said!”

I laughed. Alexis’s attitude was contagious.
“What?”

“She called Todd…slurpy!”

I snorted. “Ha! See, Todd, I told you!”

Todd was laughing now, too, and it was like
I never left school. I missed them so much. “I miss you guys.”

“We miss you, too,” Alexis said. “Can you
come here?”

God, how I wished I could. “I really wish I
could, but Mom needs me, and I need to make things right with
Payton. I really made an ass out of myself today.”

Alexis sighed and then laughed. “What did
you do?”

“I puked all over myself in the field
between our houses.”

Todd laughed, and Alexis laughed even
harder, and then stopped. “Sorry, why?”

“Because it’s gone.”

“What’s gone?”

I swallowed, thinking that once I said this
part out loud it really meant it was gone, even though I knew it
was already.

“The fort. It’s gone.”

“What do you mean, it’s gone? I thought it
was in the tree?” Alexis asked, confused.

“He burnt it to the ground.”

There, I said it. It was out there, and
knowing that didn’t make me feel any better at all.

“Oh my God,” Alexis said. “No wonder you
were sick.”

“Yeah.” I’d told Alexis all about the fort,
and Payton, and our history, and us building the place, and how all
of our major moments were in there, and how I thought we’d
eventually have more there, and our kids would. Now, it was
gone.

“Well that’s just…”

“Sucky,” Todd finished. “Damn, Keri, are you
sure you don’t want to come out here?”

I blew out a deep breath and closed my eyes.
“I really wish I could, but I need to figure out what to do. What
would you do?”

“Me?” Todd asked, and I nodded even though
he couldn’t see me.

“Yeah.”

“Shit, I don’t know. If we were together and
that was my fort with you, I’d… I guess I’d try to rebuild it.”

As soon as the words left Todd’s mouth, I
knew that that’s exactly what I had to do. “Todd, you’re a fucking
genius.”

Todd laughed, and so did Alexis. “I’ve been
trying to tell you this,” Todd said, and continued. “So, you want
some help?”

My eyes widened. “Seriously?”

“Well,” Todd said, and then Alexis
interrupted.

“Yeah, we could… I mean, that’s if your mom
has enough room for us…”

“Yes!” I cried, before thinking. “I’m going
to go talk to her. Do you think this could happen?” I asked. I
didn’t want to get too excited, but having my friends here, having
them be with me this summer, and for them to help me through this
really shitty time… Well, it would be great.

“Good,” Alexis said, sounding happy, and
hopefully she was, because Todd kind of put her in a situation.

“Are you sure it’s okay?” I asked, hoping
that Alexis still sounded like her bubbly self.

“God, yes. Like I said, Mom’s driving me
nuts, and…”

“I doubt my mom will let you two stay in the
same room together,” I finished, and paused to see If Alexis would
lose it.

“Well, I didn’t think she would. Besides, at
least we could be roomies again, right?”

I smiled. That would be such a great thing.
“Yes, that would be perfect.”

Todd cleared his throat. “I’m still
here.”

Alexis laughed, and I could just picture her
looking into Todd’s eyes. “And I love you, baby.”

“I love you, too, sweetums.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll talk to my mom; then
call you guys later.”

“Later!” Alexis called out, and then
disconnected the phone.

Payton

“So, you saw her?” I asked, feeling stupid,
because duh, I already knew the answer to that.

“Yeah,” Mitch replied, and leaned back in
his chair, ignoring my previous question. “So, Patti, she
seems nice.”

I snorted. “Yeah.”

“You going to go after her?”

I looked at Mitch and shook my head. “What’s
the point?”

Mitch nodded. “She really did seem like she
was telling the truth.”

I smiled. “Who Patti or Keri?”

Mitch laughed. “Keri. And, Patti, really.
Are you a fucker, or?”

I leaned forward and swatted Mitch’s
shoulder. “I’ve missed you, bro.”

“Yeah, you, too,” Mitch said, and then
sighed. “Dad does, too.”

I nodded. “I suppose I should come over and
help.”

“That would be good. Dad could really use
the help, and Mom… well, she really could use a stress relief.”

“I feel like such an asshole for leaving and
for her and dad getting into it. I’ve never seen them fight.”

Mitch sighed. “Yeah, it’s been bad over
there.”

“How’d she look?” I asked, knowing that no
matter what he told me about her, I’d hate the answer.

“Looks or?”

“I know she looks good, but…”

“She threw up on her shoes when I told her
about Patti.”

My eyes widened, and I felt as if I’d hit
Mitch right between the eyes. “Why the hell did you tell her about
Patti?”

“She wanted to know why you haven’t talked
to her, or why there’s still half a tree fort in our yard… What the
hell did you want me to say to her? Did you want me to tell her it
was an accident? That you didn’t get drunk and try to off
yourself?”

I flinched. I knew my family was still
pissed about the fire, but I had no idea that they’d still be like
this. “I didn’t try to kill myself. I told you that.”

“You almost died,” Mitch said, swallowing.
“You’re lucky I was still up or…”

I nodded, feeling like shit. “I know.”

“Listen, I don’t want to think about that
shit anymore, I just know you can’t go through that again. If you
like this girl, then talk to her, but don’t do it if you don’t
think you can handle it. We don’t need this, Payton.”

I knew what he was saying, and I didn’t know
what promises I could make. “I don’t know what to do.”

“If you don’t, then maybe you should just
let her go.”

I swallowed. The thought of never seeing
Keri again made me physically ill. “I don’t…”

“It’ll kill Mom if you do something stupid
again,” Mitch said, and that sobered me.

I nodded. “Then I guess I won’t.”

Mitch took a deep breath and stood, and I
joined him. “Mom’s making your favorite meal tonight. I told her I
was going to bring you home. You want me to pick you up after work,
or do you think you can make it on your own?”

I laughed gruffly. “Do you think they’ll be
okay with me coming?”

Mitch took a deep breath and tried not to
let the emotions get to him. “They’ll be more than okay. See you at
six.”






Keri

I ran down the steps and into the kitchen,
nearly knocking Mom over.

“Whoa! Where’s the fire?” Mom asked, and
turned toward me. “You nearly got me with hot coffee.” The Keurig
finished, and Mom pulled her cup from underneath and made her way
to the table. “What’s up?”

“Mom,” I said, breathing heavy. Mom was
looking at me as if I’d lost my marbles. “Can…” I put my hands on
my knees and took a deep breath.

“Apparently cardio isn’t your strong
suit.”

I laughed, and took a deep breath and then
blew out. “Apparently not. Anyway, Mom, would you care if Alexis,
my roommate, and Todd came to stay with us for a little bit?”

Mom looked at me for a moment and then
smiled. “No, I think that would be nice.”

I grinned, and waited for Mom to put down
her coffee cup. I did a little wiggle dance, and then gave her a
hug. “Thanks, Mom!”

Mom laughed. “What’s this about?”

I smiled, and sat down at the table. “Well,
it’s just… I… Todd had a great idea.”

Mom took a drink of her coffee and then
waited for me to continue.

“He said that if he and I were dating, and I
burnt down our tree fort that he’d do whatever he could to rebuild
the thing.”

Mom frowned. “What?”

“Todd. Alexis’s boyfriend,” I said,
gesturing wildly. “He said that if I wanted to make it up to
Payton, I should rebuild the tree fort.”

Mom took a deep breath and she didn’t look
happy. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“But, Mom, it’s… it’s a great idea. You see,
if Payton sees that I’m building the fort, and he sees that I cared
enough to do that, then maybe he’ll…”

“Do what, Alexis? Do you think he’ll come
back to you?”

I frowned. Why was Mom acting like
this? “Well, yeah,” I said, deflated.

“You do know that he doesn’t live over there
anymore, right?”

I nodded.

“And you do know that he’s seeing
Patti?”

I nodded again, suddenly feeling stupid for
my outburst.

“And you do know that he was in the
hospital for nearly the entire month of January, right?”

My heart stopped…nearly, and I looked at my
mom. I shook my head. “No, what are you talking about?”

Mom looked down at the table and then took a
deep breath and her eyes met mine. “He didn’t just burn down that
tree fort, Keri, he burnt it down with himself in it.”


Chapter Three

* Never
Forget…*






I played my mom’s
words over and over again in my head “He didn’t just burn down that
tree fort, Keri, he burnt it down with himself in it…” I waited
until the sky was completely dark, and headed toward the charred
earth, carrying my notebook and flashlight in my book bag, and a
cup of coffee in my hand. I could always think better in the fort,
and thinking is something that I needed to do right now.

When I got there, however, I wasn’t alone,
and I could barely bring myself to speak.

Payton was there, and he didn’t see me.

I cleared my throat softly, startling him
from his slumber. He was lying outside on his sleeping bag.

“Hey,” I said softly.

Payton looked up and his eyes were
different. They didn’t have that same shine in them as they did
before.

“Hi.”

My pulse hammered in my neck, and I could
feel my lip start to tremble. I didn’t want to cry here. I didn’t
want to make him feel worse than he’d already felt. “How are you?”
I asked.

Payton laughed gruffly and shrugged.
“Okay.”

I tried to smile. “That’s…”

“This is weird,” Payton said, and then
stood, taking his sleeping bag with him. “I’ll just…”

“No! Wait,” I said, putting my hand out in
front of me, halting him to his spot. “I wanted to… I want to tell
you that…”

“I’ve got a girlfriend,” Payton blurted out,
and his face turned red.

I hated hearing those words coming out of
his mouth. “I… I know, Mitch told me. Patti, she’s…”

Payton nodded. “Well, then, it was nice
seeing you.” Payton started to walk away, and I didn’t know what to
do.

“Can we talk?” I asked.

Payton turned toward me and shook his head.
“No, I … I don’t think that’s a …”

I looked down to my feet. “I’m so sorry,
Payton.” I was crying now, and the tears fell down my cheeks
rapidly. “I really am. I’m sorry about everything… about…”

Payton put his hand out, and cleared his
throat. “I guess I just don’t care anymore, Ker.”

I gasped. “You don’t mean that, Pay. You
don’t…”

“Yeah, I do,” he said, and then he took a
deep breath. “See ya around.”

Then he left.

He left me alone.

I couldn’t help it, I cried.


I walked back to the house about
fifteen minutes later. There was no sense in staying out in the
field when it wasn’t a place of solace anymore. It was a place that
reminded me of better days, but also of one horrible night: the
night Payton let me know that he didn’t care anymore.

I went up to my bedroom and pulled out my
cellphone and logged on to Facebook. I sent Alexis a message,
explaining to her that there was no point in coming over for the
summer. The whole tree fort idea wasn’t going to work. I told her
that it was over, and that my reason for existing was pretty much
over, too.

Five minutes later, she called.

“Don’t give up, Keri!”

I sniffled. “You didn’t see him. You didn’t
hear what he said.”

“Do you think that I’ve never had a break up
before?”

I didn’t really think about it. We were
pretty young to have our hearts broken in two. “No, I guess I never
really thought about it.”

“Well, I have, and it’s no picnic. It really
doesn’t sound like he’s done with you.”

“It sounded pretty final to me.” I walked to
my door and went to the hall bathroom, grabbing the box of Kleenex
off the back of the toilet. “He was mad.”

“Of course he was. It had to be awkward, I
mean… Think about how hard it was for you, and then double
that.”

I tried to see what she was getting at, but
I didn’t know what she was talking about. “Why double?”

“Because he thought you were with some other
guy, Keri. You don’t just forget that.”

I sighed. I knew exactly what she was
talking about because Payton had a girlfriend. He’d had a
girlfriend for six months, and she knew about him being in the
hospital. She probably nursed him back. “Speaking of that.”

“I know, Patti,” Alexis said, and then
sighed. “We’ll get you through this. Did you talk to your mom about
us staying?”

“I did, but I don’t want you to think you
have to rush over.”

“Listen, girl, I want to come over. It’s not
just for you, it’s for me, Todd, and of course, the greater
good.”

Alexis always made things sound so much
better. “The greater good?” I laughed, and walked back over to my
bed and sat down.

“Yeah, we’re going to get you back together
with Payton by the end of this summer if I have to super glue you
both.”

I laughed at the picture that brought to my
mind and wondered if somehow Alexis could do that. “How do you
think you’re going to accomplish this?”

“Trust me… I’ve had a boyfriend for a lot
longer than you had, and I know a little about manipulating.”

I giggled at that. “Where’s Todd, by the
way?”

“Oh,” Alexis groaned. “He’s playing pool
with my dad in the garage. I’m not allowed to see him after nine.
Mom says it’s good for my soul or something.”

“I really have to meet your mom,” I said,
laughing, and then wondered if she was a hippy.

“Yeah, she’s special. So, what’s your mom
like?”

I smiled, thinking about last year before
Thanksgiving when Mom found out that I was totally head over heels
in like with Payton. “She’s pretty great.”

“Does she dabble in Pink Floyd or The
Grateful Dead?”

I laughed; my assessment must not have been
too far off. “Um, no. I’m from Texas, remember? Cowboy boots and
Country music all the way.”

“Oh my gosh, I totally forgot about that. I
don’t know how I forgot about Payton and his hat and boots.”

I smiled at the memory of Payton driving up
to school to see me last year. It seemed like a lifetime away.
“Yeah.”

“Don’t sound so sad; we’re going to figure
this out.”

“I hope so.”

“I know so. Listen, I can hear my mom. I
better get off the phone. I can’t wait to see you. I’ll let you
know tomorrow what’s going on.”

“Okay,” I said, and yawned. “Goodnight.”

“Night.”

Maybe Alexis was right; maybe if I tried
hard enough, I could repair this rift between Payton and I.






Payton

I got in my truck shortly after seeing Keri
at our spot, and drove to my apartment. My new place was small, and
above George’s garage. It wasn’t anything special, but it was free.
All I had to pay was utilities and work the books.

When I pulled into the driveway, I saw
Patti’s car. I nodded. Yep, it was just going to be one of those
nights.

I got out of my truck, and she immediately
got out of her car. “Where’ve you been?” she asked quietly.

I didn’t feel like being called any more
names tonight. I blew out a breath that I didn’t realize I was
holding and replied, “Mom and Dad’s. Dinner.”

Patti’s eyes widened. “You were there? How’d
it… Is everything okay?”

I shouldn’t feel good about her worrying
about me, but I did. “Yeah, it was fine.”

“Really?” she asked. She had mascara down
the side of her face from crying.

I sighed. “Yeah. Are you okay?”

Patti nodded and came toward me with her
arms wide. I went into them, and she hugged me. “I’m so sorry,
Payton. I love you.”

I swallowed, and felt bad. Patti didn’t
deserve a guy like me. “I’m sorry, too,” I said. “I didn’t want to
fight with you.”

“I didn’t either, I just… When I think about
what you looked like in December, I just go crazy.” Patti squeezed
me tightly and kissed my cheek. “I don’t want to go through
something like that again.”

“I don’t either,” I said, and I didn’t. I’d
never felt so bad in my life like I did that night. Those nights.
Hell, I couldn’t remember the entire month of January.

“Can we go inside?” Patti asked, and then
grabbed my hand. “I can do that thing that you like.”

I took a deep breath and smiled. “You don’t
have to.”

“I kind of do… I mean, I called you and your
brother names.”

I laughed, thinking about what she said in
the office. She went nuts in there. “You were in a rare mood,
that’s for sure.”

Patti giggled, and I put my free arm around
her. “Okay, I’ll let you do that thing, but, you have to let me do
it to you, too.”

Patti’s eyes lit and she licked her lips.
“I’d like that.”

I nodded, and I followed her up the stairs
to my apartment. I didn’t want to think about Keri anymore. I
didn’t want to love someone like that ever again.






“So, are we back together?” Patti
asked as we were lying in each other’s arms an hour later.

I leaned toward her and kissed her forehead.
“Yeah.”

“Good.”

At that moment, I closed my eyes, and saw
Keri without her bra on in the tree fort, and wished that I was
successful months ago when I tried to end it all.


Chapter Four

* Working
Girl…*






The bad thing about
coming home and having a grand plan in getting your boyfriend back,
is not having enough money to pay attention, let alone rebuild a
damned tree fort. I grabbed the paper off the dining room table and
searched through the want ads. I circled a handful of
advertisements, but didn’t find anything too promising.

“What are you doing?” Mom asked as she
walked into the dining room. She had her usual cup of coffee in her
hand and she was whistling.

That was new.

“Looking for a job.” I looked at her
curiously. “What are you so happy about?”

Mom’s face reddened for a moment, and then
shook her head. “Nothing. Life. So, are your friends coming
still?”

That was weird. “Uh, yeah, I talked
to Alexis a few days ago. She and Todd will be here next Monday.
I’m hoping to get us all a job at the Fun Fair or something.”

The Fun Fair was our county’s only real form
of entertainment, and it was also the only typical place in which a
college student would apply, as it was a seasonal position.

“Oh, I didn’t realize you were going to
work?”

I frowned. “Well, I can’t be a free-loader
all summer. I mean, I have my savings from the Library, but that’s
going to go away real fast if I don’t get something here.”

“Okay, well I just don’t want you to think
you have to have something. We’re doing fine.”

“I plan on rebuilding that fort.”

Mom took a deep breath and looked mad once
again. Me bringing up the fort was obviously not a happy thing for
her to hear.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I saw him the other night.”

Mom looked at me and sighed. “And?”

“And, I think Alexis may be right. I
think he still has feelings for me. And even though he has a
girlfriend, and this may not work out, I still want to be his
friend. I love him, Mom.” I started to cry, and felt so dumb.
That’s all I’d been doing lately, and to be honest, I was getting
on my own nerves.

Mom smiled sadly. “I just don’t want to see
you hurt. I don’t want to see him hurt, either. Maybe I was wrong
about you two.”

I shook my head. “No, Mom, that’s the thing.
Everyone knew except for me. I mean, I felt something when I was
with him. I did. I felt this Zing, and it was amazing, and I
thought I had that same kind of feeling for Jessup, but…”

“It wasn’t there?” Mom asked. She placed her
hands in front of her on the table and leaned back in the
chair.

“No. It left. I guess the thought of having
something with someone close to where I was, someone who liked the
same things that I liked was exciting, and I wanted to have it all.
I wanted to be in college, have the normal experience, date, love
and all that, and it was impossible with Payton a million miles
away. He’s not innocent either. Honestly, he kept pestering me
every few minutes about what I was doing, and he was so jealous… He
was different. I thought it would be easier for both of us if we
just…”

“Found someone else?”

“No, I guess, if we just did whatever
until I was done.”

Mom frowned, and looked at me as if I
disappointed her.

“Keri…”

I put my head down. “It’s not that I wanted
to… well…”

“Sex is a serious thing, Keri. You don’t
just do that with whomever…”

Mom’s face was red now, and she looked
mad.

I felt stupid, the kind of stupid only a
mother could make you feel. “I didn’t do anything. I couldn’t.”

Mom took a deep breath and shook her head.
“I love you, Keri, but honestly what the hell were you
thinking?”

“I don’t know. I just… I really thought
Jessup and I had this thing… and then we didn’t.”

“And now you want Payton?”

“I know I sound immature, and that I don’t
sound like I know what I want, but I do.”

“And that is?” Mom asked.

“I just want to be with Payton. Around him,
with him… friends, really whatever it is I can get at this
point.”

“That’s going to be harder than you think,
honey.”

I nodded. “I know I really screwed things
up, but I’m going to fix it.”

“What if he doesn’t want what you want?”

“Then I’ll go back to school knowing that I
tried. I’m not leaving until he knows how much I love him.”

Mom’s frown left her face and she smiled.
“I’m proud of you, honey.”

I smiled back at her. “I’m proud of me,
too.” Then we both laughed.






Two days later, I was standing in a
waiting room at Aeris International. Aeris was a job finding
service that helped place people into careers. I found out about
them through a high school buddy that told me they hired people to
work at the Fun Fair.

When they called my name, I stood and walked
to the reception area. A woman came out right away and led me
through some glass doors into her office.

“I’m Samantha Salzbrennar,” she said as she
held out her hand for me to shake. I shook it, and she gestured me
toward one of her empty chairs.

“So, you want to work at the Fun Fair?” she
asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, it would be an ideal place,” I said,
smiling. I had a folder with me that held my resume and references.
She held her hand out and I handed it to her.

“So, you’re a college girl?”

I nodded. “Yes, I go to Ohio State.”

“Nice. I went to Ohio Northern.”

I smiled, and looked at her. “Ohio weather,
am I right?”

She laughed, and I felt more at ease.
When in doubt, go with the weather.

“So, how long do you plan on being
home?”

“Just until September, and then I’ll be
heading back to Ohio.”

Samantha nodded. “And what about
breaks?”

“Well, I guess I never really thought about
it. If I have a job, I’d be more than happy to come home for those
as well.” I couldn’t help but think of Payton. Would we still be
fighting like we were now, or would we have made up by then? The
promise of that made my heart flutter.

“So, you’d be willing to come home and work
for your Thanksgiving and Spring breaks?”

“Yeah, and Christmas, too, if you need the
extra help,” I offered. Samantha smiled and marked something down
on her clipboard.

“Do you have any experience in food
service?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Unfortunately, I don’t. I
work at the University Library while in school. I have good
references, though.”

Samantha nodded once more, and then frowned.
“You wouldn’t be interested in a mascot job, would you?”

My eyes widened, and I laughed. “Um, yeah,
of course, that would be fine. Anything would be great.”

Samantha’s eyebrow hitched. “Why’d you
laugh?”

It was embarrassing, but I needed the job.
“I had an incident years ago at the fun fair with a mascot.”

“An incident?”

“Yeah. When I was five. My Dad and I came
here every summer with my buddy, Payton, and I had an
accident…”

Samantha looked confused.

“While sitting on the mascot’s lap,” I
finished.

Samantha grinned. “You know what they say
about karma, right?”

I laughed once more, and nodded. “I’ll take
the job.”

“Good. You’ll start on Friday.”

“Ms. Salzbrennar?” I asked, nearly
forgetting the other question I wanted her to answer.

“Yes?”

“My friends from school are looking for a
job, too. They’ve both worked in food service. Do you have anything
else?”

“As a matter of fact, I do… How soon will
they be here?”

“Monday.”

“Bring them in with you when you come in to
work. You’ll be a busy girl this summer. Our hours are 9 to 5,
Monday thru Friday.”

“Thanks so much for this opportunity!”

Ms. Salzbrennar laughed. “Oh, I wouldn’t
thank me yet!”


Chapter Five

* Friends…*






The Dallas
Fortworth Airport was probably the dumbest place on earth. I’d been
circling the airport for nearly an hour when I finally saw Alexis
and Todd on one of the curbs. I honked my horn, and they both
looked up.

“Hey,” I said, as I put my window down. “You
guys have a lot?”

“Hey!” Alexis yelled.

“What do you think?” Todd asked, and looked
to his right. There were five suitcases and two overnight bags.

“Holy shit! How much did you guys have to
pay to have that on the plane?”

Alexis rolled her eyes. “Don’t even ask.
I’ve heard nothing but Todd’s bitching the entire way over
here.”

“Not the entire way,” Todd said, and then
had the nerve to look sheepish. Alexis sighed.

“Anyway, it’s hot as balls out here. Please
tell me you have a swimming pool somewhere near you.”

“I have a swimming pool somewhere near me,”
I said, and Alexis’s eyes lit. I frowned. “I was just saying
that.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped. Alexis was
spoiled.

“But, we do have a creek.”

“Oh, God help us,” Alexis said, and Todd
snorted.

“Let’s get Ms. Kardashian’s bags in your
trunk before that cop over there has you go around again.”

I grinned, and put the car in park and
walked around to help Todd. Alexis crawled into the passenger side
and immediately started messing with the radio.






After a while, we finally pulled up
to my house, and Alexis smiled. “This is exactly how you
described.”

“I hope that’s a good thing,” I said,
wondering if I somehow made the place sound better or worse than
she thought It’d be.

“No, it’s great.”

I popped the trunk, and my mom opened the
door and came out to greet my friends.

“It’s so nice to see all of you together
again. Keri has been going crazy.”

Alexis nodded and slugged me in the arm. “I
knew she couldn’t stay away from me.”

I laughed. “Uh, you do know that you’re the
one that came to see me, right?”

“Sure because you begged me, too.”

Mom frowned for a second, and then I
realized she was joking. My mom, joking… crazy.

“I didn’t beg.”

“You did so.”

“No, I didn’t,” I said, and then Todd came
up behind me with two large suitcases. “And where do these go,
Madame?”

I grinned. “Alexis, you need to help him
with those.”

Alexis rolled her eyes and walked back to my
car and got out her overnight bag. “This is good.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll help you, Todd.” I
went to my trunk and tried to grab one of the bags. “Holy crap!
What do you have in here?”

Alexis shrugged. “Power tools.”

I shook my head fast. “Wait, what?”

“My drill, a few hammers…stuff like
that.”

Surprised, I looked from Alexis to Todd,
then back. “Your drill?”

“Yeah, I like building stuff.”

“What?”

Alexis rolled her eyes and started talking
about how she used to help out with Habitat for Humanity in the
summers. She completely shocked me.

I smiled. “Who are you?”

She laughed. “I’m still me. I’ll build the
fort, but If I ruin any of these nails, you’re paying for them to
get done.” She held out her hand and showed me her French tips. “I
just got these.”

Todd leaned in and kissed Alexis on the
lips. “That’s my girl.”

“I’ve missed you both so much!” I said, and
meant it. I couldn’t imagine ever not having Alexis and Todd in my
life. “Remember what I was telling you about me getting a job?” I
asked, waiting to tell them the good news.

Alexis nodded. “Yeah, you’re going to wear a
costume.” She laughed, and Todd joined in.

“I really can’t wait to see this,” Todd
said.

“Trust me, it’s nothing great.”

“What are you, anyway?” Alexis asked.

“I’m a parakeet.”

Todd snorted. “You’re a huge ass parakeet
then.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” I said, and thought
about the smell of the inside of the costume. I flinched. “I worked
Friday. Anyway, I got you both jobs, too. You start tomorrow.”

Todd laughed and Alexis was already shaking
her head. “Uh, no.”

I grinned. “Too late, I already asked, and
you don’t want me to look bad in front of my new boss.”

“I am not dressing up in this weather. It’s
like a million degrees here.”

To be fair, it was hot, but it wasn’t as bad
as it was going to get, but they didn’t need to know that just yet.
“No, I’m the only one wearing a costume. You both are going to work
in the restaurant.”

Todd laughed. “Thanks, that’ll be fun.
What’s this restaurant called?”

“At least someone’s appreciative,” I said,
and Alexis groaned.

“Hey, I’m appreciative, I just don’t want to
wear a million layers for seven bucks an hour.”

I nodded and looked at Todd. “Pirate
Cove.”

Todd’s eyes sparkled. “Nice.”

“And guess what, slurpy?” I asked, waiting
for Todd to answer.

“What?”

“You get to wear an eyepatch.”

Todd put his head back and laughed. “That’s
awesome.”

“I thought you’d like that.”

“And what about me?”

“You’ll be dressed up like a serving wench,”
I added with a smile.

Todd grinned at that, and put his eyebrows
up and down. “I love the sound of this job already.”

“I can’t thank you guys enough for coming.
I’m going to need all of the money I can get to build this
fort.”

“I know what you mean,” Todd said, and then
looked at Alexis. “Do you want to tell her?”

I looked at Alexis, too. “Tell me what?”

Alexis smiled at Todd and then at me. “Let’s
make her wait until the end of summer.”






Payton

I wanted to go to the Fun Fair about as much
as I wanted to be scalped. I looked at Patti, and saw how happy she
was. She was still excited to go to this place. I guess I would
have been, too, if I didn’t have so many damned memories of it, and
of Keri.

“What’s wrong?” Patti asked, and she turned
toward me after we gave our tickets to the guy at the gate.

“Nothing.”

Patti sighed. “Are you going to tell me or
am I going to have to play the guessing game?”

“I just don’t like this place,” I admitted.
Patti frowned.

“How can you not like the Fun Fair?” She was
completely aghast.

“I don’t know, I just don’t.”

“Have you ever been here?” she asked,
clearly not understanding how someone could hate the place. In
truth, it wasn’t that great, and there was always a feint smell of
urine in the air. I sniffed, and cringed.

“Yes, I’ve been here, and I don’t know, it’s
just not that great.”

Patti smiled. “Well, you’re going to love it
after today. You know, new memories and all.”

“Sure.”

At that moment, I looked over and saw one of
the infamous mascots playing with some kids. I couldn’t help it, I
laughed, and then Patti heard me. She turned fast and had a
crazy-looking grin on her face.

“I knew you’d have fun!” she cried. “Let’s
go get a picture!”

That was the last thing I wanted to do. I
shook my head. “Those mascots are here for the children. I’m not
going to get in their way—”

“Nonsense!” Patti interrupted. “The kids are
gone. Look, that stupid-looking parakeet over there doesn’t have
anyone with him. Let’s go.”

I rolled my eyes as Patti dragged me across
the pavement toward the pathetic looking bird. When we got there,
the parakeet did this weird thing with its arms.

“Well hey there, Mr. Parakeet, can we get
our picture taken with you?” Patti asked.

The parakeet shook its head and started to
move away from Patti. Clearly, I wasn’t the only person annoyed
today. I snorted.

“What do you mean, no?” Patti asked, and
then grabbed for the parakeet again. “We paid good money to come
here!”

I wanted to slap Patti in the mouth. She was
just that kind of person. “Patti, it’s fine, let’s…”

“Noooooo, I’ll get my picky taken with this
buccaneer,” the voice said, and it was awfully familiar. I did a
double take. If I didn’t know better, that parakeet was Keri.

I stared at the bird. “Picky?”

“Ohhhhh yes, sirreeee,” the bird said, and
pretended to peck me on the cheek.

Patti made a face. “What was that?”

“Ohhhhh just a kiss for your swashbuckler,
matey,” the parakeet said.

I snorted. It was definitely Keri. I thought
back to when we were kids and nearly guffawed. Keri peed on one of
the mascots here at the Fun Fair. It was probably one of the best
days of my life. I don’t think I’d ever laughed so hard. I
smiled.

Patti thought it was for her. She grabbed my
arm and leaned in toward me. I looked at Keri.

I couldn’t tell if she was looking at me, or
if she was staring at the ground.

“So, parakeet, do you want to be in trouble,
or what?” Patti asked. “You’re hitting on my boyfriend.”

“Heeeeee was mine first, wench,” came the
voice.

My eyes widened as Patti started to freak
out again. Really, the woman had massive problems. “Patti, what are
you?”

“I’m telling her manager!”

“Patti, I don’t think that’s…”

“Go ahead,” said the bird as she put out one
feathered ‘wing’ and proceeded to put up her middle talon.

I laughed and pulled Patti back. Patti’s
face was now a bright red. “I’m going to get that bird bitch
fired.”






Later that night, after the fair, and
after taking Patti home, I pulled out my cell phone and put in
Keri’s number. I knew that I shouldn’t be doing this, but I
couldn’t help it.

*Argggg, Matey, how’d your job go?*

I waited with a grin on my face, hoping
she’d answer.

Ha! How’d you know it was me?

I laughed, thinking of that damned costume
and her middle finger sticking up in Patti’s face. I laughed.

*I think I knew as soon as you said
picky*

Snort. I wondered if that’s when you figured
it out.

*So you knew?*

Yeah, I knew.

*Then why didn’t you say anything?*

I didn’t want to mess up your life.

She didn’t want to mess with my
relationship. I sighed. My relationship…

*I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.*

I waited for a few moments; I didn’t know
what I was doing. I shouldn’t have been texting her, and I knew
it.

Do you love her?

*No*

Can I see you?

I looked at the message until I thought I’d
go blind. Could she see me? I shook my head.

*I don’t think that’s a good idea* I typed
back five minutes later.

Do you hate me?

I thought about that. Really thought…
*No*

I’m so sorry for everything. I
will make it up to you.

*I don’t think you could do anything more,
Keri.*

You’ll see.

I put my phone on my dresser and walked into
the bathroom. I needed a shower, and then I was going to go to bed.
And tomorrow, after I read and reread the messages a thousand
times, I’d erase all evidence of her from my phone.

Again.






Keri

“Oh my God!” I cried, and shook Alexis’s
body. She was in a deep sleep.

Alexis’s eyes opened. “What the hell?”

“Payton texted me!” I squealed.

Alexis sat up, clearly awake now.
“What?!”

“Yeah, he texted me! He knew it was me in
that stupid costume!”

“The parakeet?”

“Yeah!”

“What did he say?”

“He just asked me about work, and then I
told him that I knew he knew it was me, and well, I thought he did…
I guess I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure,” I said, rambling.
“Anyway, I asked him if he loved Patti, and he said no.”

“That’s great!” Alexis said, and she leaned
in toward me for a hug.

“Yeah, it is, but,” I said, frowning, “he
said he doesn’t think it’s a good idea to see me.”

“Yet,” Alexis said, and I grinned at
her.

“Yet,” I repeated.

“Until then,” Alexis said, smiling, “let’s
get some sleep.”

I laughed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”


Chapter Six

* Home Depot…*






The Home Depot was
packed, and I had absolutely no idea what the hell we were looking
for. It had been two weeks since I’d gotten the text from Payton,
and since I started working at the Fun Fair. I got my first check
last night, and today, Alexis, Todd, and I were spending our hard
earned money.

“What the hell is a footer?” I asked, and
Alexis snorted. She was the brains of this operation, and I was
really just there to hand out the cash.

“It’s one of those things that you’re
walking on,” Todd said, and snorted.

I laughed, too, and Alexis shook her head.
“Really, I should have been the one with the penis.”

Todd guffawed, and a few people from the
electrical aisle looked over at us. Todd waved. “Sorry.”

The people just shook their heads and
continued looking at their boring supplies. We, on the other hand,
were having a good time.

“So, what all do we need to get started?” I
asked, hoping that we’d have enough money for the plans that I had
for the fort.

“Well, we need to get the initial structure
figured out… I was thinking we’d get the 4x4’s today along with
some Quickcrete and some bracing.”

It was all Greek to me, so I nodded. “Sounds
good.”

Alexis laughed and led us down multiple
aisles, having “Todd the Muscles” put the supplies onto a long
cart, and before we knew it, we were paying for the purchases with
my debit card, and Todd was getting everything loaded into my Dad’s
old pickup. There wasn’t that much there, as lumber cost a lot of
money, but it was a start, and that’s all I needed to make me feel
a little bit better.






Payton

I hadn’t been home since Mom made my
favorite meal, and that was a few weeks ago. I sighed as I pulled
into the driveway, hoping that my folks wouldn’t be too mad that I
pretty much ignored them since the peace offering.

When I parked my truck, however, Mom came
running out of the house, and with a grin on her face. “Baby!”

I smiled and got out. “Mom.”

“I’m so glad that you’ve been trying to fix
things…”

I looked at Mom and had no idea what she’d
been talking about. “Come again?”

“The fort,” she said, and then wiped at her
eyes. “I saw today, what you’ve been doing.”

I felt like my throat was closing up. “What
do you mean?”

“Oh, honey, I know you’re trying to keep it
a secret, but you don’t have to keep it from me, I’m your mom. You
can talk to me about it.”

I looked toward the field and saw Keri’s
Dad’s truck near the tree. Our very messed up, tree. My jaw
clenched, and my fists balled at my sides.

“I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m going
to find out.”

Mom’s eyes widened, and she looked visibly
upset. “No, Payton, just leave it alone.”

I could hear the panic in my mom’s voice,
and I was sad that I’d put it there in the first place. “I’m not
going to do anything stupid. I just…I need to find out what’s going
on.”

“You haven’t been out there?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“And, you didn’t know about this?” Mom
asked, waiting for my response.

“No.”

“Then I’ll call the police. That’s
our land.”

I looked at my mom just then and realized
something. She’d been on her own since December, too. Not only did
I behave like an idiot, but I put her in the middle of this thing
with Dad and I. “I’m really sorry about December, Mom.”

Mom looked at me just then, and fell
apart.






Hours later, after dinner, when I
figured everyone would be out of the field, I headed toward my old
favorite spot. And, of course, as luck would have it, I saw
her.

“What are you doing?” I asked, feeling more
confident this time than the last.

“Hey!” Keri said, and turned toward me. She
had a grin on her face that, almost immediately, turned down.
“What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, fuming. “What’s
wrong is, you won’t leave me alone. You’re everywhere.”

Keri swallowed, and hurriedly shook her
head. “No, it’s not like that.”

“It’s exactly like that. Am I not going to
be able to go home until you go back to Ohio?”

Keri sighed and her shoulders slumped. “I
hope you will, I mean, you can. I meant what I said on the phone
the other night, Pay, I’m going to make this right.”

“By doing what?” I asked, and knew already
what she was going to say.

“By rebuilding our fort.”

I looked at the ground and saw the 4x4’s
surrounded by concrete. “Who did this?” I quirked my eyebrow to the
right and put my hand on my hip.

“I did; well, me, and Alexis and Todd.”

Impressed, I looked around. “They’re
here?”

Keri nodded with a smile. “Yeah, they wanted
to help.”

“And you didn’t think to, I don’t
know, tell me?”

Keri shrugged. “Well, I planned to make it a
surprise.”

“What did you think would happen, Keri?”

Keri’s eyes widened. “Well, I thought I’d
ask you to come here, and then you’d see the fort that I built, and
then you’d know how much…”

“How much, what?”

“How much I love you.”

Before I knew what was happening, I was
already moving toward her, and she toward me. I had her in my arms,
feeling her skin against my own, and it felt good.

So good.

“Fuck…”

“I know,” Keri moaned.

“I…”

“I love you, Payton,” Keri said once again.
I knew she couldn’t possibly mean it, but I was so tired of turning
her away. I’d wanted her for so long, and she was here. Here where
it should have happened nearly eight months ago.

I kissed her, and felt her tongue move along
with my own, and I licked her lips, and she licked mine. My hands
moved up her sides, and then pulled up on her shirt, and before we
knew it, the shirt had come off, and she and I were in the
field.

I kissed up and down her neck, and then up
to her ear and took her lobe in my mouth. I sucked gently, as my
hands moved up her back and to her bra.

She moaned, and then her hands were at my
shirt, taking the hem up and over, and I helped her remove it the
rest of the way. My hands went back to her bra, unsnapped the
enclosure, then slowly moved my hands back around to cup her
breasts, and to remove the bra the rest of the way. We were
breathing hard now, and I was oh so ready.

I looked into her eyes.

Her beautiful blue eyes, and I froze. “I
love you, too,” I said, softly, and then I moved my mouth down her
neck.

Keri’s back arched, and I continued my trek,
using my tongue and hands until her nipples were hard and in tight
beads. I sucked on her left breast first as my hand continued to
move down to the button at the top of her shorts.

Keri sighed and closed her eyes, pleading
for me to give her more. It was something that I’d been waiting for
for a very long time. I unclasped the button, and my fingers made
their way in-between her legs.

She was wet.

She was ready for me.

I put my head back and groaned as I felt her
torso move against my hand. I put my lips back onto her nipple and
sucked hard. Her hands, that were previously in my hair, moved down
to my zipper. And then it was down, and she was grabbing ahold of
me.

“Oh my God,” I moaned, and felt as if I’d
burst. This was the first time Keri had ever… I closed my eyes, and
licked at her breast and then moved to the other. Each time she
stroked up, my tongue did the same to her nipple. She was wild.

“Payton, please,” she begged, and I stopped
and looked up into her eyes. “Please?”

I closed my eyes and hurriedly removed my
boxers and jeans, and she took her shorts down the rest of the way,
along with her underwear. I quickly searched my jean’s pocket for
my wallet, and took out the lone condom that was still in the back.
“You’re sure you want this?”

Keri nodded and put her arms around me, and
her tongue touched my lips. That’s all I needed.

I hurriedly shucked the wrapper, and glided
the condom down my shaft, and then I flipped her onto her back.

She smiled up at me. “The grass.”

I shook my head. “Sorry about this…
Maybe…”

“No, it’s… perfect.”

I bent down to kiss her once more, then
shoved my way into her, but not before feeling something else.

Keri’s eyes were wide when I looked into
them and realized what I had done.

Mitch was right; she wasn’t lying.

Keri put her hands around me, and like the
dog that I was, I continued moving until I was spent, and nearly
forgot about what I had done.

What the hell was I going to do now?

I moved slowly away from her, and flopped
onto my back. I just breathed, and chanced a look at her. She was
staring at me. I swallowed. “Hi.”

She smiled softly. “Hi.”

“You okay?”

She nodded. “You?”

I shook my head. “What?”

“You, you know…was it…?” Her face fell just
then, and I knew that she knew I wasn’t a virgin before tonight.
She closed her eyes for a quick second, and tried to recover. “I
mean, was I okay?”

“Don’t do that,” I said, feeling like a real
prick.

“Do what?” she asked, and if I didn’t know
better, I’d think she was telling the truth. But I knew better. I
knew Keri better than anyone.

“Pretend with me. I’m sorry I was so
rough.”

Keri nodded, and a few tears escaped. “It
wasn’t that bad, I mean, I liked it.”

I scoffed. “Don’t lie to me, Keri.”

“I’m not, I wasn’t…”

“I was with Patti last month,” I blurted
out, and I watched as her bottom lip trembled. “I thought…”

Keri sat up and grabbed her bra from behind
her head and started to put it back on. “I know.”

“I swear to God if I thought there was a
chance for you and…”

“It’s okay. I mean, it’s no big deal,
right?”

“Damn it, Keri, I know it’s a big deal.” I
took the condom off and wrapped it up in the old foil, and then
reached for my boxers.

“Then why her?” she asked,
panicked.

“You know why,” I said, and took a deep
breath.

“You thought I was with him?”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling just as horrible as
I did that night.

“I went back to his house, and thought that
maybe I could have something with him.”

I closed my eyes, not wanting to hear any of
it. I couldn’t imagine it; didn’t want to imagine it. “Please,
don’t.”

“I have to. I thought, here’s this guy, and
he knows a lot about the stuff that I like, the stuff that I
think’s important.”

“Keri—”

“And I, well, he and his girlfriend just
broke up, and I wanted to just be friends with you. Not because I
didn’t care about you, but because it was so hard being so far
away. I wanted…I needed you there. And I know that’s not your
fault, Payton.” Keri had tears streaming down her cheeks now. She
reached for her shirt, and then her shorts, and soon she was fully
dressed.

“And, I thought I could do it. I thought I
could be with someone else because I needed to have something… I
don’t know, normal, something different. I wanted to experience
college.”

My jaw tightened, and I tried not to hear
what she was saying. “And?”

“He kissed me. He pushed me up against his
apartment wall, and had his hands on me, and his lips pressed
against mine, and all I could think was, there’s no zing.
Nothing.”

“How’d he get your phone?”

Keri had an odd look on her face now, and
she sighed. “Well, I had to go to the bathroom, because when I
figured out that I didn’t want to kiss him anymore, I got upset and
wanted to wash my face. He was nice about it, though. I told him
that I thought I wanted to be with him, but I couldn’t.”

“Did he hurt you?”

Keri shook her head. “He hurt me when he
texted you, but I swear to God I didn’t know anything about that.
He did that when I was washing my face. I saw your text hours later
about Patti’s party, and then I saw his to you, and your reply. It
makes me sick just thinking about it. Everything.”

Keri was shaking now, and I felt just
wretched. “Then what?”

“Then I tried calling you, and texting you,
and you wouldn’t answer. And Mom, well she told me not to come home
for Christmas, she said it wasn’t a good idea.”

I looked down at that last part and felt
like my stomach would give out. Her own mother told her not to come
home for Christmas. Her first Christmas without her own father.

“Keri, God, I’m so sorry. I…I don’t know
what to say,” I said, and could feel the tears coming. I was a man
now, and all I seemed to do lately was act like a fucking idiot. I
swiped at my eyes and went to hug her, but I couldn’t. I was a dick
of the highest order. I never gave her the chance to explain
things, and then all this happened.

Patti happened.

Fuck.

“I’m assuming he’s out of the picture
now?”

Keri scoffed. “The second I found out what
he’d done, I was done with him. I’ve never wanted to physically
harm someone so much in my entire life. I can’t tell you what my
last few months has been like, Pay.”

“Me, either.”

I looked into Keri’s eyes and felt just
horrible.

“You tried to kill yourself, Payton. What
if… My God, what if that happened? What if I never got the chance
to tell you how much you meant to me?”

How could she possibly still love me after
everything? I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

“And tonight?” she asked, looking at me. She
pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and waited for my response.
I didn’t know what to say.

“What do you mean?”

“What was it to you?”

I looked at her and didn’t say anything. She
got up fast and brushed off her legs, errant pieces of grass were
sticking to them and wriggled off when she stood. “Did it mean
anything?”

“Of course,” I said, and then stood as well.
“I…”

“Someday this will be right between us,
Payton,” she said softly, and then wiped at her eyes.

I nodded, and then looked over at the pieces
of wood sticking out of the ground.

Just then, my cellphone chirped, and I
realized that I’d left it in the grass. Keri reached over and
grabbed it, and handed it to me, but not before seeing the picture
on the display. She closed her eyes.

“Patti’s calling for you.”

I took a deep breath and went to put the
phone in my pocket.

“You’d better answer that,” Keri said.

“What do you want me to do, Keri? What can
I…?”

“I just want, for once, for us to just be
fine. This was a mistake, wasn’t it?”

I nodded, and could feel the phone now
buzzing in my pocket. A voicemail. Great.

“Awesome. Well, I’ve got to get back before
Todd and Alexis start looking for me.”

“We should talk about this,” I said, even
though it was the last thing I wanted.

“No, I think we’re done here.”


Chapter Seven

* Fun Fair…*






I recovered from
the whole “losing my virginity” thing. I don’t think I’d ever
forget how it felt, to be that close to someone, that connected to
another person. It was special for me, even if it wasn’t special
for him. I thought about it often since it happened—nearly a week
ago, but couldn’t bring myself to tell Alexis or Todd about it.

They didn’t need to know.

They couldn’t tell, could they?

I mean, I felt like the entire world knew
that Payton Taylor popped my cherry. I snorted, thinking how very
dumb that particular thought was. I sat on the bench and waited for
the billions and billions of screaming kids to come up to me and
either hug me, sock me, or kick me. It was a shitty job, and yet,
it was fun.

“I can’t believe you haven’t killed anyone
yet,” Alexis said as she came and sat with me on the bench. She had
her “Wench” costume on and she crossed her legs at her ankles. “I’m
so damn beat.” She pulled her right foot up to her thigh and
started to rub her toes. “Oh…”

I grinned. “How’s the job?”

“It sucks ass.”

I laughed. “Tell me how you really
feel.”

“You should see Todd in there.” Alexis shook
her head. “He’s wearing that damn eye patch and talking like Jack
Sparrow.”

I grinned. “I knew he’d like the job.”

“He’s a natural, and of course all the kids
love him.”

“I hear a couple of girls that work here
like him, too.”

Alexis’s eyes narrowed. “I heard that, too.
Well, they better watch out, because I will knock out anyone that
tries to touch my man.”

I laughed. “I don’t think you have anything
to worry about. You and Todd are pretty damn awesome.”

Alexis smiled and put her foot back down. “I
think so, too.”

“Tell me something good,” I said, and looked
at Alexis. She started to laugh and I shrugged. “What?”

“That stupid costume! I totally forgot you
were wearing it.”

I laughed. “Yeah, it’s hard to remember that
you’re talking to a five-foot-tall bird.”

“Shut up.”

“Seriously, tell me something good.”

Alexis quirked her brow. “How good?”

I sighed. Not that good. “Surprise
me.”

“Okay, Todd asked me to marry him.”

I turned my head so fast that I knocked
Alexis in the eye with my beak. “Shit! Sorry! Oh my God! Are you
serious?”

“Damn it, Keri, watch it with that
thing!”

“Sorry!”

Alexis moved back a little and grinned. She
put her hand into her pocket and then moved it back out, and voila!
There was a ring on her left ring-finger!

I squealed, and then I stood up and grabbed
her hands. We jumped around in the lot like two lunatics.

Then the kids started coming in droves, and
we were all dancing and squealing, and I had the biggest grin on my
face, and nobody could see it underneath the costume.






Five hours later, I was all ready to
celebrate Alexis and Todd’s great news when I walked in to the
house to loud voices. Seth’s and Jack’s.

I smiled as I made my way into the living
room, and stopped dead when I saw Jack holding onto his jaw. “What
the hell?”

I looked at Seth, then back to Jack.
“Cassie,” I said, knowing exactly what was going on. Seth frowned
and then threw his hands up in the air.

“You knew!”

I swallowed, not knowing what to say.
“Mom…”

“Mom knew!” Seth yelled. “Are you guys
kidding me?!”

“I’m sorry, Seth, I thought…” I looked at
Jack. “Why didn’t you talk to him?”

“Oh, and what was I supposed to say. Gee,
bro, I’ve been in love with your girlfriend for some time now, and
oh, by the way, she and I used to hang out.”

“Define hang out,” Seth said under his
breath.

“How do you define it, Seth?” Jack
asked snidely.

“Fuck you, Jack,” Seth said, and then he
looked at me. “And you, I thought you were…”

I shook my head. “Don’t say something you
can’t take back, Seth. What was I supposed to say? Jack’s been
miserable, too.”

“Oh, now you’re taking his side?”

“No, I’m not taking any sides. I think the
situation sucks. Honestly, the only person to blame for all of this
is Cassie.”

Both of my brothers were now giving me dirty
looks, but it was Seth that broke away first. “You’re right.”

I swallowed. “I am?”

“Yeah, she’s right, Jack. Cassie is to blame
for this. She knew…”

“And she knew that going into this whole
thing,” I said, hoping that I was still on Seth’s good list. I
didn’t want to be on anyone’s shit-list any longer.

“Sorry about your jaw,” Seth said and looked
to Jack.

Jack took a deep breath then huffed. “Sorry
about the whole thing.”

I tried not to, but I smiled, and then
brought both of my brothers in for a ridiculous ‘Brady-Bunch style’
hug. “Okay, you guys. We need to talk.”

They both pulled back, and we started
talking about what they could do to help me pull off a
mini-celebration engagement party for my friends.
















***

When Alexis and Todd finally got in from
work, we, my family and I, were all hiding in the kitchen. When the
door opened, I jumped out and flicked the light on, scaring Alexis
to death.

“What the fu…”

My mom cleared her throat, and we all
started laughing.

“Surprise!” I yelled.

Todd started laughing, and looked at Alexis
with that signature deer-caught-in-the-headlights-look.

“You didn’t forget her birthday, Todd,” I
said, and both my brothers laughed.

Todd sighed. “Our anniversary?”

Alexis rolled her eyes. “No, you moron, that
was a few months ago. You bought me the…well you know,” she said,
and for the first time in my life it looked as though Alexis was
embarrassed.

I laughed. “What was that?” I joked.

“Never mind,” both Alexis and Todd answered
at once.

“Happy Engagement party!” I yelled. Mom
started laughing, and the twins came and handed Todd a beer a
piece.

“Nice,” Todd said, and looked at the twins.
“So, you are?”

“Ah, these are my brothers, Seth and Jack.
Seth’s the one with the stubble, and Jack has the bruised jaw. Seth
just punched him.”

Mom’s eyes widened. “What happened?”

I looked at Mom and she, in turn, looked at
Jack. “You didn’t tell him?”

Seth put his hands up once more and shook
his head. “I seriously can’t believe you all kept it from me.”

“What happened?” Mom asked.

Seth sighed. “Cassie told me she couldn’t
get married. I asked her why.”

I looked at Todd and Alexis. “Sorry,” I
said, wincing.

Todd smiled. “It’s life. Look, Keri, I’m
used to divorce and all that. My parents, remember? What I have
with Alexis is… perfect.”

Alexis smiled and grabbed Todd’s hand. “He’s
right, and I couldn’t agree more.” Alexis leaned in and kissed Todd
on the lips.

“When are you two going to get married?” I
asked, feeling happy for them.

“Not for another three years. I promised my
parents that we’d graduate first.”

Todd looked at me and opened his beer. “I
promised mine the same.”

I smiled. “I’m so happy for you guys. I
really think you’re going to make it.”

Alexis grinned and let go of Todd’s hand and
gave me a hug, then whispered in my ear, “And I think you and
Payton will, too.”

I turned my head and whispered into hers.
“We had sex.”

Alexis shot back, her eyes were wide.
“Bedroom, you, me, now!”

Everyone just then looked at us, and I
shrugged. “Girl talk.”

Mom looked at me oddly, but didn’t say
anything. Todd just continued drinking his beer, pretending that
nothing was wrong with the whole picture of him not being
twenty-one and all.






As soon as we got into the bedroom,
Alexis squealed. “Seriously?”

“Yeah,” I said, and nodded. I could feel the
heat invade my skin, and I was embarrassed.

“When?”

“A week ago.”

Alexis’s eyes widened. “You’re
kidding?!”

I shook my head. “Nope. You guys had already
gone inside—it was after we got the posts set.”

“Are you kidding? Damn, Keri, we have the
entire base built already. When were you planning on telling
me?”

“I wasn’t,” I said and winced. “It’s not
that I didn’t want to tell you, I did. It’s just…it wasn’t exactly
something to brag about.”

Alexis laughed. “Oh, honey, I know the first
time sucks, but the next time is way better. And guys, well they
suck the first time, it’s like they just explode, and it’s awkward.
You have to let him give it another go.”

I laughed. If only it were that easy. “We’re
not, uh, seeing each other.”

“I’m not following.”

“Well, it’s just. He has a girlfriend.”

Alexis let that fact roll around in her
brain for a little bit, then she looked as if she’d go and find
Payton herself and bit the crap out of him. “What do you mean he
STILL has a girlfriend.”

I swallowed. It did sound bad. “Well, he was
still dating her when we, you know?”

“Well then he should have broken up with
her, Keri.”

“I know that, and you know that, but he
doesn’t quite know that, and it wasn’t that easy of a situation. It
just sort of happened?”

Keri didn’t look fooled. “Seriously? I can’t
believe you just said that. What did you fall on it?”

I laughed. “No.”

“Then how did he put part a in slot b?”

I snorted and swatted at Alexis. If I didn’t
laugh, I’d cry. “You’re crazy.”

“So are you. How do you feel?”

“I mean, I feel different, I guess.” I
didn’t want to mention that I thought about Payton nearly 24/7 now.
If I’d thought it was bad before, I had another think coming. “I
never knew how much…”

“Yeah, you’re thinking about him constantly
now, aren’t you?”

I nodded. This was the right thing to do, to
talk to Alexis. “I’m so glad you’re here. I really needed to talk
to someone.”

Alexis grabbed my hand and we sat there and
talked. Just talked about boys as if we were two normal girls
having a perfectly normal conversation about boys and the great
loves of our lives. But it wasn’t like that.

I was in love with a guy that had a
girlfriend.

I slept with a guy that already had someone
in his life.

“This sucks,” I said, and really meant it. A
stray tear slipped from the corner of my eye and traveled down my
cheek. “What am I going to do?”

“Do you still love him?”

I nodded. “Of course.”

“Do you want to fight for him?” she asked,
and I was glad that she did. I hadn’t given it much thought over
the last week. I nodded.

“I do.”

“Then we’re going to finish that damn tree
house.”

I smiled at Alexis and leaned in to her and
gave her a hug. We sat there for a few minutes and I thanked God
for her, and for our friendship. We had something special. “Thanks
so much, Alexis. Thanks for coming out here and helping me. Thanks
for making me feel better.”

“You’re going to make me cry,” Alexis said,
and then pulled back. “You’re my best friend, Keri. We’ve got
this.”

I nodded. She was right. We did.

“So, what do we do next?”

“You call him.”

My eyes widened. “I’m not sure that’s the
right move.”

“It is. You need to call him, and Todd and I
will head home.”

“No, you can’t,” I said, panicking. “You
can’t leave yet.”

“Yeah, I can, and I should. You and lover
boy need to work this out, and I’ve given it a lot of thought. You
should be rebuilding that thing together.”

I swallowed. “The fort?”

“Yeah,” she said and nodded. “He’ll say
yes.”

“You think so?”

“I know so,” she said, smiling. “Call him
tonight. Tell him that Todd and I have to go back home, and that
you want to finish what you’ve started. Tell him that you want to
be his friend first. And whatever you do, don’t have sex with
him.”

I laughed. “He’s still got a
girlfriend.”

“Build that fort with him. Show him what
he’s missing.”

“Our friendship, you mean?”

“Yeah, you started out as friends. It all
started there, right? You both building that darned fort?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it did.”

“Full circle, right?”

“You really think it’ll work.”

Alexis sighed. “If it doesn’t, I’ll be on
the first plane back here to get you and bring you home with me.
But I got this feeling, Keri. He wouldn’t have been with you if it
wasn’t something he truly wanted.”

I didn’t think he would either.


Chapter Eight

*Daughters…*

I called Payton
like Alexis told me to. But I waited until she was in bed, and
couldn’t hear the conversation. It was embarrassing, me begging
this guy, the guy that I fell completely in love with, to come help
me rebuild something that we both destroyed.

Pathetic.

The phone rang, and it was after eleven PM.
I sucked.

He answered…groggily. “Yeah?”

“It’s me.”

Silence…

“Payton?”

Payton cleared his throat. “Yeah,
sorry, I’m here.”

“I’m sorry, maybe I should just…”

“No! It’s fine…I’m here. What’s up?”

“Well, it’s just that, well, Alexis and Todd
are going back home,” I blurted out and then, “and I need you to
help me.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, I was thinking that maybe we could
talk?” I tried to be calm, but nothing was working. “Can you do
it?”

“When?”

I took a deep breath and then blew it out.
“I was thinking maybe tomorrow night? Or we could talk now?”

“Do you want me to come over?”

“I do.”

“Um, where?”

I tried to gather up my courage, and I
somewhat had it. “The, uh, you know?”

Payton chuckled softly. “I’ll be there in
twenty minutes.”






Payton

I took a deep breath as I put my cellphone
down. Keri had called me, and wanted to meet.

I closed my eyes and thought of all the
reasons why I shouldn’t leave the house right now. And none of them
stuck. The truth was, I couldn’t wait to get there. I couldn’t wait
to see her.

I got in my truck after a quick shower and
headed to our special spot, parking in the field about five-hundred
yards from my parents’ house. I cut the lights fast, not wanting to
wake my mom and dad for fear that they’d know exactly what I’d been
up to.

When I finally made it to where we’d finally
been together, the visions of Keri’s body clung to my mind like a
lifeline. I could see her skin, her eyes, and feel her mouth
against my own. I put my hand in front of my face and swiped down.
I needed to get a grip.

“Pay, is that you?” I heard Keri ask as I
came out from behind one of the trees.

“Yeah, it’s me.” I walked into her view and
we stood there awkwardly, like two idiot teenagers that just got
caught making out in their parents’ house.

“Hey,” she said, and put her hands together,
and was fidgeting like crazy.

“Hey.”

She took a deep breath and then came to me
and put her arms out, and once again we were up against each other.
She breathed in, and I could feel her heart against my own. God,
I’ve missed her. “I missed you,” I said, and I felt her
tremble.

“I’ve missed you, too.” She pulled back and
looked into my eyes. “How have you been?”

I laughed gruffly. “Not good.”

“Yeah?”

“No, I feel like shit. I…what I did…”

“Don’t, Payton. Honestly, what happened is
over.”

I swallowed. “Is it? I mean, can you even
stand to look at me?”

“I love looking at you,” she admitted,
crying. “You’re my best friend, Payton.”

I could feel my eyes tear up. I shook my
head and blew out a deep breath. “I feel the same.”

“Then what’s going on?” she asked. “What’s
wrong with us?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I feel ashamed of
what happened, but I don’t regret being with you.”

Keri sighed. “Oh, God, me, neither!”

I leaned in and kissed her on the lips and I
put my arms around her once more. “I broke up with Patti. I
couldn’t be with her, not anymore. You were, are, everything
to me. I just didn’t know what to say.”

Keri leaned back in my arms and sniffled. “I
think we need to be friends first,” she said, eliciting a groan
from me. I knew it was immature, but it took us forever to get to
this point, and for us to go from lovers to friends, just sucked
big time.

“You’re serious?”

Keri took a deep breath. “It was Alexis’s
idea. She said we should be friends first, go back to what we were
before all of this got complicated, and if we’re right for each
other we’ll find that again.”

I nodded, wanting to kill Alexis, but the
girl did have a point. “How long?”

Keri rolled her eyes. “However long it
takes,” she answered, and I laughed.

“Can we still kiss?” I asked, as I leaned in
and kissed her first on the nose, and then each cheek. Keri was
just as bad as I was; she leaned in for more.

“Yeah, we can do that,” she said, and I
smiled.

“Good. So, what’s the plan?”

“We rebuild the fort, and then talk about
the rest of it when it’s done.”

“The rest?”

Keri smiled and looked serious. “Life.”

I nodded and felt my throat clog. “I’d like
that very much.”

Keri smiled with unshed tears. “Good.”






Keri

Alexis and Todd didn’t end up leaving; it
was one of Alexis’s ploys to finally get me to stick up for myself
and to grow some as she’d said. It worked. We all still worked at
the Fun Fair, and at night, I built the tree fort, with Payton
only. Alexis and Todd were too busy slurping in different parts of
Texas. I didn’t mind though, I actually liked having them around,
and Payton and I got to have that much-needed time to
ourselves.

We didn’t do it again, and that sucked, but
I think Alexis did have a point for what she suggested, and I
really do think that it worked.

The only problem I had now was Mrs. Taylor,
and Mr. Taylor. Mitch was fine with Payton and me, and he even
apologized for being such a dick early on, but I didn’t blame him.
I’d have been mad, too, if the situation were reversed. I still
hated Cassie for what she’d done to my brothers.

“What are you still doing here?” Mrs. Taylor
asked. She was no longer Shelia; she had made
that clear when she first saw Payton and me working on the fort a
few days ago.

“Just waiting for Payton
to get dressed. We’re going to put up one of the walls today.” I
tried to sound excited, but to be honest, I was terrified. I never
knew how much Mrs. Taylor loved her son until I royally fucked up
his life. She was a mother lion, and I was the evil bitch that
tried to take her baby away.

“Why are you doing this?”
she asked, and I sensed that she wanted to like me, but couldn’t
just yet.

“I love him.”

“For how long this time?”
And just as she said that, I heard Payton come out of the bathroom.
I looked her in the eyes and sighed.

“Til death do us part.” I
don’t know why I said it just then, but I meant it. If I had the
chance someday to marry my best friend, I’d do it in a
heartbeat.

Shelia’s eyes widened and her lip
trembled. I stood still in fear that she may either attack or not
do anything. I wasn’t sure which was worse at this
point.

“You mean
that?”

I nodded. “I do. I feel so bad about
what happened. I will regret that for my whole life. You have to
know that I’d never hurt him on purpose.”

She nodded. “I didn’t think you would,
Keri, but honey, you don’t know what it was like…”

“I know,” I said, and my
face fell. “For the rest of my life I’ll regret
December.”

Just as I spoke, Payton came around
the corner, and I knew that he’d heard me. His eyes were different.
That light that I’d seen before, when he told me he loved me every
five minutes, was back. I gasped, and he kissed me full on the
mouth in front of his mom. I laughed, and he hugged me to his
body.

“You ready?” he
asked.

I nodded, and I looked over and saw
his mom wipe her eyes.

“Yeah, I’m
ready.”

Payton smiled that one-hundred-watt
smile that I loved more than anything, and I took his arm. We
walked out of the house like we owned the world, and to be
completely honest, I felt like I did.


Chapter
Nine

*Rock, Paper,
Scissors…*

I looked at Payton
through the small window that we just finished building on the tree
fort. It was ridiculous, really, building this thing in the same
manner as we’d done before. There was only one thing missing, well
two, actually. My dad, and his. Payton waved and I laughed, blowing
him a kiss.

“What’re you doing in there?” he asked, and
I grinned.

“Thinking about bedrooms,” I said, and
winked.

Payton blew out a breath. “I can’t think of
bedrooms around you. We’re supposed to be friends.”

I laughed and winked back at him. He smiled.
“Are we friends again?”

“Best friends,” he said, repeating the same
mantra he’d spoken for the last twenty years.

“Hey, I was just thinking, maybe we should
do something special when we finally finish this thing,” I said,
thinking that we could totally do it. The floor looked a whole lot
sturdier than the last fort we’d had. Plus, we got rid of the wonky
ladder and added a small staircase. Payton contributed his weekly
checks to the build, too, and this place was looking pretty
sweet.

“Oh yeah?” he said, and he headed up the
steps. I laughed, and ran as far as I could to one of the corners
that was done.

“What are you doing?”

“What are you doing?” Payton asked,
laughing.

“I’m just looking…”

“At what?” he asked, breathless.

“You.”

He grinned. “I’m looking at you, too.”

“Still friends?” I asked. I needed to hear
him repeat it a million times a day, and I needed to repeat it to
myself. Things were finally going well, and I was happy.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I grinned, and then frowned, realizing that
I only had two full weeks of summer vacation until school started
back up.

“What’s wrong?” Payton asked. He backed me
up completely and put his hands on either side of where my head
was. I didn’t want to say anything. I didn’t want to bring him
down.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

“I was just thinking… I only have a few
weeks until school starts back up.” I looked up and watched as
Payton frowned for a second, and then just as fast, it
disappeared.

“Yeah, but we still have two weeks,” he
said, and then pulled me into his arms.

“But I go back,” I said, trying to, for
once, talk about the one thing which neither of us wanted to
mention. The whole ‘elephant in the room’.

“I know,” he said, calmly.

I pulled away. “It doesn’t bother you?” I
felt put off all of a sudden. Why wouldn’t he be bothered by
this?

“Nope.”

I shook my head fast, and waited for him to
explain himself, but he didn’t. He just leaned in and kissed me on
the nose.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Kissing you.”

“No, I know that you’re kissing me, you
idiot, what I want to know is why? And why doesn’t me going
back to school bother you?”

“It just doesn’t anymore,” Payton
replied.

“Why not?”

“Because I know now.”

“Why do you look so smug all of a sudden?” I
asked, and couldn’t help myself I smiled.

“I heard what you said to my mom.”

I looked at him just then, and my smile
grew. “Oh, yeah?”

He nodded. “Yep.”

“And what do you have to say about
that?”

“I guess we’ll have to wait until we finish
this thing,” he said, and gestured to the unfinished tree fort that
surrounded us. “You said we had to finish this thing first and then
we’d talk. So, we’re going to do that.”

I hated when my words were thrown back in my
face. I frowned. “Seriously, you’re going to make me wait?”

Payton chuckled. “Yep.”

“And I can’t change your mind?” I asked, and
then I fiddled with my bra strap. I looked him in the eye and tried
to convey something seductive. I probably ended up looking
constipated.

“Nope.”

“What if we,” I said, and leaned in to
whisper in his ear, “you know, played?”

Payton’s eyes widened and he stepped away
from me. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

I laughed and watched the tips of his ears
go red. “What?”

“You, Keri, you’re killing me.”

I looked down and saw Payton’s very
noticeable erection. “Wow.”

“Don’t you, wow, me, Keri. Stay
away.”

“How much longer?” I asked, teasing him. He
sighed and blew out a deep breath.

“I promised you until we finished this, and
if you want to do it in your parents’ bed, I’ll meet you there as
soon as its finished.”

I laughed at what he’d just said, and he
grinned back at me. “You don’t sound like you’re joking…”

“I’m not.”






Payton

The girl was trying to kill me. Every day,
every crazy day that I’d gotten off of work and headed over to the
fort, I had an erection the size of the Empire State Building. I
was in pain, and rightfully so. The girl was getting to me. I
leaned back in my bed and tried to concentrate on something other
than Keri’s breasts.

Nothing.

All I could see was her beautifully tanned
skin, and her awesome… Shit. There it goes again.

Just then, there was a knock at the
door, followed by a louder one, and then two short.

Keri.

Dear God, give me strength.

I got up from the bed and tried to
tuck my hard-on into the top of my pants. It looked ridiculous, and
there was no hiding it. “Hold on a second,” I yelled from the other
side of the door. When I finally calmed down for a bit, I opened
it.

She was wearing a coat, and it was a
million degrees outside.

“What are
you—?”

Just then, she came in and
pushed me into the room, knocking me right down onto the couch, and
she straddled me. Keri! Keri Richards, my
best friend, the girl that I intended to be with for the rest of my
life was seducing me.

“Keri, you
better…”

“I’m not going to stop
unless you really want me to,” she said, and I found out the reason
why she was wearing the coat.











“Dear lord.” I put my head back. Her lips
were on my neck, and then on my shoulders and went down to my naked
chest.

“Payton, I can’t take it any longer,” Keri
said, and her voice just then was the sexiest thing that I’d ever
heard.

“But you wanted…”

“You, Payton, I want you.”

“But what about the friendship thing?” I
asked, freaking out a bit. I didn’t want to screw this thing up
again. We’d already been there and done that.

“Do you love me?” she asked, and stopped the
kissing. She looked into my eyes and I could see the love that I
gave her reflected back at me.

I nodded. “More than anything.”

“Then I don’t see a problem,” she said,
continuing her seduction. I took short breaths, and could barely
contain myself. She slowly unbuttoned her coat, and my mouth felt
dry.

“You’re so beautiful,” I said, and I meant
it. She was the most gorgeous creature that I’d ever seen. She
smiled.

“You are, too.”

“Are you worried about going back to
school?” I asked. I didn’t want to bring it up, but she’d wanted to
talk about it earlier, and I didn’t want her to be disappointed in
me, or us.

“I wish I was going to school here, but no,
I’m not worried. I’m just…”

“You’re what?” I asked, and she shook her
head. “No, I didn’t come here to talk about this.”

“We need to talk about this. I don’t want to
talk about it either, but I want you to be honest with me. If this
is going to work, we need to both be in this one-hundred
percent.”

“Okay,” Keri said, then took a deep breath.
“I want you to come with me.”

“You’re sure?” I asked, shocking Keri. She
smiled just then, and looked very surprised by my question.

“Does this mean what I think it means?” she
asked.

I nodded. “I never planned on letting you go
again, Keri. Not now, and not for the rest of my life.”

“What about your job?”

“At the car dealership?” Payton asked.

“Yeah, I mean. That, and your dad?”

I’d already talked to my parents about this
numerous times. Ohio wasn’t exactly big city, and there were plenty
of farms—ranches—where I’d be able to work if I needed to work.

“Dad’s okay with it.”

“But, you wanted to run the ranch; how’re
you going to do that from Ohio?”

I laughed, and pulled her body back toward
me and kissed her lips. “There’s two things I can’t live without,
and ranching isn’t one of them.”

“And what’s that?”

“You, and these lips.”

“You say that now, but what about
later?”

“We have the rest of our lives to worry
about later, Keri. And we both know how well we’ve done without one
another.”

There was no truer a statement.

Keri’s smile widened and she kissed me once
again. “You really mean it? You’re coming with me?”

I nodded. “Definitely.”

“And work?”

“I talked to George about this already. He’s
fine with it.”

“And your parents, there not still mad at
me?” Keri asked, anxiously.

“Not anymore.”

“And why is that?” Keri asked.

“What you said to my mom, the whole ‘when
death do us part’ thing. That really go to her.”

“You heard that?”

“You know I did,” I said, and kissed her
once more. She moved slowly up against me and I rocked us back and
forth. My breathing was getting shallow, and I wanted to feel
myself inside of her. I wanted to feel her heat.

She gasped. “I meant it, you know?”

I knew. “I still want to finish the fort,
but instead of talking about school and jobs and everything, I have
something else I want to talk about.” I looked at Keri, and she
smiled at me, and then the talking was over.


Chapter Ten

*Say yes…*

I left Payton’s
house the next morning, and did the whole ‘walk of shame’ thing
back to my mom’s house. I didn’t want to wake him up, and I didn’t
feel like calling Alexis and asking her for a ride back. So,
instead, I opted for walking to the house sans clothing in my
mother’s trench coat. Not the smartest thing in the world.

When I got home; however, Alexis and Todd
were standing in the driveway with their suitcases. I looked from
Alexis to Todd, and then back. “What’s going on?”

“Mom called. She wants us to come see her
before we go back to school, and I told her about the engagement.
She’s excited.”

I grinned. “What about the sleeping
arrangements?”

“Mom said she’d look the other way,” Alexis
said, and then put her arm around Todd. “I can’t believe you just
walked home.”

I laughed, and Todd’s face was red. “Are you
wearing…?” Todd shook his head and then I heard him mutter, “Never
mind.”

I winked at them both and then looked toward
the house. “Is Mom still asleep?”

Alexis nodded. “Yup.”

“I have news,” I said, and looked at the two
of them. “Payton’s moving to Ohio with us in the Fall!”

Alexis grinned and Todd let out a whoop. I
let out a breath and bit my lip. “Do you think it’s going to be
okay? All of us, living together?”

Alexis looked at Todd, and then Todd looked
back at me. “What’s your mom have to say about the whole thing? I
mean, we can get away with it because our parents just don’t care,
but your mom… well, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

“I didn’t really think about it. I mean,
it’s Payton.”

“Have you told your mom about Todd yet?”
Alexis asked. I cringed.

“Yeah, no.”

Todd winced. “Seriously?”

“It never came up.”

“I think it’s time you talked to her about
this whole thing,” Alexis said, and then leaned in toward me. “I’m
happy for you. Payton’s a good guy.”

“Yeah.”

“I like him,” Todd said, “and I don’t like
many people.”

Alexis swatted him on the shoulder. “You
like everyone.”

Todd shrugged.

“So, I guess I’ll take you two to the
airport then?”

Alexis nodded. “Yeah, that would be great. I
was going to call a cab, but since you’re home…”

“I’ll go get some clothes on.”

Just as I said that, Mom came outside with
her eyebrow hitched. “Seriously?”

My ears reddened as Alexis and Todd were in
hysterics.






An hour after dropping off my two
other best friends at the airport, I was back at home and sitting
down in the living room with my mom and brothers. Mom was nervously
fidgeting with her hands again, and I was messing with my shirt
hem. I didn’t want to tell her about Todd, and I sure as hell
wasn’t sure how I’d bring up the whole “me living with Payton
situation”.

“So, what did you want to tell me, Keri?”
Mom asked, and I jumped.

I cleared my throat. “Well, it’s… You know,
Payton…”

“Please, God, don’t tell me you’re
pregnant.”

I looked up at mom and then over to my
brothers. I couldn’t have been more shocked if I tried. I hurriedly
shook my head. “Uh, no. I just…”

“Oh, thank God. Anything you have to tell me
now will pale in comparison.”

Well that’s good. “Well, I just wanted to
tell you that I’ve been living with both Todd and Alexis for the
past year, and Payton’s going to move in with us in the Fall.”
There, I blurted it all out, and Mom was still alive. No
problems.

Mom’s eyes rounded. “What do you mean you’ve
been living with Todd for a year?”

I shrugged. “He had horrible roommates, and
he was a good guy. He stayed a lot anyway, and then he just sort of
moved in.”

“So, you ladies were paying his rent?” Mom
asked.

I shook my head once more. “Todd helped out,
and contributed, but his dorm was already paid. It was a bad
situation. We opted for an apartment this year on campus, and we
are all going to help pay. At least that’s the plan,” I said,
knowing that my mom was the chief financial officer in this
equation, and I couldn’t afford to piss her off anymore.

Mom huffed. “You should have told me a long
time ago.”

“I know, but the year was kind of bad.” I
flinched as I thought of what I’d just said. Yeah it was bad. It
was the worst year of my entire life. Dad, Payton, a million other
things. “Sorry, Mom.”

Mom nodded. “Well, I don’t like the idea of
you living with him before you’re married, if that’s even your
plans, but you’re over eighteen now.”

“Yeah, but you’re…”

“Keri, If I were you I’d shut up,” Seth
commented, and Jack nodded his head in agreement.

“Okay.”

Mom had to laugh at that, and then she put
her hands together once more. “Listen, I have to talk to you guys
about something. It’s not easy for me.”

And here was the other shoe, I could feel
it.

“I met someone,” Mom said, and it couldn’t
have shocked me more.

“What?”

Seth and Jack just sat there, and I felt
sick. Mom looked down, ashamed it seemed.

“I met someone. I didn’t mean for it to
happen, but it did.”

“Who?” I asked, and looked at both Seth and
Jack. They weren’t saying a word. “What’s going on?”

“Jeffrey Walters.”

My eyes couldn’t have gotten any wider.
“Patti’s dad?”

Mom took a deep breath and then let it out
slowly. “Yeah.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

Mom didn’t look like she was kidding.

“But what about Dad?” I asked, and Mom put
her hand up to her head. I felt like a child, and I was, but it
seemed way too soon. Dad hadn’t even been gone a year.

“He’s not coming back, Keri, and I’m… I hate
this. Being alone.”

I looked at Seth and Jack. “Why aren’t you
guys saying anything?”

Mom looked at me and then tried to smile.
“They already know. I told them a few months ago.”

“Wait, you’ve known for a few months and you
haven’t said anything?”

Mom nodded, and I felt sick. What the hell
was happening?

“I didn’t want you to be even more upset.
Things weren’t going all that well with Payton, and then, of
course, he was dating Patti.”

As stupid as it was, the only thing I
couldn’t stop thinking about was what if my mom married Patti’s
dad? We’d be sisters? “Oh, God.”

“Just figured it out, eh?” Seth asked.

“Mom?”

Mom looked at me and shrugged. “Well, how
about you let me off for this one little thing, and I’ll continue
to pay your room and board, even though you lied to me for an
entire year?”

I couldn’t help it, I smirked.

Mom 1. Me 0.






I left after the whole crazy
conversation and family meeting. I walked out to the fort, hoping
to do a few last minute details, and I was happy to see that Payton
was there.

“Yo,” I said as I came up to the steps.

“Uh, Keri, I don’t want you to be mad,”
Payton said, and I could tell that it was something that was going
to piss me off.

“And why is that?”

“Because I’m here,” Patti said as she
descended the stairs.

I huffed as she made her way down and looked
at Payton with my mouth wide-open.

“You can’t get mad,” Payton said. “I’m
completely innocent.”

I quirked my eyebrow, and then looked at
Patti. “And what’s your excuse?”

“I just found out about our parents,” she
said.

“Oh, yeah? So did I.” I looked down at my
feet, and then back up toward my boyfriend and his ex. “So what do
you think?”

Patti shook her head. “Well, I’m pissed. Of
all the people in this town to hook up with and he picks
your mother?”

I wanted to slug Patti in the face even
though I was thinking the exact same thing about her dad. “Watch
it.”

“Don’t act like you weren’t thinking the
same,” she said, and then looked at Payton. “Anyway, I didn’t come
to this stupid fort looking for him, I came here looking for
you.”

“Oh, really?” I asked. This ought to be
good.

“Yeah. I’m tired of all of the dirty looks
and I’m tired of feeling guilty. I’m sorry, okay?”

I couldn’t have been more shocked if I
tried. “What?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to be mad anymore,
and I certainly don’t want this hanging over our heads.”

“I guess I’m confused. Why?”

Patti’s ears reddened.

“What’s going on?”

Payton looked up in exasperation. “You’ll
never believe who Patti has a crush on.”

I looked at Patti, and then toward the
house. “Please tell me you don’t like one of my brothers.”

Patti made a face and then shook her head.
“Hell no. I’m kind of nuts over Mitch.”

I started laughing at the moment, and
realized that nothing else could have possibly ruined Payton and
I’s relationship. All the worries that I’d had, had finally left.
Patti didn’t love him, and he obviously didn’t love her, and he was
coming with me. We were finally going to be together like it was
meant to be.

I nodded. “I’m happy for you, Patti.”

Payton looked relieved that I wasn’t mad at
him. Patti smiled. “Thanks. And who knows, maybe one day we’ll be
sisters?”

***

Payton

Two nights after Patti’s visit and Keri
finding out the whole bombshell about her mom and Patti’s dad, we
were finally able to finish the last part of the fort. I stopped at
the store on the way home from work, and picked up some steaks to
grill and begged Mitch to hook us up with a bottle of celebratory
wine.

When we both finished with what we had to
do, and the steaks were cooking on Keri’s mom’s grill, we sat at
the picnic table on the back deck of Keri’s house and waited for
the food to finish cooking. Tonight was the night.

The fort was finally done.

Keri looked pretty in a cute floral sundress
with her hair hanging down over her shoulders. Her skin was
sun-kissed, and she wore those cute Chuck Taylors that she’d always
worn when we were in high school. I was still wearing my dress
pants from work, but went home and changed into a more casual shirt
and put on some cologne.

“You look nice,” Keri said, grinning at me.
“And you smell good, too.” She leaned in and kissed my neck. I
closed my eyes and then I turned my head so my mouth could meet up
with hers.

Kissing Keri was better than anything that
I’d ever experienced.

“You look beautiful tonight,” I said, and
then touched the side of her head and then moved down to her cheek.
“You’re always so damn beautiful.”

Keri smiled and we both just sat there,
staring at each other.

My heart started thudding hard, and I knew
that I couldn’t wait any longer. I stood up, and took her hand in
mine. I looked past the picnic table where we were sitting and saw
Keri’s mom watching us with a smile on her face. I nodded toward
the grill, and she knew what I was asking her to do.

“Where are we going?” Keri asked,
confused.

“To the fort for a second.”

“But the food,” Keri said, and then looked
back at the grill.

“Your mom’s going to take care of it for
us.”

She scrunched her nose, and looked at me
oddly. “What’s going on?”

“Just come with me. I want to show you
something.”

We walked over to the steps and I went
first, taking her hand in mine and leading her up until we were
both inside. It was finished, and it looked just like the old
place, and nothing like it all the same. It felt different—more
adult.

“We’re done,” I said, and looked at Keri.
She looked confused for a moment, and then smiled at the place
around her.

“Yeah, and it looks great.”

I nodded. “I don’t want to wait any longer
without knowing.”

“What are you talking about?” Keri asked,
and then she gasped as I got down on one knee.

She put her free hand up to her mouth.

“I’ve known you my entire life, Keri Anne,
and I know that there’s no one in this world that I’d rather spend
the rest of my days with. I don’t want to go to Ohio without
knowing where we stand. I know what I want. I want you, and nothing
else in this world matters.

“This past year was a nightmare, but it’s
taught me a few things. You’ve taught me how to laugh, how to love,
how to miss you, how to hate you, how to hate everything, but most
of all, you taught me that it’s okay to make a mistake. You’ve
taught me that it’s okay to cry, that it’s okay to want something
more than anything. Keri, I want you all the time.”

Keri laughed softly just then, and she
sniffled. “I want you all the time, too.”

I grinned. “Please, say yes.”

Keri’s lip trembled, and she nodded. I
pulled out a small black box with a diamond solitaire ring inside.
Keri’s eyes widened when she saw it.

“Oh, Payton.”

“You have to say it.”

“Yes. Infinity and to the moon, yes.”

“Can I get up now?” I asked, and Keri
laughed. I placed the diamond on her finger and then she shook her
head.

“Not if I have anything to do about it.”







Chapter Eleven

*Ohio State…*

Keri

I walked down the
hallway in our small apartment building, and watched as the sun’s
rays swept through the window and shined off my engagement ring. I
smiled, and thought about our last night in the tree fort back
home. I thought about making love to Payton, and to finally
trusting in someone and something with all my heart.

I felt as if my heart would burst from being
so happy.

“What are you smiling for?” Alexis asked as
she caught up with me.

I held up my hand and then looked back at
her. She held up hers, too.

“We’re a pair, aren’t we?” I asked.

Alexis nodded. “Yeah. Are you happy?”

“Undeniably so,” I admitted.

“Good, because I have a feeling that this
semester is going to be a hard one.”

I laughed because there wasn’t anything in
the world that I couldn’t have gone through now. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Have you been in Algebra yet?”

I shook my head. “Not yet, but you forget I
have Payton. He’s a genius at math.”

“What about your job at the library?”

I blew out a breath. “One thing at a time,
right? Payton’s going to come over with me tonight, and then I’m
going to head down to the Student Union with him. He’s looking for
a job, and then if you want, we can meet up for dinner?”

Alexis nodded and then looked back. “Here he
comes now.”

“See ya,” I said, and then looked just as
Payton nudged up beside me.

“I got a job,” he said, and then kissed me
on the nose.

“Already?”

“Yep. I’ll be working at the Horseshoe
Ranch. It’s not far from here. It’s the kind of job I’ve always
wanted.” Payton looked happy, and I was happy for him.

“I’m so proud of you, baby,” I said, and
then pulled back. “What’s wrong?”

“Three years is a long time to wait,” Payton
sighed.

I smiled, and thought we’d waited a long
time to get together. Three years would fly right on by and be here
before we knew it.

“But are you happy?” I asked.

Payton leaned in for a kiss, and grinned.
“How could I not be? In a year’s time I went from being the boy
next door, to the boy that you loved, to—”

“The man I’ll marry?” I interrupted, and
Payton smiled.

“Yeah, that…”

“Yes, well,” I said, smiling, “there’s
nothing wrong with that.”

-The End-





































Did you think the whole thing was over?

Nope…

Click on the invitation below to go to
www.SheWritesRomance.com,
where you will be seated by Mitch Taylor, Seth Richards, or Jack
Richards. Because you are cordially invited…
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About the Author
[image: ]Danielle Lee Zwissler is from a small
town in Ohio, and enjoys reading about cowboys, writing about
cowboys and looking at them. (Do you see a theme here?) She loves
Harry Potter, Sam Smith’s music, and Caramel Macchiato creamer in
her coffee. She has two wonderful children, a sexy husband, two
guinea pigs—Pudding Cup and Flower, a turtle named Lilly and a
minivan filled with books and kid stuff. She loves to hear from
people that actually read her books, and she will be forever
grateful if you mention her books to anyone…

If you’d like a signed
copy of any of her books, please email her at: danielleleezwissler@shewritesromance.com
or you can find her on facebook at:
www.facebook.com/danielleleezwissler
or on twitter: http://www.twitter.com/danielleleezwis
She can also be found signing books around the US
at several different comic cons. All author visits will be posted
on her Amazon page or on her homepage
at:www.shewritesromance.com
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