
        
            
                
            
        

     
 

 



 
 
 
 
Chance encounters are what keep us going.
 
Haruki Murakami
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In a very uncharacteristic attempt at a little revenge, a little vindication, Lily splurges on a first-class plane ticket… using her soon-to-be-ex-husband’s credit card. If he insists that she travel to him, when he’s the one who gave up, the one who cheated, then the least he can do is pay for her to fly in comfort.
But Lily soon learns, the bigger seats and ample leg room aren’t the only things that are better beyond that classing curtain. The company’s more than worth every extra cent.
****
Trevor Kinkade always flies first-class… on his private jet. But the one time he finds himself aboard a commercial flight, he also finds Lily.
Not that he had to look very hard; she’s sitting right beside him.
****
They’re nothing alike, from two very different worlds, except for one huge, perhaps serendipitous, similarity — they’re in the same place, where neither have ever been before, at the same time — because of two, perfectly aligned off-chances.
Or, could it be the chance for both of them to find what they’ve always wanted?
 
**** Originally featured, in part, in Pick Your Pleasure, this is Laid Over- Lily and Trevor’s story- in its entirety, with refurbished scenes, new scenes, and of course… its HEA.****
 
Warning:  Not your typical S.E. Hall book, but I loved writing it, and I hope you love losing yourself in this “what if,” almost-insta, romance.
Clowns sometimes cry, heavy metal bands put out ballads… and S.E. Hall likes to break the mold too!
Relax and Enjoy!
 





“You’re late,” a shriveled-faced flight attendant sneers the obvious at me as I fumble my way onto the plane. “Boarding pass?” She thrusts out an impatient hand, the other on her hip, and foot a-tapping while I dig around for the inconveniently elusive slip of paper.
“Do, uh, you usually ask for those? Because the man inside the airport, who probably would’ve blocked my path should I have tried to sneak my way this far, said-”
“I’m asking now. Do you have one or not?”
Okay, tuck in the dry sarcasm, Lily… kill her with kindness. 
“I’m so, so sorry… but, uh” — frantically, I give myself ten-times the “pat down” as the one served up by Old Man Pervy Hands at security check, which I would’ve thought impossible — “I can’t seem to find it. It’s been that kind of day.” I strive to lighten things up, unsuccessfully
— confirmed by her steadfast, unresting
bitch face. “I’m in First Class; Lily Reyn—, um, Myers. Lily Myers.” 
Well that went swimmingly. Couldn’t have made a bigger, bumbling jackass of myself had I been trying. 
Which I wasn’t. 
Much like I didn’t try, or succeed at, juking my way past security to board a plane for which I didn’t have a pass to do so. 
But… “If at first you don’t succeed” and all…
“Could I maybe sit down, get situated, then look for it again? I promise, it’s here somewhere. They wouldn’t have let me this far if not, right? I just… I need a second to put my bag up and regroup.”
“Fiinnee, go ahead. Preferably sometime today.” Denise, as told to me by her nametag (I highly suspect they simply spelled She-Devil wrong), puts the utmost effort into rolling her eyes. “I won’t allow you to continue inconveniencing all the other passengers.”
Yeahhh… she might have a valid point there. Which is why, albeit a bit strained, I cordially respond, “Thank you,” before quickly maneuvering my way around, and away from, her. 
 “You look like you could use a drink.” A voice of rough satin tickles my ear as I flop down, with all the ungracefulness one would expect from the flustered mess that is me, into my seat.
“I’m not sure adding alcohol’s a real gr…” My words get lost the milli-instant I glance at my neighbor. And, just to make absolutely certain I pack a lifetime’s worth of utter humiliation into this one day, I simply stare. For wayyy too long. Too long to be classified as staring. I have definitely crossed over into gawking territory. 
But, the damage is already done, so as a fire-alarm blush scorches my cheeks and I remain stuck in a temporarily-speechless-state-of-awestruck, I go ahead and gawkity-gawk the hell out of it; like I may never get the chance to gawk again — memorizing every detail of his striking
good looks. “A…a good idea.” I finally stammer out the belated ending.
The single man; he’s not wearing a ring anyway, and there’s no telling blanched-out circle around his finger (telling me it’s hidden in his pocket), confirmed with a quick sneak peek at his left hand, sitting beside me is, bar none, the most handsome human being I’ve ever seen in my life… or dreams. 
Well, suuure. I mean, why wouldn’t he be drop-dead gorgeous… seeing as how I’m on such a roll today?  I’ll bet he’s rich too, and just dying to sweep me off my lil’ ol’ “reeking of subservient desperation” feet. Because that’s exactly
how things happen in real life. Every. Single. Day. Right? 
Wrong. 
Not on any day is that how things happen! 
Except right now, of course. Now… when I’m frazzled, inside and out — an uncoordinatedly walking, nonsensically talking, one-woman shitshow — who also just so happens to currently be reppin’ “the flag” of my favorite tribe of Bushwomen down south. 
Yes, that down south. 
Oh, and I haven’t shaved my legs in at least three days. And since I’m making a list, might as well throw the fact that I’m a little bit “gamey” in the armpit regions from all the running as to not miss my flight on there. End of list, game over… because I refuse to even think about my breath, or my no doubt
mismatched, maybe even inside out, raggedy-ass bra and underwear. 
No perfect chance encounter, no phenomenon, rivaling tales woven since the beginning of time — where I’m the fair maiden, ready in wait — to be had here. 
My tale is a satire, filled with irony; always has been. Which is exactly why my fairy godmother — who, I might add, has a sick sense of humor and I wish like hell I could fire — has placed this glorious man of fables and the big screen beside me. 
The universe’s way of making sure I never forget just how much “living with my head in the clouds” has cost me. 
Sheesh, I get it already; no need to slap me across the damn face with it!
Distracted by all this thinking, I guess I forgot to stop with the gawking, because Mister Seemingly Single and Damn Sure Sexy gives a short, humble chuckle before offering me his hand. “Trevor Kincade. And you are?” 
“Lily. Myers. Nice to meet you.” My cheeks reheat to unhelpfully accentuate the breathiness in my response. “Sorry about my late, and, um, theatrical entrance. I’m a bit out of sorts today.”
He cocks his head and grins, raising handsome to a whole new, heart-stopping level. “And why is that?” he asks, his perfectly straight, white teeth beaming, the modest laugh lines around his aquamarine eyes only complementing their brilliance. 
“Why is what?” Nice. I’m about as savvy at casual flirting as I am at boarding a plane. 
“Why are you ‘out of sorts,’ beautiful Lily?”
Because life screws with me at every turn, and you, dropped directly in my muddled path, are just another suave, gorgeous, twisted reminder of that fact? 
 The deep, depressing thought’s probably
a bit much for a three-hour flight, so I just shake my head, softly sigh, and craft my response. “If…” I stand, thinking it best to finally get around to stowing my bag before Denise checks in and ejects me off the flight, “…we’re going to make conversation, Trevor Kincade, let’s make it about happy, interesting things. Shall we?”
With effortless fluidity, he rises and moves beside me, taking the bag from my hand. “Please, allow me,” he murmurs. “And yes, we shall, Lily. Very interesting things, things already making me quite happy.”

Who knew things were so fancy in first class? Certainly not me. I didn’t pay for the ticket — my last attempt at some sort of consolation was springing for the upgrade on Ethan’s credit card — that the fool had yet to deactivate. So, as I sip on my second flute of champagne — yes, I’d caved — I’m feeling a little buzzed and a little better…but not enough of either to miss the fact that this plane, the one I’d supposedly held up, still hasn’t left the ground. 
“Excuse me, Denise?” I wave my hand in the air, Trevor’s chuckle under his breath not missing my ears.
“Oh, Denise.” My second attempt’s a bubbly-influenced melody.
Here she comes, sashaying down the aisle with a contemptuous glare for me; short-lived though, so she can shoot a sugary smile at Trevor. “What can I help you with?” she asks me, civilly at best, while eyeing Trevor, PG-rated at best.

I dip, duck, and twist like a smartass pretzel, inserting myself into her line of vision, the alcohol bolstering my sass. “Yes, hi, hello, me again. I know you’re a very busy lady and I’ve caused you quite the headache today, but I couldn’t help wondering… why haven’t we taken off yet? Are we waiting on more rogue, dragging-ass passengers such as myself?”
Oh, if sucked-a-lemon looks could kill… Denise would’ve just put my ass six feet under. And here I was, under the misconception my super-duper friendliness had no choice but to be contagious.
“I believe what she’s trying to ask is,” Trevor interjects in a voice of reason, and rich promise, made for bedrooms and balconies, while leaning in to ease the flute-too-many out of my hand, “is something wrong? Any reason you can give us as to the delay, or an idea of when we might be departing?”
Denise’s entire aura immediately shifts, into invitation mode, and she pushes her ample chest forward as she purrs, “Let me go check on that for you, Mister Kincade. I’ll be right back; I won’t keep you waiting.”
Her equally ample ass, clad in a tight skirt, has barely made two full-range swings back down the aisle when my loud scoff escapes. 
“What?” he asks.
Thus far, our chit-chat has been fairly idle — the weather, my lack of versus his vast experience in airline travel, him offering, then ordering, our drinks — but when I look over at him this time and roll my eyes, I decide to let some “real talk” roll right off my tongue. “Why do men do that?” 
“Do what?” He grins… all lopsided and sexy, his eyes dancing in time to his charade.
“Act like they don’t know when a woman is coming on to them? And then play coy, like they don’t know what a woman is asking?” 
“Ah.” He shifts in his seat, turning into me and loosening the light blue tie that mirrors the shade of his eyes. “I see we’ve conquered the initial hurdles and reached the point of real conversation, for which I’m glad. I’m not a patient man.”
“But you make up for it with subtlety?” I smile to soften my sarcasm.
“No, Lily, I don’t. One needn’t make up for something they don’t consider to be a shortcoming. I pride myself on not only my direct approach, but my ability to ascertain what I want, when I want it. You mistook my question before. I wasn’t asking what you found humorous; I, too, was well aware of the attendant’s advance. I was asking what about it you found humorous.”
Something in his rueful stare and the smug curl to his lip has me squirming in my seat and swallowing heavily. “I… uh… I was just…”
“Mocking, in an attempt at self-preservation, as though disgusted with her behavior, rather than the more accurate disappointment in your own lack thereof?”
My jaw literally drops open and I blink rapidly, almost uncontrollably, while searching for a big, strongly worded, philosophical comeback… coming up with only, “I beg your pardon? How dare you speak to me like that. You don’t even know me!”
Even more arrogantly invasive, he slips a finger under my chin to close my jaw for me, then bends his head to fan his next warm words across my lips. “I plan to remedy that very soon, Lily… and you forgot to lie and say I was wrong.”
 





With one eye on my phone, I arrange our accommodations for the night.  From the corner of the other… I watch her internal debate and cute, corresponding expressions as she mulls over every possible meaning and motive behind my words.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” a crew member comes over the speaker — as I knew they would, thus, the arrangements I just confirmed — “we apologize for the delay and any inconvenience, but for your safety, we’re going to have to ask that you all exit the aircraft in an orderly fashion
while we see to a mechanical issue.”
Lily’s head snaps my direction, her stunning jade eyes wide and packed with fright. “M-mechanical issue? That can’t be good.”
I shouldn’t laugh; she’s a novice flier and her fear is unmistakably sincere, but it’s already escaped. “Good? No, probably not. As bad as you’re imagining? Also a no.” I rise, cupping her elbow in prompt for her to do the same. “Come with me, Lily. Everything’s going to be fine. I’ll see to
both it, and your well-being, personally.” 
Eyes in skeptic slants, she conducts a hurried scan, an assessment, before standing to move into the aisle, leaving room for me to join her. Confident I’ve “passed inspection,” I retrieve both our bags from the overhead then motion for her to lead us toward the exit… In an orderly fashion, of course.
“I’m so sorry for the trouble, Mister Kincade. Your wait shouldn’t be long, and rest assured, I’ll be right here to help with anything you need once we’re cleared to welcome you back on board.” The flight attendant, of whom Lily is less than fond, rightly so, gushes as we pass.
“Th-”
“Are you insane?” Lily whirls around, seemingly unaffected by my stopped-short bump into her back — that I don’t correct, savoring the feel of her small, firm frame against mine — and shrieks. “Back on board? This same
plane? Surely
there’s some regulation, or fifty, against that!”
“I’ll check.” My subdued tone belies my amusement, and fails to come anywhere close to balancing out Lily’s hysterics. “I’ll check on all fifty, just as soon as we get settled.”
“No need to check anything,” she grumbles. “There’s no way in hell I’m setting so much as a pinky toe back on a plane they just announced is having mechanical issues. You must be outside of your damn mind.”
“All right, then. Since we’re clearly not getting back on this plane, perhaps we should hurry… to book a ticket on one that we are?” Again, it takes enormous will to speak without laughter. 
“You
can do whatever you want. Don’t worry about me.” She heaves, yet doesn’t skirt away from my touch, my hand fanned across the tiny dip in her back… just above her round, perky ass, as we walk up the tunnel. “Call me crazy, but don’t you think they should be a tad more specific as to what, exactly, ‘a mechanical issue’ entails?” 
Not foolish enough to interrupt a woman on a tear, I let go my grin… but hold my tongue, maintaining the gentle pressure that’s steering her forward. 
“There’s no such thing as too much information, you know, when in reference to large aircraft! A bike? No biggie. Worst-case scenario is what, a flat tire? Broken handlebar? A chain-coming-loose brush with death? But an airplane? Are we talkin’ the bulb for one of the warning lights burned out? One of the freakin’ wings may or may not have a screw loose and could fall off? Or is the grave technicality the fact that the seatbelt in Row B, seat four is stuck? Jesus!” She shakes her head while catching up to her breath, having worked herself up into an adorably sexy tizzy — all the while, still connected to the guide of my hand.
Once we’re back inside the airport, I escort her over to an empty seat in the waiting area and, perhaps too high-handedly, help her sit down. “Do you mind watching our bags while I see to a few things?”
“What? Yes, I mind! Believe it or not, I have a few things of my own to see to. I’ve got
to be on the very next flight or I’ll miss my di—, uh, appointment.” She starts to get up, stopped by my hands on her shoulders. 
“Lily, there won’t be any more flights heading out tonight. Not on TransWorld, anyway; I checked. The flight crew that’s here hits allowed hours worked in about—” I check my watch— “forty-five minutes. There’s no way they’ll be able to get a fresh, full crew here before morning. I’m afraid, my impatient little bird, your
wings have been clipped until tomorrow. Now, stay here with our things while I get the rest of our evening sorted.”
“But, wait, wh—” she’s sputtering as I walk away.

“Finally! Where the heck have you been? Outside, trying to fix the plane yourself?” She pops up onto her feet, ready to scurry off… stopped short of her plans once more.  “Let go.” Her angry purr is joined by a glare aimed at her hand, which is trapped in mine. “Seriously, Trevor. I’ve got to try
and book a flight, or at least get on the stand-by list.”
“There is no stand-by list, and the first flight tomorrow is already booked. For both of us.”
“How’d you book a flight for me? Why’d you book a flight for me? No, never mind, doesn’t matter. I can’t wait until tomorrow.” Ripping her hand from mine, she bolts for the counter… while I take a seat, lean back, and prepare to enjoy the show. “Ma’am?” I hear her politely whine, once she’s flitted her way around the long line of people… that she’s too frazzled to even realize are standing there. 
As I watch, I replay every word she’s spoken since meeting her in my head, and come to my own realization. Her actions, most of them crowded by nerves, and the multiple, sudden shifts in her tone, mood… aren’t those of impatience, annoyance or cantankerousness. No, there’s something much bigger at play… eating at her… overshadowing the real Lily. 
I rise and walk fast, pulling her away from the counter, and the front of the line she didn’t wait in.  “Sweetheart, not only did you just cut
in front of all those people, but you seem a bit… unhinged. Talk to me; tell me what you aren’t.”
“Aren’t what?”
“Aren’t telling me.” I chuckle. 
“You and that sophisticated tongue of yours.” She rolls her eyes, and I imagine making them roll back in her head… using this sophisticated tongue of mine. “Wears me out. Thanks for all you’ve done, or tried to do, really, but I’m staying in this airport until I figure something out. I can’t wait until tomorrow, Trevor. So please, go about your night.”
“You have no choice but to wait until tomorrow, Lily. That’s not going to change; regardless of whether you choose, stubbornly so, to sleep here, stretched across a row of hard, uncomfortable chairs, or in the hotel room I’ve arranged. Please, take a deep breath and try to see reason. The earliest flight is at seven in the morning, and I swear to you, we’ll be on it.”  
“It’s a two-hour flight, Trevor!” She settles between a whisper and screech, her beautiful body trembling, green eyes glossing over with a sheen of defeat. “Even if we leave right on time, that puts wheels on the ground at nine-thirty. Then there’s the whole roll as slowly as possible to the gate thingy, and then we wait for everyone to, again, as slowly as possible, get their kids, crap and out of my way, run to baggage claim by maybe
ten, only to wait some more for my bag to finally appear — ‘cause we both know it’ll be the last damn one thrown on the cart. And to round out the slow-motion circus, and only if I’m extremely lucky, I find a cab within another half hour.” Thankfully, she pauses long enough to drag in air, patting down her hair… somewhat askew with all the wild head-shaking and quite animated gesturing. 
And then she’s back at it. 
“Yeahhh, that’s not gonna work for me. If I’m not at th… where I need to be, by nine o’clock tomorrow morning… everything”— she’s shaking, gulping in more oxygen— “is over. Done. And I lose everything. Again.” 
It undoes me, seeing her beyond
distraught, so it’s without thought, particularly unmindful of boundaries, that I haul her against me and whisper upon her soft hair. “Lily, where is where you need to be, and what will be even worse? Let me help you, sweet girl. I’m quite capable of… making things happen. Tell me what it is you need, and I’ll make it so.” 
She eyes her bag, and I sense her panic rising, approaching an overwhelming level.  “I’ll just drive.  It’s what, six hours?  I can do that,” she spouts, though doing her best to hide reality. She’s scared.
I’m somewhat “scared” myself — that I won’t be able to insert a modicum of rationale in my response. “You’re going to drive through the night?” I jeer, not ask. “Six hours?  While you’re upset? That’s your plan?”  I manage to cage my scoff, but not my growl. “No.”
“No?” she parrots, hedging for affronted… accomplishing intrigued.
I slowly shake my head.
“No?”
I repeat the motion. 
I’ve had eyes on her from the moment she stumbled onto the plane, and has continued to bobble, obviously also aboard an emotional roller-coaster, her way through the day. As long as there’s a beat to my heart, this woman is not navigating anywhere solo. Especially in the dark, route unknown, no closer to “settled” two flutes of champagne later. 
Not happening. 
“Well then, Mister Kincade, you’ve got another thing coming. I admit, the bossy man thing’s pretty hot, when it doesn’t include you telling me what I can and can’t do!”  
“Lily,” my unavoidable laugh joins, “that’s what ‘bossy’ means, beautiful. And ‘man’ means that over my cold, dead body are you driving six hours, alone, at night, While. You’re. Upset!” 
Done arguing, I grab our bags, and her hand… then drag the lot toward the exit.
 “Trevor,” she hisses, digging in her heels to slow us down, which I ignore.  “Trevor.”  And still, I simply tighten my hold on her hand and quicken our steps. “Trevor!” 
Now
I stop dead in my tracks and whirl around to face her.
“What?” I ask, louder than is gentlemanly. When she doesn’t respond, her tiny mouth agape and green eyes wide, I take a moment to assess… then grin, surprisingly amused to realize that here I, Trevor Kincade, am — having a somewhat boisterous, wholly enlivening, argument with a gorgeous, all-but stranger in public. Just as quickly reaffirming my grim expression, I say, “You get my attention and fall silent? All right, then, allow me. What, Lily, could possibly warrant you hopping into a rental car at this hour?  What plans can’t be rescheduled until later in the day tomorrow? And what will then be even worse? I can find out, you know. Very close to anything, about anyone, at any time. But I’d much rather you tell me yourself.”
“You can find things out? Private things? About people you hardly know?”
I give an easy nod, and easier smirk. 
“You’re an ass. Sitting beside each other on a flight, well, what was supposed to be a flight, does not make us pals!  Not sure why it matters to you so much, but I’m positive it’s none of your business. By the way, the bossy thing only works, marginally, when you’re being sexy bossy, not nosy bossy. Thought you should know. And with that, this is where I say goodbye, adieu, nice to meet you…” She reaches for her bag, only to try again, as I hold it up and away.  “Are you kidding me?”
“Far from it.”  I close the gap, and her mouth, with a gentle finger under her chin. “You’re in a strange town, it’s dark outside, and I’ve made myself clear. You will not be driving anywhere this evening. I can’t, in good conscience, let you leave, Lily. It’s just not in me; not the kind of man I am. But, again, if you tell me what’s so urgent, I will help.”
She fidgets from foot to foot and bites the corner of her lip. Simple, quite common in fact… yet it intrigues me in ways I may never fully comprehend. “It’s personal,” she mumbles.
“What isn’t?  Tell. Me.”
“Oh, my God, Trevor, no! I realize you probably don’t get told ‘no’ very often, but surprise! I’m telling you, no, and I mean it.”  
“Stubborn.” I grind my teeth and move closer. “Mouthy.” I weave my fingers through the hair at her temple, brushing it away from her neck. “Mysterious.” I dip my head to nuzzle said neck, inhaling her innocent essence. “Not a thing I don’t like, sweet Lily. If you trust me, I. Will. Fix. It.”
 Unable to resist, she leans, just slightly, into me and answers in a breathy whisper. “I have to be in court.” 
“I can work with that.” I grin against her soft skin, pebbled with goose bumps. “Any court will allow rescheduling if you have a valid excuse, and though I’m neither an attorney or judge, I believe being stranded by a delayed flight is indeed a valid excuse.”
“Not for this.” As I’m starting to suspect is habit, she frantically shakes that head of hers.
“Unless I’m dead, which, I’m obviously not, he’ll pitch a fit to proceed. And he’ll win. He always does. So, I have to make it on time. Plus, I really want to get it over with, before I lose my nerve.”
With a clenched jaw and a dangerous haze of red clouding my vision, I grate, “Who. Is. He?”
She sighs, and I feel the shift — she’s readying herself to surrender, to trust me with her burden. A labored breath later, she squeezes her eyes shut and lets it all come tumbling out, fast and borderline incoherent. “He is Ethan; my soon-to-be ex-husband. The final hearing on my divorce is in the morning, and if I’m not there, Ethan will make sure I lose everything. Every damn thing I’ve worked for my whole life. My savings, car… home! I fixed it up! The hovel, as he called it, is now the prettiest little house on the block, worth three times what we paid. I painted, converted the basement, turned the yard into a work of art. I even watched a TV show and taught myself how to build the cute little fence around the front! He couldn’t tell you what color the mailbox is! He only wants it because he knows how much it means to me; so that I can’t have it!”
“You’re married?” My head tilts itself.
“Well… typically, in all fifty states, in order to get divorced, you need to have been married first, yes.” I’m grateful for her sarcastic smile, staving off the tears, glistening with their approach. “So yes, technically, I’m married… but only by legal definition. Any of the words, gestures, and promises I’d use to define ‘marriage’ ceased to exist in our… arrangement… a long time ago.”
“What happened?”
“Trevor,” she groans, “I just told you way more intel than intended, which I’m blaming on panic-induced delirium. What more could you possibly want? A PowerPoint? With all the reasons I finally filed in a color-coded list?” 
“Now you’re just being ridiculous; you have no laptop with which to create a visual presentation… so, you’ll have to make do verbally,” I reply in my best attempt at dry humor, hoping to dissuade her from shutting me out again no sooner than I got her talking. 
“Awful lot of discussing me, and none the wiser about you, Trevor Kincade. If that’s even your real name. Let me guess; FBI? CIA? Yeah…” Her mouth twists with amusement. “I can see it; either that, or the guy they send in to berate people to damn death until they talk? Oh, my God, I’ve got it! The IRS! That’s it; I’m right, aren’t I?”
I laugh, entirely, not something I do often. “No. To all three.” She rolls her hand, urging me to continue. “I…” I rub my jaw. “The short answer? I make money; a nice amount of it. Far more than I spend.”
“You don’t have to be so specific.” Her faint giggle’s true volume lay within her expression.
“Oh, Lily.” I chuckle once more. “You are a delight. An uncensored, motiveless delight.” 
Further solidifying that fact, she curtsies. Precious.
“Getting back on course, sweetheart; you were saying? Before the bit about the FBI.”
“So much for hoping you forgot.” She sighs, her shoulders and spirit sagging. “Ethan must’ve thought he heard me say, somewhere in our vows, that is was okay to acquaint himself with anyone in a skirt, or dress. Yoga pants. Easily removed jeans. Booty shorts. Any shorts.” 
“I think I’ve got it.”
“Meanwhile, I was busy finishing my master’s, keeping our home pristine, his dinners hot and on the table right when he walked through the door, and doing all the bookkeeping for his business, while also always making time to acquaint myself with only him! I own shirts, and dresses, and… I’m actually quite fond of yoga pants! Didn’t matter. One day, I clicked the wrong folder on his home computer, you know, to do his bookkeeping for him… and something made me pause, take a gander. He was paying rent on a plush condo for his favorite acquaintance”— she pauses to breathe, and squelch a sob— “with our money. Anyway, now he’s claiming I didn’t bring anything to the marriage, so I should leave with nothing. That’s why I have to be there. To defend myself. If not, he’ll win again, and along with my trust, dignity, and years of wasted time, he’ll get my home and every last penny too.”
Needing to process, plan, plot — either this Ethan’s death and/or irreversible maiming, a real toss-up — I remain silent a few minutes too long, only causing her more anxiety, I realize, upon hearing the tremor that founds her next whisper.  
“Now you know, and I feel like a fool all over again. It was nice meeting you, Trevor. The ending? Eh, not so much, but I’ll live. And, I really do have to go.”
“You most certainly do,” I bite, though not at her, and pull out my cell to angrily punch ‘Call’ to summon Maxwell.  
 





“Um… okay, no. This isn’t happening. Nope. Not kidding, and not happening,” I redundantly stammer, trying to tug my hand from his overbearing, presumptuous — which would really piss me off if it didn’t also feel safe — grip. “Trevor, I’ve almost convinced myself you’re just headstrong, so rich you’re used to getting your way, and a non-homicidal sexy man, but even so…” I take one slow step back. “This? This is too much. I’m drawing the line; right here, right now.” I swipe the tip of my shoe across the sidewalk, drawing that line, an imaginary yet crucial barrier. “Do. Not. Cross it. Please.”
Faintly, yet booming of condescension, he laughs. “Lily, this is the only way, the only avenue, you have of possibly making it to court on time tomorrow. And you’re correct, I am indeed a non-homicidal… sexy man.” He caught that… and he liked it, judging by the pride shining in his smirk. “As is Maxwell. Non-homicidal, that is. Now, come…” He holds out a hand. “Let me introduce you, and we’ll be on our way.”
I shake my head and take another step backward.
“Lily.” It’s a deep, should-be-scary-instead-of-anything-but growl, his hand now reaching. “Sweetheart, you don’t have time for this. I realize” — his tone and dark eyes soften as he closes in on me— “that it’s probably a bit frightening. And you’re right again, it is definitely a risk, getting in a car with a man you’ve only just met.” 
He’s close enough now to touch me — which he does — the same large, capable-looking hand I’ve been keeping an eye on slowly rising to caress my cheek. “But I am no threat to you. In fact, things are quite the opposite, and I’ve employed Maxwell as my driver, without incident, for nearly a decade. You’re safe, Lily. I give you my word. Let me help you, get you where you need to be. Perhaps even join you. To ensure things go as they should.”
I glance to Maxwell, standing silent and patiently at the awaiting open rear door — proper little hat, nice suit, kind eyes — and exhale through my internal debate.
“Lily,” Trevor softly murmurs, finally claiming my hand. “If I’m to bring harm to anyone in the near future, it won’t be you.” As ominous as they are obvious, his words send a flattened chill up my spine. He’s alluding to Ethan, a stranger, in my honor… also all but a stranger.
And suddenly, I can’t think of a single reason I wouldn’t go with him. There’s nothing enigmatic about him; Trevor Kincade proudly boasts all he is, has, and is capable of… he also happens to be the most tempting mystery I’ve ever met. And with my surrender to his lead… I’ve succumbed.
He lifts my shaky hand to his mouth, dotting it with several quick, soft kisses. “As much as I love the feel of any small, dainty part of you trembling for me, there’s no need for it, Lily. You. Are. Safe.” His eyes search mine in acceptance, and brighten in color when they find it. “Maxwell, our bags, please,” he orders, then helps me into the car.
As he walks around to the other side, I hurry to gather my breath, and wits, failing on both counts.
“Go ahead and get comfortable. Might not be a bad idea to try for some sleep too; you want to be clear-headed for court. Before you do any of that, though, call and let your attorney know you will be there.” He rattles off my list of instructions the second he’s climbed inside.
“I don’t have an attorney, and I’m plenty comfortable, thank you. I’ll catch up on my sleep when it’s all over.” With my tapered reply, I politely stop short of complete honesty, which would include: ‘Comfy would be kicking off my shoes, but with my nerves what they are, I’m terrified my feet smell. And these hose are smothering me; too bad I’ve been lax about shaving my legs. Also, I might snore, and/or drool; not chancing you catching me doing either. So, sitting up straight, wide awake, the entire ride, it’s gonna have to be.’
“What do you mean, ‘you don’t have an attorney’?” His octave bottoms out. “For God’s sake, Lily, no wonder you fear being taken to the cleaner’s; you will be! Why don’t you have representation? That’s plain ignorant, which you aren’t, so explain.” I open my mouth to tell him off, immediately rebutted by his long finger over my lips. “Hold that thought.” He’s sternly polite, then pushes a button to raise a blacked-out partition between us and our driver, the once “roomy” back seat area now feeling… intimate.
Oh, how I wish the word that just effortlessly came to my mind would’ve been claustrophobic. 
Or scary. 
But, it was intimate. No denying it either… my racing heartbeat, suddenly parched mouth, and the exhilarated tingle between my thighs eliminating any chance at convincing myself otherwise.
Or Trevor. His coy smirk very informative… of the fact that he’s well-informed.
“Now then.” He moves closer, laying one arm across the leather behind my head. “We’re alone, total privacy, and I need you to tell me everything. I can’t best help you if not, sweetheart. Start with… why are you without an attorney?”
In this setting, light, proximity… nuances I’d missed before currently captivate me. For instance, his eyes, which I already knew were a deep, dark brown, I now know hold a thin, so faint I feel privileged to discover it, silver ring around the pupils. 
Silver. 
How unique is that? 
His bottom lip, naturally fuller than the top, as is the case with most any pair, has two tiny dents in it — my guess from his teeth… digging in when he’s angry? Stressed? In deep thought? And the long, inky eyelashes that brush his skin when he blinks? Again, another of his fascinating secrets he hides right out in the open.
Perhaps waiting for someone to take the time to learn of it?
Trevor Kincade is more than handsome; he’s masterfully constructed. Beautiful, even. One just has to maneuver their way past the clean, manly scent; firm, broad physique hugged in designer clothing, and disarming charm to pay it due admiration.
“Lily,” my name on his lips recaptures my lost attention.
“Hmm?”
“Why don’t you have a lawyer, my sweet?”
His sweet? 
I’ll bet that wouldn’t be a bad gig… one I’d enjoy very much, in fact.
Crazy. Absolutely crazy thought, Lily. Knock it off.
“A lawyer costs money; the kind of money I don’t have. And what I do have, I need for more important things,” I mumble, having already forgotten my own chastisement and moved onto cataloguing the acute angle of his jaw and hint of dark stubble beginning to emerge there. “You’ll need a shave soon,” I snicker, then wince, because spontaneous outbursts are wince-worthy.
Eyes staying on mine, alight with something positively bewitching, he raises a hand and lands one sharp knuckle rap on the partition… which immediately lowers. “Sir?”
“Some place nice, close by and not out of the way, Maxwell. Lily and I wish to freshen up before our meeting.”
“Yes, sir.” And with that, we’re again left to our privacy.
“But, we—”
“Have time,” he hums low. “Enough to grab a quick shower, change clothes, and get you fed. Then back on the road.”
“But—”
A single finger, possessing the power of a thousand hands, tilts my chin, aligning my lips with the pair tempting them. “It’s happening, Lily. In that order. And no,” he says, chuckling, “scrunching up your nose while scowling won’t deter me. But please, do keep trying; I find it rather adorable.”

One pit-stop at the cutest little bed-and-breakfast later — the owners, Ed and Louise, all too happy to accommodate a couple of middle-of-the-night, no-reservations pop-ins — I’m fed, showered, sporting shaven legs… and dreading having to shed this warm, fluffy robe to put my old outfit on again.
Or…
Um…
Maybe not?
“Trevor?” I call toward the connecting door between our rooms, certain he’s waiting right on the other side.
“I had Louise bring it up. No, I didn’t enter your room,” he answers my unasked question. 
Well, the first one anyway.
“All right,” my reply, and suspicion, hang, “but, why? I can’t show up to court in pajamas, let alone pajamas that probably cost more than my car payment! Wouldn’t fare well for my case; the one where I’m claiming I need the money.”  
I so wish I could, though — the short, silk nightie, in a gorgeous, delicate shade of pink, and matching overlay, look heavenly.
“Such. A. Waste. A crime, in fact.” I hear his angry murmur, that I suspect was meant for only himself. “Are you dressed?” This is asked in purposeful volume.
“No. I’m standing here, in the softest robe I’ve ever wanted to steal, wondering…” 
The door crashes open and a freshly bathed, clean shaven, scowling Trevor Kincade is stalking toward me before I have time to decide how I feel… about his easily gained access inside my room… among other things.
“Did he ever once take care of you?” I don’t ask who he means, or why he wants to know, and simply, honestly, shake my head from side-to-side. “Fucking moron. He deserves to lose you, and everything else he’s got coming to him.”
“Um, thank you?” It’s all I can think to say, a bit thrown by the beautiful, overbearing man standing mere inches from my body, naked and ignited beneath this robe.
After a long, hefty exhale and a hand running backward through his damp hair, he lifts his eyes to meet mine. “You, you deserve silk, Lily. Soft, like your heart. Pink, like your plush, bee-stung lips. Put it on.” He takes one step in, and I nod. “Good, glad we got that settled. I want you comfortable while we travel. When we arrive, and it’s time to change… you’ll change.”
“Trevor?” My chin, nerves, and resistance all shake in cadence with the word.
“Ask,” he husks, his slow-growing grin tickling my mouth.
“Why?” I hope he understands, and answers, the many layers I left unexpressed.
He does.
“I’m not exactly sure, yet, but I’ve found that my first instinct is almost always the correct one. And of you, I am certain; I could shower you in the finest of everything and it wouldn’t ever come close to measuring up to what you have, and are dying to freely give, selflessly, endlessly, to the luckiest of bastards. The one, who will come along, lucky in that he’s wise enough to get out of his own way long enough to recognize it. You. And cherish it.”
That was the most amazing thing anyone’s ever said to me, will ever say to me, but it came with a sting I know I’ll feel forever — a ridiculous burn of premature proportions — because he just made it amply clear that there’s zero chance that “lucky bastard” will be him. 
Why the hell not? And why does that hurt so bad, so early in knowing him? 
And again… why the hell not him?
“I don’t understand.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to,” he forces a curt, humorless laugh. “More proof of your flawless soul. The likes of you could never make sense of the likes of me, sweet Lily. Get dressed. I’ll wait for you in the hallway.”
 





She’s a vision, a rare treasure who knows not her value. A value which cannot be measured. A value which makes her invaluable. 
And I… I am a bastard; a selfish, self-loathing masochist, who cannot help himself. 
I do want her to be comfortable, gathering peace as we travel, but the pink silk? That’s for me. A temptation crafted for no other purpose than to torture myself. A beautifully wrapped package I will never be worthy of opening.
“Lily, don’t be afraid, darling girl. Lie down, close your eyes. Rest. No harm will come to you, in any way. I am, if nothing else, able to control myself.”
“I get it,” she snipes, as though offended, “loud and clear. No need to keep reminding me.”
“I don’t—”
“Understand? Same. How’s it feel? Not too good, right?”
Body language speaking loudest, she shrinks into her ensemble: arms crossed in front of chest, shoulders slumped, curled up in a defensive, protective little ball. “Don’t take this the wrong way…” Her wild eyes seek and snare mine. “Or do, I’m gonna say it regardless, since it’s driving me crazy! I am well aware of my shortcomings, Trevor Kincade. But, for your information, I’ve picked up on a few of yours too, mister. So… so…”
I consider myself an intelligent man, which is why I fake my pondering — via rubbing a hand over my mouth and chin, in hopes of hiding my grin — while she authentically continues her own. Confirmation of my amused fascination would only work her up even more. And though I do so enjoy it, my goal in helping her relax before her upcoming battle is foremost, and genuine.
“I mean, really, who cruises down the road dressed in lingerie, Trevor? Subtle, very subtle. I put it on anyway though, happily, because it, you… you made me feel… pretty,” she admits. “And, not that it’s an option, ‘cause it’s so not, but, well… why the hell don’t you want it to be an option?”
“Remind me, please,” I manage without laughing, “when, exactly, I said anything of the sort.”
“Please.” She makes an unladylike, but cute nevertheless, sound of sarcastic disbelief. “It’s too late now. The window for patronization has closed. I appreciate the ride, shower, meal. I even appreciate this feels-like-melted-butter nightgown my silly ass has on, but none of that makes you any better than me. Richer? Yes. More… resourceful? Yes to that too. But not better. And, if you thought differently, why even bother?”
She’s had her say; released frustrations, most of which I suspect stem from her fear of the quickly approaching destination, but now it’s my turn. I move too fast for her to cower from, or stop me, sharing half her seat, and all her space. “I’ve not once thought, let alone said, that I think I’m better than you. In fact, had you understood what I told you before, you’d know it’s the exact opposite. And as for wanting you? Lily, you’re not a dumb woman, so don’t speak to the contrary. Of course I want you. How could I not? But, like you said, it isn’t an option. It’d be rather foolish of me to think I can change your mind, and more than rude to try… especially under the circumstances.”
Her head shakes once, sharp and fast, apparently doing the trick to clear it since she looks, rather than glares, into my eyes and merely breathes her realization. “You weren’t backhandedly insulting me. You really are a refined gentleman.”
It wasn’t a question, but I respond anyway, because it also wasn’t correct. “You met me only just today, and technically you’re a married woman. Lily, everything about you screams of the indisputable fact that those two things, among many others, would prevent you from ever allowing yourself to be fucked in the back of a car. And able to hear those screams, I would never try to persuade you otherwise. Which, ironically, answers your other big, repetitive question, why. That. Is. Why.”
The innocent confusion swimming in her doe eyes would undo a worthier man. So sweet, she is… I reach up to caress her cheek. “Any time you spend worrying over your worth or allure is wasted. From the moment you enter anyone’s line of sight, you’ve got them. Intrigued. Longing. Spellbound. Without knowing, or without any effort. I’m flattered, even more so shocked,” I continue, chuckling, “to hear that you’d want me to want you. Which, again, I do. Very much.”
Restraint pushed beyond its limits, I firm my hold on her cheek and cover her lips with mine. Savoring, swallowing her tiny gasp, and taking more. More of her unique flavor, her lazy-but-eager tongue, and shallow breaths. “Lily,” I murmur when I lean away, “that’s all for now, sweetheart. I couldn’t help myself, but now, I really must help myself. Resist. Open your eyes for me.”
A begrudged effort, she slowly complies, showing to me a revived spirit, a hope within her — the romantic she’d forgotten she’s always been suddenly reawakened — and guilt instantly consumes me.
God, but I’m the most selfish of bastards.
“Our journey’s set to end soon, once we’ve made sure you receive justice in court. But, I’ll leave you with all my information… should you ever find yourself in the mood to join me for another adventure.”
“You’d want to see me again?” she asks, before taming the whimsy in her voice, spearing me deeper… a reminder that what I say next must be done so clearly.
“I would love to.” I tuck a soft, golden strand behind her ear. “I could take you away for a weekend, anywhere you want, just the two of us. I’m confident we’d have a very good time.” I smile, pleased with the results — concise, polite clarity.
“Weekend getaways, huh? Kinda like… extended booty calls, when I’m in the mood?”
“Yes.” I laugh. “Something along those lines.”
“Such a shame,” she tsks the same phrase I’d used earlier. “Divine, sexy, debonair words, tongue, and aura… all nothing more than a polished disguise for the cold, untouchable cynic underneath. You wax on and on about my virtue, then propose booty calls? Unbelievable. And out of the question.”
“Lily, please don’t be hurt, or internalize it. I didn’t say ‘booty call.’ Not only because I would never use such crude… slang, but because that’s not what I was suggesting. Not exactly. I truly enjoy spending time with you, and thrill in every new thing I learn about you. But yes, due to my schedule, and… predilections… our rendezvous will be only that. Notice, however, that I meant rendezvous in the plural,” I say with a smile. “I’d like to spend many a weekend in your company.”
Her chin juts up, chest out, and eyes take blaze with an oddly smug confidence. “You’re lying.”
“About?”
“All of it. The persona you emit, a fake, that you have to constantly work to achieve. The whole cool-and-uncaring thing when you’re anything but. And certainly, perhaps most of all, the easily obtained detachment. You’re barely able to fool yourself, and not fooling me a damn bit. You. Are. Lying.”
Left to right, I shake my head and offer a smile that I pray reads as kind. “I assure you, I’m not. You’re different, that I freely confess; but not that different. And Lily, please, don’t consider this a challenge. If you do, you’ll only end up feeling hurt, foolish and used when—”
“When what? Another seemingly virtuous, innocent, pliable woman sits down beside you?”
“Oh, but you are full of enticing surprises, aren’t you?” I laugh, taking a moment to absorb every beautiful, genuine, ornery, clever thing about her. “Lily, hear me. I am too old, and of no desire, to change. I am also, however, finding myself more than a bit mesmerized by you. So, if you call, I will answer. Consider that, please, before you do.  If you do.”
She pops a shoulder and disarms me with a brilliant, sure smile. “Guess we’ll see.”
 





And so, what somehow — too quickly not to be thought odd, yet too distinct to be dismissed as strange — became our shared journey, continues, but now in an uncomfortable silence, made even more suffocatingly stiff for me when Trevor decides to get comfortable, freeing the top several buttons of his dress shirt and rolling the sleeves up to his elbows. The maneuvering not only sends a waft of his crisp, manly scent over to assault my senses, but the few peeks I steal from the corner of my eye confirm that a “casual” Trevor Kincade is as sexy a sight as one can dare dream to ever behold.
And with the confirmation comes a ring of ridicule in my head… only a fool would deny themselves the chance at time spent with him, no matter the “label,” terms or ticking clock, Lily.
True, oh so true, but, as proven by my current desperate destination to which we race, I’m nothing if not a fool. And I refuse to change that, or let it become an aspect of myself for which I’m ashamed; because I’m not. Quite the opposite; I’m proud of who I am — a “silly-heart,” as my father’s always coined me, always smiling  as he says it.
When I walk out of that courtroom tomorrow, hurt, betrayed, and tried to be made a fool by a man I loved freely, without forethought, caution, sense or reason — foolishly — I will do so with my head held high. The same Lily who walked in; the Lily I want to be. Open-minded, open-hearted, and open to one day, finding the kind of love I deserve.
Regardless of how others act, or the skepticism and disappointment the world does its best to impose, I am determined to stay silly. Foolish. Optimistic, always dreaming, with my wings ready and waiting to open and send me flying.
Yes, me, a grown woman — I believe in fairytales.
And even though everything he’s done up to this point has been nothing short of lavish, intoxicating… noble… deep down I know that Trevor Kincade is the
anti-Prince Charming. At his core, the epicenter of traits to which he will always eventually return, he’s serious. Cynical. Composed. And… enchanting, in spite of himself.
One weekend with him, perhaps even only one night with him, and I’d fall in love. Of that, my silly heart is sure.

“What are you doing?” I ask Trevor when he starts to follow me toward the large, foreboding wooden doors of the courthouse.
“Lily.” He ducks his head just so; enough to level his eyes of ‘really?’ with mine, “I made it very clear that I’d be doing exactly this; accompanying you.”
“Trevor.” I sigh and shake my head, my frazzled nerves unequipped to deal with the demands of two men today, “As much as I appreciate all your help, your gallantry, it needs to stop. Now. This,” I motion between us, “has been an interesting, mysterious encounter that I’ll never forget, or regret, but… this where it ends. Where we part ways, with memories of that one time, that I know I will think of often.”
“Very good, beautiful. You were assertive, succinct, and your voice remained strong throughout. Now, use all that in there,” he points to the courthouse, “for it’s wasted on me. I don’t take well to being told what to do, sweet Lily, nor do I have any plans of parting, leaving you to face this alone.”
“Why?” My confusion bursts forth.
“Why what?”
I shake my head again, growing more confused and exhausted by the minute, and still having yet to face my biggest feat of the day. “Why do you care; let alone enough to stay? You’ve made it very clear we could never strive to be something meaningful, so why act as if I might mean something to you? Why invest any more time, effort, and what would appear to any normal person to be interest, in me when you could never truly care about me?” 
He tilts his head, brows arching as though he’s surprised. “Where do you get these crazy notions of yours, Lily? At no point have I said I could never care for you. Why would I, when I already do?”
I should be concentrating on my divorce right now; it’s kind of a big deal, and happening in mere minutes, yet here I stand, unable to focus on anything other than the infuriating, intriguing, gorgeous man in front of me, speaking in riddles.
“Reynolds versus Reynolds,” a loud, authoritative voice echoes through the lobby, which I have to assume Trevor ushered me into at some point in my daze, drawing my eyes from said usher to the source.
All at once, realization hits me; it’s time. Our case is being called, and Ethan must already be waiting inside, because I don’t see him out here.
“That’s me,” my whisper of the obvious is strangled.
“So it is,” Trevor confirms, taking firm hold of both my shoulders. “You can do this, Lily. And once it’s over, you’ll never have to think about it again. I want you to go in there, and be brave and bold; then, you’re done. For good. I’ll be right beside you.”
I want to again scream ‘why?’ at him. Slap him. Hug him. But I only have time to turn, steel my shoulders, lift my chin, and place one foot in front of the other. Trevor opens the door for me; another heavy, gross misuse of trees — I dare say the gates to Heaven aren’t so boldly built — and I step inside. The courtroom is much bigger than I was expecting, and virtually empty, somehow making it seem even more enormous and imposing. Ethan sits with his lawyer at a table in the front, and turns to leer at me as I travel the center aisle.
I freeze in place, gauging the various exits, and to which is the shortest
route, when a warm, comforting hand finds the small of my back and guides me forward, some of the owner’s natural confidence being shared with me.
“Mrs. Reynolds?”
“Yes, your Honor,” Trevor answers for me, helping me into a chair at the other, empty table at the front of the courtroom.
“And you are?” the judge asks him.
“Trevor Kincade.”
“Are you Mrs. Reynolds’ counsel?”
“Not legal counsel, your Honor, but I am here in an advisory capacity to assist Mrs. Reynolds.”
“That’s what lawyers are for, Mrs. Reynolds,” the judge admonishes me. “Your friend may have a seat behind you, and is not to speak aloud. Understood?”
“Yes, sir. I mean, your Honor,” I stammer then glare at Trevor, who just managed to make things worse. ‘Leave,’ I mouth to him, in the most silently scathing way possible, but he merely grins, and finds his seat directly behind me.
 





What I just witnessed, until my third outburst, when the bailiff escorted me out, was a joke. A humorless joke, of gross proportions, and a glaring example of why I define marriage as a ludicrous step in the direction of impending disaster. Lily got trampled over, torn to absolute shreds, by the man who once supposedly loved her enough to vow his life to her.
Not that I can possibly fathom ever wanting to get married in the first place, but if I were to imagine it, I’d like to think that I’d never be able to truly hate the same woman whom I once foresaw my forever with the way Ethan so obviously loathes Lily. That bastard didn’t even bother trying to hide his snide smirks of victory and vengeance, thoroughly enjoying each blow his lawyer landed on Lily.
Sweet, pure, defenseless Lily.
And for that, he must pay. For that, he will pay. Dearly.
Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to see to it personally.
The spineless prick may have reigned supreme in that farce of a hearing, but the show’s over now, which puts us back in my ring. Out here, in the real world, he doesn’t stand a chance against me. I have more money, influence and power than he could ever dream to, and Ethan’s turn to feel powerless is coming. The calls have already been made, putting the wheels of Ethan Reynolds’ ruin in motion, but there’s still a few finite details I want to nail down myself before we leave. 
“Maxwell, please see Miss Myers to the airport; I’ll meet you there shortly,” I instruct my driver as I open the rear door for Lily, helping her inside. “Beautiful,” comes my plea for her to give me those emerald eyes, which she denies me, “everything is going to be fine; I promise you. I have something to take care of, so go with Maxwell for now, but I won’t be long. Then, I’ll get you fed, and far away from here.”
She continues to withhold her gaze from me, simply nodding and speaking solemnly. “I understand. It stands to reason that you were flying here for something, and would need to get around to it eventually. Good luck, with whatever it is, and thank you, Trevor, so much, for everything.”
The dejection in her voice only serves to confirm the opposite — she doesn’t understand; not at all. She thinks, much like what she just endured, that I’m now done with her, dismissing her… which couldn’t be further from the truth. In fact, after watching her in the courtroom, I’m more invested than ever in getting to know her better. My respect and admiration are now involved as well, which never happens, intriguing me on a whole new level.
She was unbelievable, almost literally, in there.
No matter what they threw at her, from thinly-veiled insults to insinuations of laziness and co-dependency, Lily remained composed. Humbly regal, as though too far above such loathsome behavior to be bothered to react, unaware of her own aura. And the many times the judge called upon her directly, handing her the chance to reciprocate with accusations of her own, she held firm to her
character, responding in calm civility. Honesty.
She already had my attention, obviously, but she now has me curiously captivated beyond reason. Beyond everything I felt sure I knew, for sure, about myself. 
How does one train their eyes to always look first for the good, and, even if slightly hidden, search harder? How does one remain so genuinely
pure of heart, non-vengeful, and content while in the direct line of spiteful fire?
Though it borders shamefully close to the edge of short-sightedness, I remain of the general opinion, infuriated heavily by
multiple, personal experiences, that everyone begins on their best behavior, showing only what they think others want to see, but in the end, everyone is out for themselves. What they can again, take, steal, as though owed it.
No, I don’t believe that authentically truly good people exist.
But Lily seems to be just that. And then some. Thus, my quickly growing fascination.
I have so much more than her; money, possessions, power, opportunity, options. Everything. So how is it that she is stronger? Happier?
It baffles me.
“Lily, sweetheart, you have my word; I will meet you at the airport,” I halt my reeling mind and reassure her.
“Of course you will. I still have no idea why, but I believe you,” she mutters toward the floorboard… and my plans instantly change.
“Slide over, beautiful,” I prompt as I seat myself beside her, pulling the door closed behind me and pushing the button to raise the partition. “Look at me, please,” I urge one last time, waiting, again denied, taking what I must have by gliding a hand up her cheek to turn her face to mine. “I know you’re upset, as well you should be, but I need you to trust me when I say everything is going to be all right, Lily.”
“It has to be,” she produces a shrill laugh. “What other option is there? I can’t just give up and roll over, stop living, right? I’m still young enough to start over, thankfully, because that’s exactly what I have to do. I was alone and looking for my future when I met Ethan, so, I’ll be alone and looking for my future when I find it next too.” Now, her eyes lock, freely and directly, with mine. “Go, Trevor. You have things to do, and I, I have a new life to start building.”
I stay focused on her, easily feeling out the familiar button. “To the airport, Maxwell.”
“You are too stubborn for your own good,” she huffs, rolling those vivid pools of green skyward. 
“You have no idea just how very persistent I can be.” I grin the devilish I suddenly feel. “Tell me you don’t like it, at least somewhat, being cared for, seen to, and I’ll have this car stopped right now, so I may exit, never to bother you again. But, if you’re going to say it, make sure I believe you, Lily.” I rub my thumb along her supple cheek, awaiting her reply, that doesn’t come. Instead, she closes her eyes as a soft sigh slips past her parted lips and she leans into my touch. I dip my head, sure to tease those lips with my next words. “All right, then tell me this, beautiful. Have you ever, even once, let go and done what you wanted, manners aside?”
“Like what?” she purrs, her pulse flickering in her closed eyelids as she pets herself against my hand.
So beautiful. Sweet. Starved for affection, attention. She’s been living amongst the blind, the ignorant, the unfortunate… their loss, my gain.
“Anything, that you wanted to do, or say, or see, that you did, right then and there. Without planning it first, or asking permission. Without guilt. Have you ever just indulged?”
Her eyes slowly open, peering up at me while she bites at her bottom lip. “I, uh, paid for my ticket in first-class on Ethan’s credit card,” she confesses, the naughty twinkle in her eyes conveying a triumph her voice won’t.
I laugh, though perhaps I shouldn’t, at the risk of scaring her back into her shell, and quickly replace it with a warm smile. “Anything else, rebel?”
She pulls away from me, face bathed in adorable affront. “That was a bold move, Trevor, almost like… larceny, or something. That ticket was expensive, and I just, just went for it.” She snaps her fingers. “I can’t believe you’re not impressed.”
“Oh, make no mistake, I am quite impressed,” I murmur, edging in closer.
“Good.” She nods, then tilts her chin up in pride, but only for a second. “I mean, it’s not exactly good, stealing, or that I want you to be impressed by my stealing, but at least you weren’t mocking me. That’s the good part… I guess.”
Again, I must laugh, the number of times I’ve done so since meeting Lily now totaling more than that of the last many years combined. “Darling girl,” my hand reclaims her cheek, “you didn’t steal anything, nor is that what impresses me; supposing, of course, that you had.” Her brows meet in confusion, prompting me to explain. “Lily, any money spent on a credit card, in either  of your names, was accounted for in your divorce as marital
debt. So, my dear, you paid for that ticket too, technically. And the thing, about this, you, that leaves the biggest impression, is the fact that even after everything he did steal, from you, your love, loyalty, time, heart, you genuinely harbor no ill-will toward him. That’s a very unique quality, Lily. Almost unbelievable. And… impressive.” She’s silent, studying me, her eyes touching every part of my face for what fast becomes an uncomfortable amount of time. “Lily?” It leaves me unfiltered, more telling than I would have liked.
She won’t be rushed though, finally meeting my gaze long moments later, on her terms. “You’re telling the truth,” she whispers.
“I am.”
“I just needed a minute to make sure. You’re so good at hiding what you’re really saying, what you really mean, behind all those stiff, proper words of yours that it takes a while to decipher it.” She lifts one hand and slowly reaches out to trace a single fingertip over my lips, my eyes tracking every tentative tremble. “Your truths are far more impressive than your extensive vernacular, Trevor. You should share the former as freely as you do the latter; might surprise you to see what you’d get in return if you did. Oh, and just so you know, you assumed a few things before that you shouldn’t have, because, like most assumptions, you were wrong. Ethan didn’t steal my love; I gave it. And my heart? I tried to give it too, but, looking back, and being honest with myself, I failed. I never really gave him all of it. Maybe that’s why I’m not as angry with him as you seem to think I should be; because that’s the one thing he didn’t take. It’s still right here,” she pats her chest, over her heart, “safe and sound. A little battered, yes, but sound.”
“Lily,” I groan past her finger still learning my lips.
Her eyes shift, lighting into mine with unmistakable warning. “Whatever you’re about to say, you better use real words and, make sure I believe you.” 
 





He doesn’t utter a single word, his actions speaking for him… and I believe everything he says.
All at once, in a deft arrest I never see coming, I’m hoisted onto his lap, my knees bending and finding their own way around his hips. And I believe him — this is exactly where he wants me to be. Also truthful — he likes my mouth, and loves how my tongue naturally obeys his — the deep groans of male satisfaction I’m swallowing confirming it. And in further proof of what I already knew, Trevor must have control, in every aspect of his life, the two bossy hands tangled in my hair, and their rough tugs of direction an electrifying tell of command.
As he devours my mouth, pausing only to tease my lips with tiny bites, realization of epic, comforting proportions hits me, hard and out of nowhere: I didn’t really lose much at all today. Sure, Ethan took most of the things that matter to him — material items and a sense of victory — but he got nothing, perhaps ever, of what I value. I’m still the kooky, sillyheart who refuses to even stop dreaming, and now, as in right now, my faith is restored — there are people, places, moments and memories to be amongst, found, and enjoyed. It’s never too late to make my own magic. So while the ink on my divorce papers dries, I’ve already gained more than imaginable. A renewed zest, fire, for life. How crazy is that?
I’m not delusional, just inspired, certainly not expecting more from Trevor; but I am soaking up every second of our dance together. Ethan never came at me with half as much passion as Trevor’s treating me to now; not even in the beginning… not even when, fewer and farther between with every year passed, we made love. And I, nor my body, ever lit up for him the way it’s currently glowing now, fully inflamed by only a kiss from Trevor Kincade.
And I want more. Need more. Of this rare, raw energy throttling throughout me.
“Trevor,” I pant, rather than my intended plea, into his mouth, struggling to pull from his grip on my hair. “We, uh, I…”
He’s nodding as he sighs, stealing a few last licks and nips of my mouth before relaxing his hold and meeting my gaze. “You needn’t say anything more, beautiful,” he exhales heavily, shoving a hand through his own hair. “I know, and I apologize. I-”
“No, don’t apologize!” My huff’s paired with a small slap to his chest. “That means sorry, and I’m not. Are you? Are you sorry we just kissed?”
“Not. At. All.” His eyes darken to match his growl and hone in on mine, as if scrutinizing my reaction as he slides his tongue across his lip, tasting me there. “Nor will I ever be. However, I am sorry to have bombarded you, completely disregarding your comfort zone for my own selfish desires.” I shake my head, and snicker. “Does my groveling amuse you, Lily?”
“Yes,” I immediately reply in a full laugh.
“And why is that?”
I hold up a finger, asking him to wait as I settle my laughter. “That was nowhere near groveling, Trevor. It’s impossible to actually grovel and narrate the dictionary at the same time. Face it; you, sir, are incapable of groveling. And while
I’m at it, here’s another thing…” I try to think up some impressive phrasing, but easily bore with the effort, “you can take what you assume to know about my comfort zone, and, and stick it where the sun doesn’t shine!”
His eyebrows spring up in surprise, his hands finding my hips and bearing down. “I beg your pardon?”
“Granted.” I snicker again, tapping his forehead. “You’re pardoned, kind sir. And, bequeathed, or beseeched… whichever one means asked, to turn off all versions of your manners, modern and medieval, and listen to me for a second; I need to get this out and off my chest before proceeding without caution, okay?”
He bobs his head once, wrestling with a smirk, hands moving from my hips to around my back, his arms now my own little circle… where I can be who I want.
To dodge my nerves, and his curious stare, I fiddle with his tie, loosening the silk knot for him. “I’ve been out of my comfort zone, literally, since before the moment we met, Trevor. Do you not remember how very uncomfortable, for everyone, my grand entrance onto the plane was?” I lift my eyes so they, too, can ask.
“Grand indeed,” he smiles, “and adorably captivating. I could never forget it, even if I had the slightest desire to try.”
“Well then,” I scoff, “you’d be spellbound if you ever watched me try to do Zumba. It’s quite the spectacle; trust me. In fact, I may have just sprained something even thinking about it. I still can’t believe they don’t make you sign a waiver. They’re just begging for lawsuits.”
“Absolutely captivating,” he murmurs, as though to himself, cinching his arms tighter around me. “Where have you been hiding, my precious Lily?”
“I wasn’t hiding. I just, no one ever looked for me, and that’s okay. I’m actually glad they didn’t, because now… now I get to find myself.”
“Tell me what that means,” he says, rather than asks, with genuine interest.
“This whole thing; I’ve learned a lot in a little time, and surprisingly enough, uncomfortable is starting to fit pretty well. I thought I was afraid of flying, until I sat down next to you. Not that we flew anywhere,” I laugh, “but had we, I’d have been just fine. And while the old Lily is still lecturing the new one for all the crazy risks she’s managed to pack into the last few days, I can’t say I regret any of them. Who gets in a stranger’s car, cruises around in lingerie, then rides said stranger’s lap like a horny cowgirl right after her divorce? Not me, that’s for sure. Or so I thought. But I did, all those things, and, and I’ve never felt more alive in my life. Especially since you didn’t turn out to be a serial killer, and I am, in fact, alive.”
He pulls me closer, pressing his forehead to mine as he lightly chuckles. “I’m very pleased to hear you feel that way. You deserve the best of what life has to offer, Lily; lavish, extraordinary experiences that can only hope to compete with your amazing spirit. And I would be more than happy, honored, to continue showing you such.”
This is it, my opening, that I’m going to dance through… dance in absolute abandonment, losing myself and all sense of reason, but only sense of reason — I want to expose and memorize everything else — exactly how Trevor Kincade sounds, smells, tastes, feels, while in the throes of what I suspect will be utter ecstasy.
I do have intentions of changing, in many ways, but I’m not going to kid myself; I won’t be able to keep my emotions out of this. I’ll carry it with me for the rest of my life… and I’m okay with that too. I don’t want to change that part of myself; who would? Without emotion, you lose instinct, intuition… and your soul. No, the only thing about my emotions that needs altered, slightly is my control over them. And that I can do, am already doing, aware and accepting of what this, with Trevor, will and will not mean. But if I’m leaving this town all but empty-handed, thrown a few leftover scraps of the empty life I tried so hard to fill, then by God, I’m at least taking this with me — “That one time I celebrated my divorce by having sex with a suave, near-stranger in the back of his car.” I like it; an excellent start to my new resume.
I tug his tie through his collar and tease trembling fingers at the top button of his shirt. “Show me,” I whisper, my lids as heavy as the nerves in my voice. “Show me right now, Trevor, please.”
 





“Lily,” I groan in pure torture, snaring both her wrists lest she tempt me further. “You couldn’t begin to imagine the things I want to show you, and if you let me, I will, but not right now. Not here.”
“Yes, now. Here. That’s what makes it perfect,” she begs in staggered breaths, unaware what her wiggling in my lap is doing to me.
“You are what would make it perfect, will make it perfect, but I refuse to burn through this, beautiful girl. I won’t be deprived, Lily, and I certainly have no plans to deprive you. When I have you for the first time, we will have nothing but time to fully explore each other and this connection between us. And unfortunately, you have a flight to catch.”
She dives in, her soft little lips and obedient tongue working along my neck as she purrs in pleasure. “Forget that flight, I already have.”
As pleased as I am to have this effect on her, I can’t let her let him take further advantage. Sighing out my pained strength, I gently pull her away, cupping her flushed cheeks to force eye contact. And nearly change my mind. She’s stunning — eyes flared and glittered with a wild lust, lips swollen, pulse racing in her slender neck — how I form words, I’ll never know. “Lily, our whirlwind has only just begun, and I swear to you, very soon, I will shower you in the things of your wildest dreams. But for now, you need to get back home and see to what is left of what’s rightfully yours. Your house, belongings, don’t let him rob you even more, beautiful.”
“It’s just a house…” She shrugs. “Plenty more where it came from. And any belongings I truly cherish, I put in storage a long time ago; call it foresight. He can do whatever he wants with… whatever he wants; I honestly don’t care. I’m not going to fight over nothing.”
She has no idea, but she just sealed her fate. By showing me, without prompt or rehearsal, her core, inherent goodness, soul, something inside me that I knew not existed, just awoke for the first time. Lily is mine. Made to bring me to life. I want her light shining on me forever.
Mine. 
I found her. Without looking.
“I thought you loved that house? When you spoke of it, you did so with such enthusiasm and detail.”
A smile to rival all that would be called beautiful fills her face. “You were listening?”
I slowly nod. “To every word you’ve said since the first one.” 
“Me too. To you, I mean.” She giggles, shy and soft. “So I heard your warning; you don’t do commitment, marriage, or anything messy. At first, that was enough to scare me off, but not anymore. I’m not going home, and I am ready for one of those rendezvous you promised.”
“You’re not planning on going home right now, or ever?”
“Never,” she pops with a laugh of true freedom. “Has to be sold to be split, right? Let Ethan have the estate sale and do the cleaning if he wants to turn it fast. I’m sure he’s already got some shady plan in the works to finagle the amount of money I’ll see from it anyway.”
I smash the button, barking as the petition lowers, and Lily scrambles off my lap, righting her appearance. “Maxwell, change of plans, stop the car.”
“The car’s been stopped, for quite some time, sir.” He motions to the windshield, and I see we’re indeed parked at the airport.
“Fine. That’ll be all for now, Maxwell.” I raise the screen once more and turn to Lily. “You’re sure about this?”
“Positive.”
“Very well. Excuse me for one minute, I need to make a call.” I dial, waiting for him to answer while Lily looks on curiously. “It’s me. Turns out the dove didn’t care for that cage, so move on to phase two,” I order and hang up, returning my focus to Lily. “Now then, tell m-”
“No,” she drawls, eyes mere slits of suspicious green, “now you tell me what that call was about.”
“Nothing you need to worry yourself over, beautiful.”
“Trevor, are you, oh my God,” her eyes fly wide and she leans in, checking over each shoulder before hissing in a whisper, “are you in the mob?”
A playful side of myself, that again, didn’t exist before Lily, leans toward her and mimics her whisper. “If I was, you’d need to be more specific on which mob you’re referring to, since it’s my impression there are several, in several different countries, but as is, you’re good, because no, I am not in any mob, darling girl.”
“Then why are you whispering?”
“Because you were.”
She swats at me, rolling her eyes as she sits up straight again. “I’m not stupid, Trevor. I know that call was about me, the dove, my house, the cage. What were you planning, and more importantly, what’s phase two?”
I laugh, because my precious angel is baring a crack. Though scowling her best, and sincerely abhorred by the thought of anything too sinister, the faintest trace of anticipation leaked into her last question. Perhaps I’m not totally unworthy of her after all.
“You’ve already learned to crack my codes.” I tsk. “How will I manage to keep you in surprises? Yes, you are my dove, and I thought you loved your old home and would surely want to keep it, so I was going to ensure that happened.”
“But the judge said-”
“The judge said nothing to me.”
“True.” She ponders, then gasps, “What is phase two, Trevor? The fact they’re named in phases is starting to scare me. How many phases are there? Oh, God, wh-”
I stop her panic by taking her hand and kissing its palm. “Lily, I don’t want you to worry yourself, over this, or anything. I thought you wanted your house, I was going to see that you had it. I don’t think you want him maimed, or worse, so clear your head of such crazy concerns. But know, Ethan will reap all that he sowed. Men like Ethan are very simplistic creatures, made up of very few, predictable wants, needs, and values. I’ve merely assured that the miniscule tower of his foundation will soon crumble.”
“I have no idea what you really just said.”
“That’s not a bad thing.” I laugh. “Now, enough about that which doesn’t matter. Tell me things that do; such as, if you have no plans of returning to what was your home, where are you headed? Suppose I was to leave you here, at the airport, which I have absolutely no intentions of doing, where would you go?”
“I don’t know, hadn’t thought that far ahead. Still haven’t.” She turns her head to gaze out of the window, searching for everything I can’t wait to give her.
I slide closer, brushing her hair aside to kiss the delicate skin where her neck and shoulder meet. “Hot or cold?”
“Hmm?” she hums in question, tilting her head to give me more of her.
“Would you prefer to go someplace where it’s hot or cold?”
“Which would you pick?”
I bite her neck and wrap my arms around her in teachable firmness. “I asked what you would prefer, Lily. Not because I want you to cater to me, but because I want to know the answer. Tell me what Lily wants.”
“Cold. A fire, cocoa, snuggly blankets, and movies. Oh, and snow. I’d love to see snow.”
“Then snow you shall see.”
“Trevor?”
“Yes?”
“I know what this is. And I swear, I’m going to try my hardest not to get attached, I really am, but…”
“What did I say about worrying?”
 





Two weeks later
Every day I wait for the other shoe to drop, and every day turns into another… as wonderful and unbelievable as the one before. I can’t take it anymore, he’s killing me, drawing me in deeper and deeper, building me up to an ending, that with each moment spent together, will be harder to survive.
I’ve spent the last two weeks in a dream, the best dream, from which I never want to wake. Just Trevor and I, tucked away in this huge cabin in the mountains, alone with our long talks and love making. Yes, love making. I am madly, hopelessly in love with Trevor.
Dammit!
That wasn’t part of the deal. I knew it. Swore myself against it. And yet, couldn’t help it. Never stood a chance. He’s… he’s everything. Brilliant, witty, sensitive, savage, kind, demanding, disciplined, wild, and… able to make my body positively sing.
“Anything short of the meaning of life and you’re thinking too much,” Trevor taunts, sneaking up behind me, arms curling around my waist. “What’s got my dove so perplexed?”
“Nothing,” I fib, wilting against him. “Are you hungry? I was about to make myself a sandwich.”
“I could eat,” he murmurs, sliding a hand down between my legs. An involuntary shiver runs through me, as always, and he hums, deep, pleased, and knowing, as always. “Your body never lies to me, Lily, so why do you even bother trying? ‘Nothing’ means something; tell me.”
“I was just, I don’t know… I guess I was just thinking what we’re still doing here.”
“Cabin fever? We could go out tonight; there is a town below us, believe it or not. Dinner, dancing, anything you want.”
“No, that’s not what I meant.”
“Ah, let me guess. You’re ready for somewhere warm now? Name it, beautiful, I’ll have us there tomorrow. The beach, an island, whatever your heart desires.”
I whirl around, blurting out, “You! I want you, Trevor. All of you, anywhere, all the time. I know, I said I understood, could handle a ‘when you have the time’ sort of thing and you’ve already given me a lot more time than I expected, but…”
He cups my cheeks and stares into my eyes. “But what, Lily?”
“I don’t need to be whisked away to expensive, exotic places. I don’t need our time together to be extravagant adventures. I only need, want, you. If you’re there, an average apartment would seem like a castle. I fell, Trevor. I didn’t mean to, but, I did. I’m in love with you, Trevor Kincade. So in love with you.”
“Finally,” he growls, tossing me over his shoulder and swatting me on the butt. “I’m only a patient man for you, beautiful, and you were pushing it.”
“What? And where are you hauling me? Put me down, you crazy brute!”
He does, put me down, once we’re in the bedroom, laying me softly on the bed. “Don’t. Move.” He snarls, though smiling as big as I’ve seen, and goes to the dresser, rummaging through the top drawer, then returning to join me on the bed. He climbs over the top of me, weight on his forearms, and stares down into my eyes with an intensity that borders on animalistic. “Say it again,” he growls.
“I love you, Trevor.”
“Again,” he snaps, as if possessed, rising up on his knees to strip me naked in a frenzied storm of yanks, tugs and rips… shedding his own clothes even faster.
We’ve had sex countless times in the last few weeks, but something, everything, tells me, this time will be different. Different how, I’m not quite sure, but the man in front of me now is not the Trevor Kincade I know. His chest is heaving up and down, in and out, with the deep audible breaths he seems to have to struggle to take. His eyes are locked on mine, yet I don’t think they see me, glazed with a delirious distance. And he’s flexing his hands into fists, over and over, a force inside him challenging his control.
And I feel not an ounce of fear or worry, only pure adrenaline, anticipation, and the passion thundering off him. “I love you, Trevor. Rich, poor, on an adventure, or on my death bed. Together, apart, physically, mentally, emotionally, cold or hot, I. Love. You.”
He howls, roars, maybe it’s his battle cry, announcing he’s finally won, and covers me with his body, hard and shaking, his kisses, soft and infatuated, and his words, concrete. “I love you too, mine. Mine,” he repeats, grunts, as he enters me fully with one smooth thrust of claim. “My dove, my Lily, my wife.”
Oh yeah, he’s definitely lost on some endorphin high… because he doesn’t believe in marriage. I don’t correct him though; he’s tilting my hips up, thrusting maniacally, hitting my non-mythical G-spot every time, so, no, not the time for semantics.
“You. Only you. Always you. Say it, Lily, again.”
“I’m yours, Trevor, and you’re mine. Always.”
He pushes my knees to my ears and falls forward, taking my mouth in a punishing kiss as I explode around his long, thick cock, body wracked with electricity… but he keeps plunging, harder even, not pulling out. I shove at his chest, garble into his mouth, and as he starts to moan, unloading inside me with hot bursts, he looks right at me and winks.
Once he’s sated, for the moment anyway, he leans back and grins. “I love you, Lily Isabelle Kincade, and you love me too. I believe it.”
“You… you, uh, you came in me.”
“I did.”
“You said ‘wife.’”
“I did.”
“You don’t believe in marriage.”
“I don’t? Then what is that on your hand?”
No way, he’s magical, but he’s not a magician. I lift my left hand, and… “How did you do that?” I whisper, awestruck by the huge, flawless diamond on my finger.
“The same way you snuck up on me, my miracle. Marry me; because if I believe in even one single thing, it’s us.”
 





4 years later
“Lily, we’re going to be late. You look beautiful, I’m sure of it, so come along, my dove.”
“I look beautiful, Daddy?” My angel pulls on my jacket. “Like a dove?”
“Gorgeous.” I laugh, picking my daughter up and kissing her cherub cheek. “You, Claire, are Daddy’s bluebird. Remember?”
She bobs her precious head and giggles, then turns as her mama comes down the stairs. “I’m Daddy’s bluebird,” she brags.
“Yes you are, baby.” Lily laughs. “Are you going to dance across that stage like a bird tonight?”
“Yep! For you and Daddy! And Grandma. And Grandpa. And everybody!”
I look at my wife, preciously round with our next little girl, then to my Claire, and for the hundredth time today, thank the Lord for first class… and flight delays.
 




To all of you who make this dream of mine possible, THANK YOU!
 
And if I’m living right, you know who you are and how much I appreciate you! If not, you have my permission to come kick some manners into my ass.
 
XO
S.E. Hall
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Prologue
“What in the name of crazy ass females are you doing?”
“I’d tell you, but I’m not really helping you if I just give you the answer, so let’s try something new, dumbass.” I mumble the last word under my breath, ‘cause even though it’s true, Mama would beat my butt for saying it to him. “There’s a big tree,” I point, just in case he somehow missed it. “And I have a ladder, a thick rope, and a tire. Now, take your time. I know it’s a tricky one…then lemme’ hear any guesses you have. I’ll even tell you if you’re hot or cold.”
My mouth twists in delight when the anger causing his nostrils to flare makes its appearance as a wild blaze in his eyes. 
Nothing pleases me more than getting under his skin. 
“You got a death wish, girly? That water’s too shallow for a damn rope swing!”
Well, lookie there, he got it in one guess. 
“And I count four rocks big enough to split a head open like a melon from where I’m standing. Don’t be dumb. You’re not hanging it!” He tromps over, grabbing my rope and slinging it to the other side of the river effortlessly. “As if you could tie a knot tight enough to hold anyone up anyway.”
He starts to walk away, breaking the cardinal rule of self-preservation when fighting with me: turning your back on me. So he has it coming…the hard kick in the ass I give him. 
He stumbles a bit, but manages to stay on his feet, growling from somewhere deep in his chest. 
“You’re a pain in my ass!” I yell. “Now, you have one of your own. So hobble along, nosy.”
He slowly turns and the wicked twist to his mouth has me bracing for his payback. Closer he comes, with quick, confident steps until he has me backed up against the tree. Leaning in, that curl grows into a full smile and our noses bump. 
“You gonna try and hang the swing?” he asks in a low, grumbly test. 
“Well, no, not now. I seem to be out of rope. And I suppose—” I turn my head to the side and look at anything but him. 
“That I was right?”
“Maybe,” I casually hitch a shoulder. “But you really should mind your own business.”
“You are my business,” he says so smugly I can’t help but snap my focus back to him.
“I’m your business?” I scoff loudly. “And just how do you figure?”
“‘Cause I said so.”
“You don’t get to decide that! I do. And trust me, I will never, ever, want to be anything close to your business.”
“We’ll see about that.” He taps the end of my nose. “Lot of life left, and never’s a long time. So,” he starts walking away again, stopping to smirk back over his shoulder, “I’m likin’ my chances. I usually get what I want.” 
I didn’t think much of it then…just another typical run-in with the “Ass of Ashfall.” 
And I definitely didn’t tell her about the encounter. Because while it meant absolutely nothing to me…it would’ve meant everything to her. 
And her feelings mattered. 
He didn’t. 
 



Chapter One
“Henley? Henley Calvert, is that you?” An unfamiliar voice pierces the air.
I hastily duck my head so that my long brown hair falls around me in a shroud of anonymity and hurry toward the door of Watson Law Offices, ignoring whomever it is calling my name. 
There’s one main street in this town, cleverly named “Main Street.” I should’ve known better than to stand out in the open on its sidewalk if I didn’t want to be spotted. Guess I hoped that after eight years, the chances of being recognized would be slim. 
But why would I have possibly allowed myself such dimwitted optimism? Small towns like Ashfall? Nobody ever forgets anything, or anyone. Especially when you give them something grossly outside of mundane to talk about—like I had. 
Once inside the office, I chance a subtle peek back out of the glass door to make sure my beckoner didn’t follow me, and sigh in relief to find no sign of anyone. I turn and walk slowly to the receptionist desk, clearing my throat to get the attention of the woman behind it, her back to me as she files papers. 
She spins in her chair and…of course.

“Henley Calvert!” she shrills, if that’s the right word for actually managing to speak, very high-pitched, through your nose. I can’t remember her name, but I do know I went to school with her…and she was not a nice girl. One of the “Fallouts.” That’s what we called them, in honor of Ashfall— defined as a fake, two-faced girl who thought it was a real accomplishment to peak in high school, and a miniscule one at that, by preying on the insecurities and weaknesses of others rather than earning a name on their own merit. Perfectly personifying the worst of teenage girl stereotypes. And their caddy empowerment was only heightened, made too easy really, by living in a small town.  Our own version of Mean Girls.
She flies around the desk to trap me in an unexpected, and very unwelcomed, hug. My whole body stiffens, arms pressed to my sides, and I count backward in my head until she releases me. 
I don’t like to be touched. 
“My Lord, you haven’t changed a bit!” she gushes as she pulls back to survey me from head to toe. “You look exactly the same as the last time I saw you. Except, less crazy.” 
Yeah, ‘cause that’s nice to say out loud. Hell, at least she said it to my face; that’s new for her, if memory serves correctly.

“What’s your trick? Get a little work done?” she sneers conspiratorially. “Don’t worry, you can tell me, it’ll be our little secret. Was it Botox? I so want to try that!”
No, I haven’t had Botox, you twit. I’m twenty-five years old. But I have no interest in encouraging this conversation any further, so I simply deadpan, “You caught me.” 
“Knew it!” She snaps her fingers, then uses one of them to make a cross over her heart. “I won’t tell a soul.”
Translation— she’ll tell everyone she sees, every time she sees them, for the rest of the week. Which works in my favor actually; better they blather about my non-existent cosmetic adventures than the old shit they’d drudge back up to say about me if left to their own habits. 
“What’s it been now, six, seven years?” She frowns, the overdone, I-have-absolutely-no-real-remorse-or-empathy-for-you-and-I-wantyou-to-know-it kind of frown.
“Eight,” I respond as nicely as my plummeting patience will allow. “I have an appointment with Mr. Watson. Is he available for that?”
And there it is—her over-the-top hospitality, excluding the one underhanded, nasty comment of course, finally vanishes. I’m sure it was quite painful for her to maintain the façade as long as she did. Her face returns to its natural state, pinched in evil delight, confirming she really does need to check into that Botox. Guess the old saying about your face sticking like that is true…the deep grooves of a judgmental, superiority complex around her eyes and mouth are practiced, and permanent. 
She then proceeds to all but bounce with giddiness as she takes great pleasure in dropping the bomb that I know has been itching her tongue this entire time. “Your meeting is with Mr. Watson, Junior.”  Her tone erases any possible doubt; she remembers a lot more about me than my name and looks. 
I gulp quietly and struggle to keep the panic from showing on my face. I assumed I’d be meeting with Watson Senior, but when she snickers, a sound of inherit, unfixable maliciousness, the shiver that chills me to the bone feels far too real for me to kid myself any longer. 
This is actually happening. 
And at this point, praying that a new family of lawyers, raising baby lawyers, who just happen to also have the last name Watson and moved to town while I was gone, is a stretch...even my rattled mind won’t help me continue to idiotically hope on that one. 
So I clear my throat and invite in reality. “As in—”
“Yes, Henley,” she snidely cuts me off, “as in Merrick. I’ll go and let him know you’re here.”
Why am I even expelling the energy to pretend to be surprised? Of course it’s Merrick. He probably specifically asked to be assigned to my file, just to jab the knife of bleakness in deeper and give it a good twist. Having to face this, and Merrick to boot, seems perfectly par for my course. 
I’d honestly have been more stunned if she’d have said anything different. 
And even if I run out right now, he’ll still know I was here. And I do have to face the issue at hand sooner or later, so why give him the further enjoyment of knowing I bolted away like a coward? 
No way in hell I’m serving him up that gift on a platter. So I lift my chin, push my shoulders back and take a seat in the lobby. 
As I repeatedly wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans, I try for the umpteenth time to come to something that at least resembles “terms” with the unavoidable situation I’ve returned to handle. 
I never thought I’d find myself back in Ashfall. In fact, I swore to myself I wouldn’t. 
But alas, here I am, waiting to once again face my first love in the tiny ranching town where nothing ever happens…except my worst nightmares. 
Well, that’s not completely true, more my skewed opinion silently speaking in exaggerations. There’s church, where everyone shows up, dressed in their best attire and polite smiles, but the sermon is never practiced outside the chapel walls. Oh, and let’s not forget the coveted weekend rodeos, followed directly by post-event field parties, with all the underage drinking, subsequent fighting and non-promising pregnancies one might expect to find when small-town high school kids have too much time on their hands. 
I doubt anything’s changed for the current generation of teenagers occupying this little, unknown corner of the Earth. 
And if ever you feel like you’ve missed out on some vital nugget of gossip, fear not, for you can conveniently wander into the one and only diner in town, on any day that ends in “y” to get caught up. ‘Cause the “town elders” will be there, sitting in the same booth every morning, recapping all the latest “news” in even less enthusiastic voices than they used the day before, over their stained mugs of stale coffee. 
I doubt that’s changed either. 
But this girl got out. 
For the most hellish of reasons, my catalyst and destination both far more horrifying than the dismal life I just described, but…I got out. And yet, I’d give anything, even my own life, to be able to go back and change things so that I didn’t ever have to leave. 
Just a cinch tighter. One final tug.
And after all these years, one step back into town and the shame and guilt I’ve long carried, weighs heavier than ever. Because a deep, dark place within me that contradicts everything I just thought…is, indeed, still glad I escaped. 
I couldn’t change things, and I wouldn’t have survived here after what happened. Ashfall and all it stood for would’ve suffocated what little fight for survival I had left in me. And a second horrific ending doesn’t rewrite the first one. Unfortunately, it just doesn’t work that way.
If it did, I would have gladly planted both feet firmly in place and taken any torture necessary to undo my grave mistake. 
It’s ironic and sickening— the one thing that saved what little was left of me will always be painfully intertwined with the one thing that killed the part that’s not. 
I squeeze my eyes shut and start to chant in my head all the “self-help” quotes I’d been taught…and just as my breathing evens out and I’m able to open my eyes again, determined to not hide, but face things head-on like the adult I now am, he appears. 
Walking toward me with a cool, easy stride, is Merrick Watson, as gorgeous as the day I left him. Left it all. 
He looks great, age doing nothing but putting a distinguished polish on his undeniable good looks. Nearly every fond memory I’ve kept locked away comes rushing back over me like a waterfall with one glance at his vibrant, aqua blue eyes. A cascade of all that was my young adult life, innocence, discovery…and sadness, heartbreak and loss; a painful clash of everything that molded me and everything that damn near shattered me beyond repair bombarding my mind and senses more intensely with each step he takes closer. That same “hometown prince” smile that snared my attention, then whole heart, in the first place very much alive on his handsome face. 
“Henley Gene Calvert, get over here.” He grins, riddled with nostalgia, spoiled by sympathy. He holds his arms open wide as if I’ll just waltz right into them for a hug. 
Which I don’t. 
After several, cramped seconds, he realizes I’m not gonna budge and drops those arms that were once my solace awkwardly to his sides. “So,” he clears his throat, “it’s good to see you, even considering,” he tugs at the starched collar of his pin-striped dress shirt and shifts his weight in palpable discomfort. “Shall we head back to my office and go over a few things?”
“That’s what I’m here for,” I answer and stand. 
“Addison,” he turns and almost knocks over his receptionist, whose name I never would’ve remembered…had I been trying. She’s standing right at his side and interloping on our conversation, which I’m almost positive is well beyond the scope of her job description. “Hold all my calls.”
“Yes Sir, Mr. Watson,” she purrs her obedient reply and prostitute prances back behind the desk. “Welcome home, Henley,” she adds for good show in front of her boss. 
This isn’t my home, not anymore, and we both know it. Just like we both know what she really just meant was “Fuck off, Henley.” Reconfirming what I already knew and didn’t fall for— nothing and no one in this town ever changes, and her initial friendliness, if you want to generously call it that, was just a hunting expedition for any gossip she could get out of me. 
Glad to see she’s grown so much since high school. 
Well, her ass has. That’s at least something. Good for her.
Shame on you, Henley. Just because your entire life now lays in unfixable ruins and she called you “crazy” right out the gate, doesn’t mean you have to stoop to her level. 
Not sure why she’s so contemptuous of me anyway. I wasn’t mean to her in school. And if she’s worried I’m here to get in between whatever it is she already has, highly likely, or wants, with Merrick, she’s as delusional on that as she is in thinking she’s getting under my skin. 
“Right this way.” Merrick extends an arm as my guide and I follow, keeping a speakable distance. One that clearly says I need no further guidance, such as his hand on my back, just in case he was thinking that’d in any way fly with me.
He closes the door behind us, and I take in his office; exactly what I’d expect— clinical, screaming of his prestigious heritage (as prestigious as it gets in a postage-stamp-sized town anyway) in the most sterile, yet pompous, way possible. 
For instance, the picture on his desk? It’s of him and Krista, her name I remember, and it isn’t just a casual shot snapped one day while they were hanging out. Couldn’t possibly have that. No, it’s a photograph of them dressed in tux and ball gown, with a banner boasting the name of the charity event they’re at in the background. A charity I’m sure neither of them have ever researched or spent any time volunteering at for even a second. And let’s not fail to take a moment to appreciate the sterling silver frame, complete with a pretentious engraving.
It’s posed, cliché, and classic “Watson Family Values.”
It’s also painful…guess the rumors about the two of them all those years ago were true. 
“Have a seat.” Merrick indicates for me to sit directly across from his desk, in what has to be the most uncomfortable looking chair I’ve ever seen, while he takes his own behind it; also resembling something that could double as a torture device. 
Image over comfort, of course. 
“You know, Henley, we don’t have to get into much today. It can wait until after you’re settled, and the funeral. I’m very sorry for your loss, by the way. Such a tragedy, and you’ve been through more than enough already.”
I immediately shift my eyes left, staring out the window, but the pity in his gaze I’m avoiding still manages to burn into my skin. 
“Quit looking at me like that!” I bite out. 
“Like what?”
I snap my glare back to him and narrow it in further warning. “Like. That.” I point to his face. “And don’t assume to know everything I’ve been through, how it affected me, or what my more than enough is. You missed quite a bit, and have no idea who I am anymore, let alone my thresholds.” 
“And whose fault is that?” He leans forward, trying for that intimidating, penetrating stare of his that used to work on me. 
“In the interest of time, let’s stick with what’s always been consensus and habit, and say it’s mine,” I smile wickedly and shrug. “Just do your job. Tell me what I need to sign.”
He sighs, conceding to move on. “Several things, but I don’t have them all gathered yet. Not until you read this over and tell me how you want to proceed.” He slides a manila envelope across the desk to me. 
I shift away from it like it’s poisonous, sure my anxiety is apparent on my face. “What’s that? What’s in there?”
He lightly grins, only one corner of his mouth participating. “Open it and find out.”
I was expecting a stack of papers with little colored arrows stuck to the places where I needed to sign: death certificate, releases, whatever. Not mysterious envelopes that contain things on which I must decide how to proceed. 
I don’t like the sound of that, at all.
Merrick just furthers my puzzlement when he interrupts my thoughts. “Henley, I don’t understand why you look so confused? The envelope contains your mother’s Will. What’d you think you were coming here for today?”
A facetious laugh bails on me before I can catch it. “Not a Will that left any decisions up to me, that’s for damn sure.”
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Tap Out
Chapter One
Kinsley
I should’ve known traveling to New Orleans with Mollie was a terrible idea the second she mentioned it. She’s just coming out of a three-year relationship and to say she’s ready to make up for lost time is a drastic understatement. Her ridiculous pouty lip when she asked me to ‘disappear’ just made me realize how low she’s willing to go to forget the giant asshole who once again fucked her over. 
This empty stairwell should terrify me, but after all the crazy from tonight… I welcome the quiet. I even slip off my heels to avoid having to listen to the echo as I make my way to the roof top. Maybe I’ll be able to enjoy the city even more if I simply people watch and imagine the insanity of their night being more memorable than mine. 
I prop open the door with a rock, remembering that the owner told us the door locks and would require a key to get back in. Since Mollie has the only set of keys, I’m extra careful to make sure I’m not locked up here for the night.
The rooftop is beautiful and obviously well taken care of by someone. Plants and string lighting give off the sense of privacy, yet with a potential party feel. I’m instantly wishing I had a place this serene to go at home. 
Yelling and laughter interrupt my thoughts and send me searching for an opening on the railing to find the source of the noise coming from below. A group of people are slowly making their way down to Bourbon Street, all of them already sloppy drunk and acting hysterical. I’m not sure why I’m jealous of them, but I am. I don’t see a single worry on any of their faces and it’s apparent that any stress they may’ve had before they came here, isn’t on their mind tonight.
Glancing down at my phone, I see it’s just barely after midnight. “Jesus, Kinsley… you sure know how to party.” 
  “She talks to herself.” A deep voice to my right startles me and almost makes me scream… not that anyone would know how to locate a screamer up here. Holding my phone against my chest, I search for the source behind the reason my adrenaline is out of control, only to find zero relief. 
The soft lit silhouette of a shirtless man sprawled out on a lounge chair quickly becomes my focus. “Oh… sorry. I didn’t notice you there.” He relaxes even more, putting his hands behind his head while he stares at me, making me feel extremely awkward.
“I’ll let you make it up to me.” A bolt of nervous energy rushes through my body as I think about what he means. I’m not normally this weird when it comes to men. I’m going to blame the unusual night for my overly cautious reaction to him.
“I… I have to get back.” I begin to recoil and tiptoe backwards and attempt to dial 911 as I respond. 
“You do realize that if I wanted to hurt you, it would already be done.” His words take me by surprise and I find myself staring at him when he resumes his resting position with his hands behind his head. The lights add a glow to his bare chest, allowing me to see some ink, but not enough for me to make out what kind of art he has on full display.
“What?” My tone is harsh as I try to figure out what he meant by that.
“Relax. I was just going to invite you to sit with me.” I should be worried, but for some reason I’m not. He has a very calm aura surrounding him and that’s something I take notice of right away.
“Uh… sit with you?” Kinsley… snap the hell out of it. 
“That is… if you have time. I do remember you mentioning something about being a party animal.” He sits up and slides another lounge chair a little closer to his, opening it up as the metal scrapes across the concrete flooring.
“Very funny.” I don’t move any closer to him, still not sure if I want to entertain the idea of sitting with this guy.
“You know I could make a phone call and bring the party to you, if that’s what you really want.” He holds up his phone like he’s about to dial someone just before I stop him.
“No… I’m actually enjoying the silence.”
“You can sit with me… I promise not to touch you. In fact, I can’t.”
“Oh… you have a girlfriend?” I ask the obvious question, expecting him to tell me he does.
“Nope.”
“A wife?”
“Nope…”
“You gay?” Because in my experience, any man this hot is either taken or gay. 
“Fuck no.” That got a rise out of him and made me smile. 
“Did you swear off women or something?”
“Something like that.” I step closer, left with very little choice but to accept his offer. My other options, even though they sound intriguing, are much more terrifying as I hear another loud group of people walking by on the street below. Maybe spending some time with a guy that looks like pure sex will make me not want to kill Mollie for ditching me. 
“That’s good, because I’ve sworn off men too.” I pretend that I’m not interested as I sit next to him and spread out to match his silhouette. 
“You a lesbian?” I should’ve known that question was coming. I deserve it.
“Not yet, although I have considered testing out that life style if I have to deal with another dick in my life.” Before I can finish saying what I was trying to say… he flips the back of my chair level, sending me flat on my back before he climbs over me. My breath catches with him this close and it takes every ounce of self-control not to reach up and draw my nails over his back to persuade him to lower his body on top of mine.
“You saying you don’t prefer dick?”
“Uh… no. I actually like it.” Andddd my mind goes wild with all the things I should be saying as the words I want to say clash against all logic, creating absolute insanity. So, I chose to say nothing else.
He smells clean. Like fresh out of the shower clean. My eyes are pulled to his shoulders, watching them flex as he lowers himself just slightly before he pushes himself up again. His repetitive movement inflating the already wound up craving of an actual man to touch me in all the right ways. It’s been a bit since I’ve had any true relief in the sex department. That would require one to actually leave her apartment and do something besides work. 
He slams me back to reality when he allows his hips to drop, grinding into mine and allowing me to feel the growing bulge just under the thin material of a pair of athletic shorts. The thickness of his cock slides up my thigh and over my pelvic bone before he closes his eyes with a sharp exhale. He lowers his face to mine, breathing against my cheek while his hips continue to flex, sending us both into an alternative reality of what we thought would happen up here tonight. 
He lets out a small moan before he allows his full weight to blanket me with the heat of his body. If you would’ve asked me if I’d do something like this twenty minutes before now, I would’ve told you no, but now I’m coming apart from the inside out, hoping he’ll move this to the next level and blow my mind. 
His grip on the chair beside my head shifts as he raises his body in a push up once again. “Take out my cock.” Holy shit. A tiny glimpse of how stupid this is flashes through my mind and before I can acknowledge it, he’s coercing me again. “Reach in and grip it with your tiny fucking hands. Slide those silky fingers around it and then tell me you’re thinking about pussy when you do.” His deep whisper sends a spike of desperation through my body, giving me the strength and courage to do exactly what he says. Who am I to deny my curiosity what it wants?
“You said there’d be no touching.”
“No, I said I wouldn’t touch you. Good thing you didn’t make that promise.” With my eyes drawn to his, I slide a single hand between us until it’s under the elastic of his shorts. The tip is wet with proof that he’s turned on by all of this. I wrap my fingers around the width, noticing the multiple twitches under my grip. “Fuck.” He rolls his head back, extending his arms straight and allowing as much space as he can between us. 
I slowly slide my hand up and over the tip, before I return to gripping and moving up and down the length of his still growing cock, using his own moisture as lube. Jesus, how big can he possibly get?
“What’s your name?” His question surprises me. 
“Kinsley.” I’m still moving my hand over him when I slide the other one into his shorts and let my finger nails slide over his tight ass.
“Fuck.” He closes his eyes, before he drops to hover over me once again. “Kinsley what?” His breath hits my lips… so temptingly close to kissing me, but so fucking far away at the same time.
“Kinsley Cooper.” 
“Come to the Smoothie King Event Center tomorrow night. Will Call will have two tickets for you.” He pushes up and steps over me before he tucks his cock back into his shorts. The quick glimpse he allows me to see will only torture me the rest of the night if he’s going to leave me here like I think he’s about to.
“Why would I go there?”
“Because after I win my fight, I’m going to fuck you senseless.” He’s a fighter. Damnit… that just made him even sexier. He slides a hoodie over his shoulders, zipping it up before he turns to leave me alone, still feeling the heavy weight of what just happened between us. Every nerve in my body is on edge and begging for him to come back and continue the connection we had. 
I hear the door hit the rock before I allow my eyes to take in the star littered sky. I send a single silent wish up for him to come back and finish where he left off, but I know that isn’t going to happen. 
Looking over the edge, I watch him jog down the road, away from me and toward the quietest part of town where everything seems to be darker than if he would’ve ran in any other direction. 
He has a fight tomorrow. That would explain why he was up here alone instead of out to party like the rest of the city. I’m sure it’s part of his training process to stay away from all the crazy before a fight, but I’m only assuming. 
I’ve never met a fighter, in fact, I really don’t like to watch people hit each other, so I’m not sure how this whole fight thing will go tomorrow night. But I do know one thing… there’s no way in hell I’m missing it. 
 
Read the rest of Tap Out by following the link! 
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