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      To anyone who’s ever had a dream, then took the risk to chase it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Behind Me

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t even know who I am anymore.

      Josephine… My birth name. The one my parents gave me and the one they can have. It makes me no difference.

      Joss… That’s what my friends call me. I like it. It means they know me. Sort of.

      Blue J… My stage name. It hides me when I need it to.

      Bird… That’s what he calls me. And he’s the only one.

      He gave me a new name. One that was branded on my skin our first night together, placed there by his lips. The night that was supposed to be our first and our last. Because if he sees the me hiding behind the fake name, will he even want me?

      

      Cain

      She slipped out, right through my fingers. But that won’t work for me. Her voice made an impression, her touch left its mark. And when I find her, I’ll make sure she remembers the way it felt.

      But how can a girl who hides herself, living in a convent and afraid to face the world, ever fall for a man who kills people for a living? Can the death row prison guard and the girl struggling to break free come together? Or will their differences keep them from finding their forever?

      

      Behind Me is a contemporary romance with adult language and sexual content and is intended for an audience 18 and over.
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      Ten years ago

      Please no.

      God no.

      This cannot be happening. I brace myself on the vanity to keep from falling to the bathroom floor, staring numbly at my now-pale face in the mirror. The shower curtain reflecting in it grabs my attention, and I zero in on the footballs covering the navy fabric.

      Football. What will this do to Jeremy? To his future? To our future?

      I try to control my breathing as my heart pounds painfully against my ribcage.

      Just go talk to him. We’ll figure this out together.

      Gathering my strength, I take a few calming breaths and head back to his bedroom.

      “Yeah, man, we’re all set. Stretch Hummer. It’ll be sick. You get the room?”

      He holds out the hand that isn’t holding his phone, and I rush toward him, needing his embrace. I fall into his lap and absorb the feel of his body against mine, soaking up the comfort that touching him always gives me.

      “Homecoming’ll be epic. Especially after we wipe the Tornados all over the football field.” His smile is so blinding, it distracts me for a split second. “Yep. Later, bro.” He tosses the phone to the side of the bed and pulls our bodies down, nuzzling my neck. Warm lips suck on my tender flesh. “My parents won’t be home for about an hour. Let’s make the best of it.”

      His touch is a balm to my nerves, offering the physical contact I need right now.

      “I love you, Jeremy.” With every part of my soul, I love this boy. Love everything about him. He’ll help me through this.

      He works his way to my mouth, whispering as he goes. “I love you too, Joss. Let me show you how much.” Soft kisses cover my neck.

      “Wait. We need to talk.” I run my hand through his soft shaggy hair.

      “We will. I want to tell you all about the plans for homecoming.” He works my shirt up. “Senior year. We’re gonna own this shit, babe. Live up every minute until we head off to college.” Our fairytale reality, the dream we’ve been living. “I’ll be playing football, you’ll be at Julliard. We’ll sneak off to see each other—”

      “Jeremy.” His lips and hands roam my body, and I want to get lost. Lost in his love. But the plastic I’m gripping won’t allow me to do that.

      “What’s wrong?” He grabs my hand and brings it toward his lips, almost making contact before he finally notices I’m holding something. His eyebrows pinch together. “What’s in your hand?”

      He chuckles and pries the plastic stick from my sweaty palm. Blinks. Then frowns. His breathing gets ragged, curiosity changing to anger on his face.

      “Is this a fucking joke?” He stands so fast, the bed bounces and I scramble to sit up and reach for him. “Tell me this is a joke, Josephine!”

      My eyes burn, attempting to fight tears, as his furious ones look foreign.

      Don’t panic. He’s just in shock.

      “Fuck!” He looks at the pregnancy test again then hurls it at the wall.

      The almost weightless stick barely makes a sound on impact. Standing there for what seems like years, breath ragged, he grabs his hair with both hands and bends at the waist.

      “How did this happen?” The whisper is barely audible.

      “I-I couldn’t remember my last period, which isn’t unusual so—” I take a deep breath, thankful he’s here with me even if he is freaking. I need him to help me figure this out. “I took it so I could stop worrying. But—”

      “How could this happen? How?” He won’t look at me. “We only slipped up one time and I pulled out. That can’t be right, Joss. It can’t.”

      I wrap my arms around him and finally get his eyes. He must see the pain on my face because he drops to his knees where I’m sitting on the bed and puts his hands on my cheeks.

      “I’m sorry, babe. I’m flipping out here. Don’t worry, we’ll figure this out. I…” His determined eyes dart around the room, looking for answers before they come back to mine. “I have some money stashed. You can go to the clinic and get rid of it. No one will ever know.”

      It? Nausea fills me at what he’s implying, and my hands go reflexively to my stomach.

      “Skip school tomorrow. Go to the clinic. We’ll fix this, babe. It’ll be fine.” The words spilling from his tongue are manic. “I’ll get you through this.”

      Fix this? “Jeremy, I-I don’t—”

      “Then you can pretend like you have the flu or something, stay home another day. You should be fine after that. No one will ever know. It’ll work. I’ll make sure.”

      Cold sweat dampens my skin. My face, hands, and feet tingle.

      “Joss.” He tilts my head, bringing me back to the present. “Are you listening? This will be fine, babe. I’ll make sure of it.” He kisses my stiff mouth then wraps me in a tight hug.

      I nuzzle my face in his neck and whisper against his skin, “I-I can’t do that. It’s a baby. It’s our baby.”

      “Yeah. A baby we cannot have. A baby that will ruin both our lives.” Physically he’s holding me tight, but his words are pushing me away.

      I shake my head, unable to accept what he’s saying.

      “Joss!” Firm hands grab my shoulders. “You cannot have this baby! If it comes out that you’re pregnant and that it’s mine… I’ll be kicked off the team! We are not having a fucking baby, Josephine.” He shakes me a little, eyes dark with confused anger. “Do you hear me? You need to fix this. Now. This can’t touch me. It can’t. Baby, please, don’t do this to me.”

      “We’ll figure it out.” I try to even out my voice, but it still cracks. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “What’s there to figure out? I already have a football scholarship to IU next year, and there’s no way in hell anything is standing in my way. Not you—and sure as hell not a baby.” He stands and paces like a caged animal.

      “Jeremy.” He has to understand. He just… “Please… I love you. There has to be another way.”

      “Love? You love me? Then why would you want to ruin my life? Why would you want to ruin your own life?” He stares at me, looking for a response, but I don’t have one. “That’s not love.”

      “I can’t do it. Please, let me figure something out. But not that. Not that.”

      His expression changes, losing every drop of compassion. Every trace of the boy I’ve loved since I was fourteen seems to disintegrate into thin air, replaced by a cold-hearted stranger.

      “As far as I’m concerned, that’s our only option. If you decide to keep it, that’s on you. I’ve told you I would help, but not like that…” He looks at my still-flat stomach in disgust. “If you have that baby, then you can count me out.” He grips his hair, bending at the waist for a moment before popping back up and shaking his head. “Jesus! I need some air.”

      He walks to his bedroom door then stops. “I’m serious. I can’t be a part of this. As far as I’m concerned… that baby isn’t mine.” With that, he’s gone.

      “Jeremy!” I cry, but the door remains still. “Jeremy!”

      The only boy I’ve ever loved. Ever been with.

      Trusted with my body. Trusted with my heart.

      Gone.

      With no time to consider any options, I do the only thing I can. I pick myself up, stuff the pregnancy test in my bag, and head for home. Praying the entire way that Mom and Dad can help me figure out how to handle this.
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        * * *

      

      The short drive did nothing to calm the nerves that rack my body as I climb the back steps to our prestigious Colonial home. By some miracle, I make it up to my room unnoticed. The enormous bed covered in white welcomes me. I drop my bag and climb in, hoping to hide under the covers for all eternity.

      No such luck.

      A light knock on my door is followed by my mother’s entrance. “I thought I heard you come in.” The closet door opens, followed by the sound of a zipper. “I have a surprise.”

      I peel back the covers to look. A mixture of guilt and despair slam into my gut at the sight of her holding up the deep purple dress we picked out a month ago.

      “Isn’t it beautiful? I just picked it up from the seamstress. You can’t even tell she brought the hem up. It’s flawless.” Thank goodness she hasn’t taken her eyes off the garment to look at me. “I think you and Jeremy will get homecoming king and queen this year, don’t you, honey? You two are so perfect together. Everyone sees it.” Her eyes, full of hope, meet mine. “I know you two are young, but I think he’s your one. Just like your father was my high school sweetheart.”

      “What are my girls up to?” Dad walks in, and I wonder if this moment could get any worse.

      “Look at her dress, Paul.”

      Mom’s excitement is my undoing. A sob rips from my throat so hard and fast that I force my face into the pillow to try to hide it. My body shakes uncontrollably with suppressed emotion that has burst open like a dam.

      “Josephine, what’s the matter? You don’t like it?” She rushes over, and the contents of my bag spill on the floor. “Shoot—what’s this?”

      The air goes silent. I hold my breath, refusing to look up.

      Mom is on her knees, pregnancy test in hand. “Why do you have this? Whose is it?”

      Dad comes up behind her, thick dark brows pulled low over his eyes.

      “Answer me, dammit!” Mom says.

      “Mine,” I say between sobs. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Yours?” My father’s voice has lost all traces of softness and taken on the tone he uses in the courtroom. “Yours?”

      “Let me explain.” I sit up, trying to wipe the moisture from my face.

      “Explain? Yes, please, Josephine, explain to your mother and me why you’ve strayed from everything we’ve taught you. Explain to me why you thought it was okay to disregard the way you were raised after everything your mother and I have done for you.” His eyes glaze over as his jaw ticks. “Please explain.”

      “I didn’t mean for it to hap—”

      “Did Jeremy do this to you?” He shakes his head in disgust. “I can’t believe I trusted that slimy little—”

      “I love him!” My natural defense goes up, before it’s overshadowed with memories of what Jeremy said.

      Dad laughs. “You love him?” He shakes his head again. “If you two are so in love, then why did he put you at risk? Why did he take away your innocence? And why in the hell isn’t he here right now telling me he got you pregnant!”

      I cover my head with my arms to protect myself from the truth, unable to accept my dad’s anger and disappointment.

      “He’s damn lucky he’s not eighteen yet, or I would charge him with statutory.” The judge in him has taken a seat at the bench. “He deserves to rot.”

      My stomach is lodged in my throat. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t defend Jeremy right now. “I need your help. I don’t know what to do. Please.”

      Mom, who has remained silent, stands and quietly places the pregnancy test on the nightstand. “This isn’t a fixable problem, Josephine.”

      Her calm, detached whisper sends the blood draining from my face.

      “Your dad and I have a lot to talk about. So I suggest you stay here until we figure this situation out.”

      She leaves the room with my father, calmly closing the door behind them. I cocoon myself in covers, wrapping my arms protectively around my stomach, and pray the white cotton will shield me and this little baby from the outside world.

      Unfortunately, those blankets couldn’t shield me from anything, let alone what came next.
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      Present

      Tonight.

      Tonight, I’m stepping out of my comfort zone. I’m going to be a different person.

      I replay the mantra over and over in my head. Luciana turns me to face the mirror, and a stunning girl looks back from the reflection. Victoria’s Secret-worthy hair is embellished with a few blue streaks to complement my stage name, and my makeup is photo shoot ready.

      “Holy crap, Lu, how did you do that?”

      My dear, low tolerance friend rolls her hazel eyes. “Gee, I don’t know. I suppose it’s simple really. Beautiful girl sits in my chair, I do her hair, makeup, then bam!” She makes the little explosion motion with her fingers. “A knockout is born.” Her sarcasm hangs in the air like dirty laundry.

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      She sighs. “Promise me you’re going to try to have some fun tonight. Don’t think too hard. Be reckless. Kiss a hot guy for no reason.”

      Heat creeps up my cheeks at the idea, but I’m not shocked. Her mission is always to get me out of my box and back into the world. The girl staring back at me has my gray eyes, with little flecks of yellow, and the button nose I got from my great-grandma, but the rest of the flawless masterpiece my friend put together is absolutely stunning.

      Catching my attention in the mirror, she gives me a stern look. “Sing your heart out, have a few drinks, find a man. Those are the rules you live by tonight, got it? Hopefully you’ll give yourself the night off from, well… you.”

      Sighing, I turn the chair and look her straight in the eye. “Got it. I promise. I’m taking my costume, putting it on, and I’m going to be someone else tonight.” Hopefully this will ease her worries.

      “Dammit!” Apparently, that wasn’t the trick. “That’s not a costume! It’s skinny jeans, a halter top, and sexy-ass shoes!” She stomps her foot, hands waving frantically while pointing out the obvious. “This is what I mean!”

      Her frustration on this matter is nothing new.

      “Okay, okay, it’s not a costume.”

      To me, though, it is. My day-to-day life would never consist of me looking like this, all decked out and beautiful. Nope, I’m perfectly happy to hide in my boring shell.

      Well, except for tonight.

      Tonight, I’m Blue J.

      Tonight, I’m someone else.

      Cain

      My steel-toed boots echo with each step down the long narrow hallway that leads to the employee locker room, my muscles aching with fatigue. We just finished our unit’s mandatory training. This one’s focus was a lockdown of the facility if someone should attempt to break in. I know it’s important to stay up on the constant changes to our job, along with new security and new ways we’re vulnerable to infiltration, but the shit can also feel a lot like Groundhog Day.

      The irony, and the ridiculousness, isn’t lost on me that any idiot would want to break in to a maximum-security prison, but you would be surprised what an entry-level drug dealer is willing to do to move up the ranks. Especially when said drug dealer may get the honor of causing enough distraction for the “Godfather” to make his escape. Which is exactly what makes gutter rats feel like sewer kings. It’s also the reason my entire body feels as though rigor mortis is setting in after a long day of training drills, and my favorite chair at home is calling my name.

      “Cain.”

      “Yo.”

      “You going out with us for a drink?” Abe pulls off his soaking wet shirt and tosses it into the large bin.

      At the end of every work day, I’m grateful we’re not stuck with our own laundry. Today being an add-on training day thankfully guarantees that the only thing saturating our uniform came from us.

      “Not tonight, man.” It’s not that I don’t like my team; I consider all of them friends. But between the new house I’m building and all the extra training we’ve had to do lately, my ass needs a break.

      “There’s the shock of the century.” Collin slams his rickety metal locker closed then makes his way to the shower.

      This prison is old as hell and was built at a time when workers didn’t expect a ton of unnecessary bullshit. So the locker room consists of a few rows of lockers, each assigned to a guard, and a few sinks on the far wall. The shower room is completely open with an old shower head that spits out lukewarm water every four foot or so. The aged concrete structure is damp, and when it rains, the walls look as though they’re weeping. The shower does serve its purpose though, of getting off the first layer of blood, sweat, spit, piss, or any other thing we may encounter during the work day. Simply so we can get home and take a real shower.

      “I can’t wait till we move to the new facility,” I say.

      Collin’s been counting down the days. “Preach.”

      “Shit.” It just occurred to me that my day will not consist of heading home to relax. My prior commitment should at least make the boys happy though. Walking into the shower, I kick on the water. “Scratch what I said. We are going out for a drink tonight.”

      I don’t miss Elliot’s head turning in shock, before he quickly goes back to facing the wall without saying a word. He wouldn’t say shit regardless—dude barely speaks.

      “Be at Willie’s Roadhouse at eight thirty,” I say. “My cousin Rod will be there with his band, and I told him I would go.”

      It doesn’t take long to get feedback from the guys.

      “The fucking honky-tonk out on 101?” Abe talks first, which is no shock. He’ll be the one to bail on us if he’s not interested. “Hell no, I'm not going there.”

      “I’m game.” Collin’s always up for doing something. I’m not sure he even has a permanent residence. He may just stay at his flavor of the week’s house and live out of his truck. He’s new at the prison, and I haven’t quite figured him out yet. “Maybe one of those rodeo queens will wanna take me for a ride… boots and all.”

      I roll my eyes. Everything Collin does is based on a sliding scale of how likely he is to get a piece.

      “Jude?” I holler to my last team member, knowing Elliot is a given.

      “Whatever,” he grunts. “If the beer is flowing, I’m sure we’ll survive a night of country bullshit.”

      “Meet you all there at eight thirty.” I finish my quick scrub-down, shut the water off, and grab a towel. “Oh, and stop with the whiny shit. They’re a cover band, not country only.” Wrapping the towel around my hips, I head back to my locker so I can get the hell out of here.

      “Jesus!” Abe jumps out from under the shower, and the guys follow suit.

      We must have lost hot water again. They all scamper for their towels, except for Collin. He’s covered in a cloud of suds from head to toe, the goofy motherfucker, screaming at the top of his lungs as he forces himself to rinse off under the icy spray.

      “We can’t move out of this hellhole fast enough.” Abe is pissed.

      I laugh my ass off. “Three more months.”

      The new prison is almost done. Not only will the team be moving out of this building, but we’ll be moving out of this town. The new facility is located on the outskirts of the small town I grew up in, about an hour east of here. Ohio’s attempt to put the maximum-security prison out in the middle of a cornfield, instead of near a big city.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling into Willie’s, I spot Abe’s truck across the lot and prepare myself to get bitched at for being ten minutes late. I park my truck out and away from the other cars, which isn’t all that easy considering the lot is already overflowing. Last time I went to a place like this, my damn truck got dinged by what I’m guessing was a drunk dipshit.

      As soon as I walk up to the door, I spot Abe looking ready to punch a wall. Collin, Elliot, and Jude are all standing around as well.

      “What the hell, man? We were about to bail.” Abe tosses his arms out to the side, looking testy already. My closest friend has about as much patience for this shit as I do, which for some reason makes me laugh at his pissed off expression.

      “Chill the hell out.” I try to beat back the grin fighting to make an appearance. “Are you going to be able to keep your shit under control if this place gets out of hand? Lots of bodies in there already.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Abe bites back, and I’m reminded of the fact that I don’t do well either when people crowd in on me.

      As prison guards, we’re constantly ready for a fight to break out and always on our toes. We expect the worst at any moment and trust no one. That spills over into our lives outside of work as well, where people have even more freedom to pull some random-ass shit.

      “I’m going in to find the cowgirls.” Collin heads for the entrance.

      We follow his lead, though I sure as hell hope he acts civilized. That man is tough as shit when he’s watching the block, always alert, always reliable. The minute he steps foot off prison property though, he reverts back to being a fifteen-year-old teenager pulled around by his dick.

      As we step in and make our way through the crowd, a mass of blond hair and waving arms catches my attention. “Cain! Over here. You made it!”

      Jackie’s at a reserved table on the side of the dance floor, a sea of bodies already taking residence around us. I make my way through the thick crowd, my senses assaulted by perfume, cologne, and sweat coming off the people crammed in here.

      Pushing through, I get across the floor then wrap my arms around Jackie, talking into her ear so she can hear me over the DJ. “You look great, Jack. How’s my soon-to-be goddaughter been treating you?”

      A huge, contagious smile crosses her face. “It’s only been three months since she was born, and I’ve already forgotten how to be an adult. This is my first official ‘adult’ night out, and I can’t decide if I should slam every drink in this bar or go cry in the corner because I miss her.” She shrugs as if this is a normal reaction.

      “Get your paws off my wife.”

      I feel a squeeze to my shoulder and turn to find Rod in his stage getup: ripped jeans, a vintage Skynyrd T-shirt, his brown hair sporting too much gel.

      “Good to see you, man, it’s been too long.” I give him a half shake, half man hug.

      “No shit! I wish I had more time to chat, but I need to finish setting up. I talked J into singing with us tonight, so I need to get her mic ready too. Catch ya after the show.”

      He’s off before I have the chance to ask who “J” is. I’ve met his band members multiple times. Good group of guys who’ve been together since high school. Guess there’s a newbie.

      Jude and Elliot step up to the table, passing out two rounds for everyone. The lines at the bar aren’t getting any shorter, and my drink max when I’m driving is two anyway, so I’m set for the night. The crowd keeps getting thicker. They’ve got to be over capacity.

      “Jackie, this is Jude and Elliot.” I nod at the guys. “They work on my team. The one out on the floor dry-humping a cowgirl in hot pink boots is Collin.”

      She smiles and shakes Jude’s hand then Elliot’s, before scanning the crowd to find Collin doing what looks like the robot, a crowd of women watching.

      “Jesus, what the fuck is he doing now?” Abe hollers as he reaches our table. “I am not claiming his ass if he gets into trouble.”

      The lights go down, and a spotlight hits the stage. “Evening, Willie’s Roadhouse.”

      The crowd cheers and I reposition my stool toward the front as Collin makes his way to our table.

      “Thanks for having us tonight. Not only did I bring my band, The Crew, but I also brought a special guest on keyboard and vocals. Everyone, put your hands together and welcome Blue J and The Crew!” Rod says.

      Whistles pierce the muggy air.

      The drummer pounds out a beat, getting everyone up and out of their seats as the band opens their first set. The voice that belts across the speaker is so shocking, every hair on my body stands on end. It doesn’t belong in a bar; it belongs on a stage with thousands of fans absorbing it.

      “Holy shit!” Collin shouts. “Forget what I said about the cowgirls. I want me that singing siren!”

      I roll my eyes, trying to see who he’s talking about. I can’t see shit though—probably because I’m the only person still sitting. Bodies all around me are bouncing, drinks spilling over the tops of glasses.

      Curious to find out if her face is as amazing as that voice, I stand and catch a shot of dark brown hair that goes on and on in a mass of waves, along with a few blue strands. The multi-colored lights strobe over the crowd, making me question if what I see is real. When she finally turns her head back and I get a decent look, the song has ended.

      I see her clearly when she looks at Rod with the biggest smile and mouths, “Thank you,” to him before going into the next song.

      I stare, enjoying the fact that I can, and attempt to pull my jaw up off the floor. I glance to my left and right and notice that I’m not the only one affected. I have a sudden urge to walk around and poke out everyone’s eyes.

      “Damn.” Abe lets out a long low whistle. “That chick is smokin'.”

      My eyes meet Elliot’s, and his teeth are showing. For some reason, this annoys the crap out of me. “What the hell is with your face?”

      The quiet bastard’s smile grows, and he lifts his chin toward the stage. The view has my normally straight-faced, mute bro grinning like a schoolgirl. This bar is packed with women. Most of them barely covered. Can’t these fuckers look at one of them?

      Guess we’re all suffering from the standard lust everyone gets when there’s a band on the stage. People always seem larger than life when they’re performing, but really, if you passed them on the street, you may not look twice.

      Yeah, that’s what I’m telling myself.

      Settling in, I cross my arms and enjoy the clear view as well as the eargasms from listening to the mysterious Blue J. Wonder what her real name is? Is it Blue? Rod called her J. I guess I’ll add it to the growing list of reasons to talk to her later.

      As the night plays on, I become more and more addicted to her energy, absorbing it until I feel drunk. Her hips tick back and forth like a pendulum, and her big bright lips form every seductive word. Thoughts of those lips around my hard cock assault my brain. I wonder if she could sing while it’s in the back of her throat. Maybe hum my favorite tune. That makes me smile.

      Clearing my head, I drain the rest of my beer and try to focus on the show instead of the fantasy reel in my mind. There’s a momentum around me, a force moving me to try to get close to this girl. Make a plan. Figure out a way to talk to her. Possibly turn a fantasy into reality. After the week we’ve had at the prison, a beautiful distraction would be a welcome treat.

      Who am I kidding? There’s no way that girl is single.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the show comes to an end, the smell of beer, sweat, and lust is rolling off the crowd in waves. Rod’s band draws the masses wherever he goes, but adding this mysterious Blue J to the mix has made the crowd go nuclear.

      “Thank you, everyone, for letting me crash this party.” Fans go nuts when Blue J addresses them. “I’ve got to admit, this is the most fun I’ve had in a long time. We’re going to close the night with a slow one I hold dear to my heart. It’s sort of my jam.” She lets out a little laugh and turns her head toward the drummer, giving him a nod.

      Her heel taps to the beat when the classic “Landslide” by Fleetwood Mac starts, and my gut turns as I think about the lyrics. Why in the hell would this song be important to her? My mind runs through all sorts of scenarios, alcohol fueling my imagination. It’s a depressing song.

      Great song? Yes.

      Feel good? Hell. No.

      Now I’m bothered and can’t wrap my head around why. Guess there’s only one way to find out.

      Look out, little bird… a vulture’s circling.
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      Closing the last note, I bow my head, giving me a second to get my expression under control. It’s no use—my cheeks hurt from the smile that breaks free. Why didn’t I agree to sing with Rod and The Crew sooner?

      The lights come on in the bar, and immediately people filter out the door. I take a few minutes to catch my breath. When I hug Rod and the guys, I thank them again for convincing me to do this.

      Anxious to get my hands on the drink I promised myself, I get to work packing up some of the gear. My feet are pounding after hours in these heels, and the sooner my butt finds a barstool, the better.

      Only the owners and a few close friends of the band remain, along with some regulars I’m sure can stay as long as they want. A few people have stopped by to tell me what a great job we did. It felt amazing to get those compliments, to remember what it’s like to perform.

      “Hey, honey, give me a hug. We’re heading out. I need to get home to Lily.”

      I quickly stuff away the last of the keyboard cords. Jackie waits, her arms wide open, waiting for a hug. She looks whupped.

      I wrap my arms around her and give her a tight squeeze. “You take care of yourself, little momma, and get some rest.”

      Behind her, Rod says, “You want us to wait while you catch a cab? I feel bad cutting out on you so soon.” Regret is visible in his eyes. That sweetheart would take care of every woman he knew if it were possible.

      “Are you kidding me? No! Get home to Lily. Besides, I promised myself a drink, and Willie said I could stay as long as I want.”

      “Okay.” He looks skeptical but doesn’t push. “Thanks again for coming along and singing tonight. You were absolutely amazing out there. Promise me you’ll do it again.” Kissing my cheek, he gives my shoulder a squeeze.

      “I’ll think about it.” I wink, still riding the high from how much fun it was. “Now get. Shoo! I’ll be fine.”

      After they leave, I make my way across the big open dance floor that’s still sticky from spilled drinks and climb onto a barstool. Willie heads my direction from the other end of the bar, flinging a towel over his shoulder as he goes.

      “That was some show, doll.” His smile is warm and makes the lines around his eyes show. “I think you need to be a regular with The Crew. The crowd really loved you.” He says it like a father would, and it pinches my heart a little. “What can I get for ya?”

      “Thank you. I’ll start with a water please. No, scratch that—”

      “I was just about to tell Willie I’ve got this round, but I’m not sure what it says about me if I offer to buy you a water.”

      I swivel toward the voice, my body moving before my brain grants permission. It’s deep and scratchy and pulls my attention. The owner of said voice must smoke ten packs a day, or possibly swallowed battery acid. I cringe inwardly when I think about how awful that sounds. My eyes land on a broad chest covered in a black tee, and I instinctively take a breath blessed with something that smells like fresh cotton and maybe the ocean? My eyes close on instinct, and a little voice in my brain dares me to bury my nose in that chest. As if I would ever be that forward. Forcing my eyes up, I take in a dark five o’clock shadow then move past a set of perfect, amused lips and strong cheekbones. Heavy lids with black lashes frame the dark eyes staring right at me. I stop there, and for a minute, I gaze at this stranger like a complete idiot.

      “Hi.”

      Now I need a new theory. There’s no way he’s a smoker because all I smell is mint.

      “You don’t smoke.” The words are out of my mouth before I even register that I said them.

      “What?” His brows furrow. He’s probably thinking he misheard me.

      “You smell too good to smoke, but your voice. It’s, ah…” No, no, no. Why am I still talking? Why am I still staring? I look around frantically and see Willie has walked away, a water waiting for me on the bar.

      Before I have a chance to grab the bottle and try to drown myself in it, I feel a calloused hand touch my forearm. I look up to see those brown eyes boring down on me and a smile pulling his full lips.

      “Can I buy you a drink? One that isn’t of the water variety?”

      My heart starts beating again, and I regain my ability to speak. This beautiful man wants to buy me a drink? “Um.” This is your chance to live a little. Take it. “Sure.”

      “Willie.” His deep rasp echoes toward the owner, who’s currently stocking the shelves. “Little Bird’s ready for a drink.” His heavy eyes swing back to me. “What’ll it be?”

      “Ah…” That’s a tough question, seeing as the only time I ever drink is when my girls and I split a bottle of wine from the grocery. “I’m not sure. What sounds good? Better yet, surprise me.” I beam, feeling as though I just made some huge, daring decision by putting the fate of my drink order in this stranger’s hands.

      It was a testament to how much I needed to get out.

      “Sweet? Sour? Strong? Sneaky?”

      He has me laughing and the way he smiles makes it feel as though we’re flirting. We probably are. I just haven’t done it in so long that I’m sure I missed the context clues.

      “How about strong and sour?” I have no clue.

      “Is that a question?”

      It sort of was, because I’m not sure if I would like it or not. But then I think, Screw it, go big or go home, right? This is my night, and that dormant part inside me wants to wake up, get a little drunk, and maybe even kiss this non-smoking, clean-smelling, gorgeous man. I still need to work out those details, but maybe the drink will help.

      “Nope.” My lips popped with enthusiasm. I’m already drunk on the idea of getting tipsy. “It’s definitely a statement.”

      “All right, I’m sticking with traditional strong and sour for you then.” His grin is cocky as he says to Willie, “How about a margarita on the rocks and a Guinness? Send another round out for the boys in the back too.”

      After handing over his credit card, he turns back to me, situating his side against the bar. He’s really close, but it doesn’t bother me in the slightest. I actually find it comforting. Even though he’s a large man, the vibe he’s giving says protector, not predator.

      The guys in the band have all slinked off with either their significant other or a woman from the crowd. I haven’t seen any of them since I climbed up on my stool.

      “What’s your name, little Bird?”

      Before a word can leave my mouth, Willie is back with our drinks, setting the salt-rimmed glass in front of me. It doesn’t look like the fishbowls you get in restaurants, which I’m thankful for.

      My mouth waters, excited to get the first taste. The salt hits my lips, then the tart lime-infused tang shocks my tongue. Oh, wow… that’s really good.

      “Willie, this is amazing.” I beam at my new favorite drink maker.

      “I put Patron in there, doll, so be careful.” He looks at the stranger and then me, gives a nod of approval, and heads off.

      “Thanks, man.” My stranger grabs his almost-black beer and takes a pull.

      I’m already on my third gulp of this yellow liquid miracle, and my chest is feeling warm on the inside.

      “You sounded great out there tonight. How long have you been singing?”

      Taking another sip of liquid courage, I find my voice. “I was always told that I sang before I talked, so I guess the answer would be my entire life.” Hopefully he doesn’t take that as a snide comment, but memories of my childhood are always bittersweet.

      “So that’s how many years?”

      Oh, he’s a clever one. I look down to see ice in the glass, but no golden goodness. My limbs are feeling relaxed, my brain taking a little break from worry, but one more drink should help me navigate around this bulk of a man in front of me.

      “Willie,” I singsong his name, not even a hundred percent sure why. “Can I have another magic margarita? This one is on me.” A giggle leaves my lips.

      Oh God, I giggled.

      “Just add it to the card.” When he turns around, that black cotton wall is in front of me.

      This time I do lean in and take a sniff, suddenly feeling brave and not caring one bit if this man minds me smelling his shirt.

      “We’re hitting the road, been a long day.” A tall guy flanked by three more just like him appear out of nowhere.

      Scanning the group, my vision is assaulted by perfectly tight haircuts and strong builds. Jeans of every shade, hair a variety of colors, but the only thing my mind flashes is holy hotties.

      “Did you all come together?” The margarita has taken over my mouth, giving my common sense a break. “What do you guys do for a living? No, wait! Don’t tell me, I want to guess.”

      The one with humor in his eyes and light brown hair looks at me, clearly taking my staring for what it is. I’d really like a minute to put each one of them under a megawatt light and inspect every feature on their manly faces.

      Maybe make a calendar.

      “We sure did, gorgeous.” That smile is infectious, like a child’s, but his expression and tone are more like a horny teenager’s. “Would you like to take us all home too?” His eyebrows wiggle. “We’re into that.”

      Squinting my radar eyes, I see his are big blue marbles, expressive and full of life. This one is trouble.

      “Collin,” My stranger barks, making me jump.

      “No disrespect.” Horny teenager-like Collin winks.

      Feeling heat rise in my cheeks, I turn my stool around to find a new salt-rimmed glass full of liquid relief. Placing it to my lips, I take a sip. The second one goes down even smoother than the first. I take a second to do a mental check and decide my cheeks are a little too hot and my lips are tingling. It’s probably best if I set this one down, or at the very least sip it slowly.

      “Would you like to dance, little Bird?” That newly familiar deep timber interrupts my thoughts. “These dipshits were just leaving.”

      His slightly irritated look, which I know is not directed at me, makes the group of calendar boys chuckle.

      “Dance?” I study his face for sincerity and find it behind the deep set of dark chocolate eyes.

      Oh, what the heck. I’m in full costume tonight, right? If I’m going to look like someone else, I suppose it’s okay to act like someone else. I did promise Lu I would, so it’s important to keep my end of the deal. At least that’s what I’m telling myself.

      Jumping down from the bar stool, I realize how tall this man is. My average 5’5”, paired with these heels, only brings me to about his shoulder. Craning my neck back, I look at the non-smoking, clean-smelling, mass of a man and smile. “Sure.”

      Then I take a second to see that all five men are right there in front of me and they all completely dwarf me. The one with hair the color of sunshine and eyes so light they glow gives me a chin lift then heads for the door, never saying a word.

      “Shit, Elliot’s off and he’s my ride. Let’s go, Collin.”

      “Jude,” my stranger yells to his friend following Sunshine, “Elliot and Abe cool to drive?”

      “Yeah, man, we’re good.” The beast of a man who has only stubble on his head and face and looks like he may cut down trees manually for a living turns to me. “You guys sounded great out there.” Before I can say a word, he turns to go.

      We get one last “later,” from Green Eyes and Shit-Eating Grin. “Take care of my boy.” With a laugh, he catches up to the others already halfway out the door.

      Moving to the floor, I realize the juke box is playing, but no one is dancing. Mr. Clean has grabbed my hand. Turning, he wraps his long thick arms around me and I’m fighting every instinct I have not to cling to him like a monkey. The alcohol has completely relaxed me, but I feel every place his body is touching mine and vaguely register the slow song playing as Ed Sheeran’s “Thinking Out Loud.”

      The song is so beautiful that it makes me want to imprint upon my brain the way his body feels against mine. I wrap my arms around his neck, and he pulls me impossibly close against his hard body. Almost involuntarily, I snuggle in as if I belong there.

      Lu was right—I need to be okay with letting loose and having a night of my own. This moment feels too incredible not to enjoy. His body is warm against mine as he moves slowly with the beat.

      The scratch of his stubbled cheek tickles as he moves his lips to my ear. “I’ve wanted to do this all night, little Bird. From the minute you stepped onto the stage until the minute you stepped off, I felt like I couldn’t get over to you fast enough.”

      Goose bumps erupt on my arms.

      “I’ve had a week from hell and holding you is definitely helping.” I freeze, but he urges me to move again to the slow rhythm. “I’m not trying to scare you.” Light laughter vibrates his chest.

      “You’re beautiful.” Stop talking! “I’m sorry, I just mean… you’re beautiful and… oh my gosh. I’m so bad at this.”

      I bury my face in his chest. I don’t understand why my brain and mouth aren’t on the same page, and my nerves are giving me verbal diarrhea. He pulls back a little, and I chance a look in time to see his beautiful dark-stubbled jaw leaning in. My brain gets the message at the same time soft warm lips touch mine, then all at once, everything stops.

      There is no music.

      No one else in the room.

      Just him.

      Just me.

      His lips are gentle as they meet mine in the lightest of touches. They’re soft and full. He slowly peppers my mouth as if testing to see if I’m okay with what he’s doing. I angle my head slightly, wanting to feel every inch of his mouth, and startle slightly when his tongue sweeps out to graze my lower lip. The shock sends a shiver through my entire body, followed by heat through my veins. I place my palms on the sides of his neck, where I feel his pulse pounding. Feeling his blood pump rapidly fuels my need to chase more of this sensation.

      I pull him toward me and he comes easily, swiping his tongue along the seam of my lips again. The scratch of his face and the slide of his hands up my spine only heightens my need. Our tongues dance, slow and steady, while the bulge beneath his denim presses hard against my stomach. The pulsing between my legs is almost painful, and I’m willing to bet that I need a change of panties.

      “What’s your name, little Bird?”

      Telling him my real name will only remind me of the real me.

      “I like that you call me little Bird.” Talking into the side of his neck, I continue to get rewarded by his scent and feel his chest vibrating when he talks.

      “You have something against names?”

      “No, it’s just that you said you had a bad week and I’ve had a… well, it’s been a while since I’ve relaxed a bit. Would it be all right if we pretended for the night? Pretend you didn’t have a crap week and I didn’t need a night out? We just live in the moment?”

      He places his lips to my ear and whispers, “Come home with me tonight. We can pretend to be whoever you want.” He goes right back to kissing me senseless.

      Running my fingers across his broad shoulders, making the decision is easy. Tonight, I want to do something crazy. I want to spend it with this beautiful man and have no regrets. No judgment or guilt. Just a night when I can be whoever I want to be.

      My lips connect with his thick neck, then the base of his strong jaw. “Tonight.” My heart is pounding. “Sounds perfect.” Completely breathless. “I can give you tonight.” His cheek pulls back and I’m guessing he’s smiling, but I’m not ready to break the connection to look. “I got a hotel room just down the road so I wouldn’t have to drive home tonight. We could go there.”

      “I don’t care where we go as long as you’re coming with me.”
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      The echo of her words, I can give you tonight ricochets around my brain then settles low in my groin. This gorgeous girl, who looks even more beautiful up close than she did on that stage, agreed to spend the night with me. Her body is still tucked in tight against mine, and I dread the idea of letting go. Even if it is to head to the hotel, where I intend to keep my hands on her for the remainder of the night and into the early morning.

      “Did you drive here?” I ask.

      I don’t want her riding separately to the room. The need to keep her close is overwhelming, and I’m not in the frame of mind to analyze why. She feels like something fleeting, like trying to catch wind in your hands, and my gut says to hold on and pray she’s not a mirage.

      “No, I was planning on having a few drinks, so after I checked into the hotel, I caught a cab here.”

      “Do you want to grab another drink before we hit the road?” I pull her toward the bar but she stops me.

      “That’s all right. I’m ready to go.” She’s staring at her shoes, and her cheeks are bright and flushed. The confidence she possessed on the stage is missing now. I’m guessing this type of hookup isn’t her usual scene.

      “I’ll tell you what. I need to stop by the store on our way to the room, so I’ll grab you something if you’d like. Maybe a bottle of wine?” It occurred to me that the single condom I have in my wallet at all times may not be enough, and I’m not willing to risk being without if the opportunity arises. “Unless you have another type of drink you would like? I gotta warn you though, store margaritas are shit.”

      She matches my grin with one of her own. “You’re sure you need to stop at the store? I don’t want to be an inconvenience.”

      I nod. Trust me, I definitely need to hit the store.

      “I wouldn’t mind a bottle of sweet tea. But only if you honestly need to hit the store.” Her eyes drag up to mine.

      I get my first clear look at her eyes. They’re light gray, but around her pupil are little flecks of yellow. I’ve never seen anything like it. Realizing I’m staring, I pull my gaze away and grab her hand, anxious to head out the door and toward my truck.

      After we get across the impossibly long parking lot and before I even get my door open, I press her up against the side of the truck so I can slide my tongue into her addictive mouth, needing another taste to tide me over until we get to the hotel. I’m not usually this hot on making out, but having her lips wrapped around my tongue is quickly becoming a new favorite of mine. But the zipper making a permanent indent on my cock forces me to break free and get her up in the cab.
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      Pulling up to the hotel, I sigh in relief. I busted ass through the store, jogging down the aisles. By the time I made it to the checkout, I almost wrung the neck of the eighty-five-year-old employee. Why in the fuck are condoms on one end of the store, wine on the other, and sweet tea in the back? Okay, I get the sweet tea, but seriously, there needs to be a kiosk of condoms in the alcohol aisle. This shit isn’t rocket science.

      I jog around to open the passenger door and help her jump down. Well, that’s not exactly how it happens. She puts her feet on the running board, and I put my hands on her ass and pick her up. I kiss her so hard she has to wrap her arms around me to not fall back on the seat while I grind my hips into her.

      “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to wait until we get to the room.” My words come out choppy against the side of her neck.

      Her beautiful lips, now free of lipstick thanks to me, smile brightly as she pulls the keycard from her back pocket and we head for her room. I’m convinced the walk takes thirty minutes.

      “I just need a minute,” my little Bird says as she slips into the bathroom.

      I busy myself by sticking the condoms in the nightstand, kicking off my boots and socks, and willing my heart rate to slow down a bit. I hear the bathroom door open, and my head reflexively snaps up. Bird is standing in the doorway, still in her clothes and fidgeting with her hands.

      “Come here.” I sit on the edge of the bed so I’m not towering over her and put my hand out to coax her to me.

      She takes a deep breath then walks over. As soon as she’s close enough, I grab her hips, pull her between my legs, and my nose dives into her stomach. The silky material of her shirt lets my hands slide up and down her back easily.

      “Jesus, your body feels good. I have no idea where I should start.” Her hand trembles a little when she runs it through my hair, and I place a kiss to her stomach then tip my head to look at her. “Are you sure this is where you want to be tonight? I don’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

      “No, I’m sure… I’m sorry, I guess I’m a little nervous.” Her voice is weak, but her eyes are confidently fixed on mine.

      “I take it this isn’t your usual end game?” I smile and try to lighten the mood, get her to loosen up. “Wait…” I study her long, wavy chestnut hair. “Wasn’t there blue in there earlier?”

      She laughs so hard, I wonder what I said, though I don’t care since it seemed to break her nerves. “Those were just snap-in extensions. They kind of complement my stage name.” She’s smiling and has both hands wrapped around the back of my head, her eyes light and happy.

      “So no blue streaks every day?”

      “Heck no, that was just for tonight. Everyday me…” She stares at the wall behind me.

      “Keep going.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.” She shrugs then pulls my head back and puts her lips to mine.

      That’s all it takes to distract me, and my fingers start a slow exploration under her shirt, where I find the smoothest, softest skin. My calloused hands cover most of her back, though I don’t linger there. I run my hands slowly up and remove her shirt, tossing it off to the side once her black lace bra comes into view. Her hard nipples poke through the fabric, and my mouth waters at the sight.

      Unable to hold back, I latch on to one and suck it, wishing the lace wasn’t between us. She moans lightly while I work the clasp of her bra, needing my lips on her warm skin. Once the bra finally hits the floor and her satin-smooth skin and hard pink nipples enter my line of sight, I’m on her flesh like a starved man, giving it the attention it deserves. Her nails dig into my shoulders as a whimper escapes her lips.

      “Your skin feels perfect on my tongue, Bird. I need to taste you all over.”

      I stand, lifting her with me, and turn us around so I can lay her on the bed, taking a second to look at her in nothing but blue jeans. I take my time removing her clothes and studying her body. Her skin flushes pink on her chest and cheeks as I take in the vision before me.

      “You’re fucking beautiful.” She breaks eye contact and tucks her chin, but I’m not having any of that. I lean down and kiss her shoulder before tilting her cheek to make her look at me. “Don’t hide your gorgeous face.”

      I kiss her again, feeling her slowly relax under me, then make my way down her body, covering as much of her as I can with my mouth. I feel her tense the farther down I go.

      “Relax, Bird.” My voice is a soft whisper against her belly button. “I’m going to worship every inch of this beautiful body.”

      I pull off my shirt and toss it, needing it out of the way, then ease her thighs apart and place a kiss directly on her core. Lingering there but not making any deliberate moves to take it further, I give her a second to relax. Her legs tremble a little against my shoulders, and I look up to see her eyes squeezed shut.

      “You all right, sweet Bird?”

      She nods but doesn’t open her eyes.

      “Look at me.” I place another kiss to her center while keeping my eyes on her expression. I’m starting to wonder about her past, because she isn’t comfortable right now.

      Her eyes slowly open, and when I smile at her and kiss her lower belly, she seems to relax again.

      “I need to taste you. But only if that’s what you want.”

      “Yes.” Her answer is a whoosh of breath.

      Her sweet shyness has this feeling like more than a one-night hookup and the need to protect this girl from the outside world is causing me to look at this encounter through different eyes.

      “Watch me worship your body.” I kiss her again, this time dipping my tongue into her sweet center.

      Fuck. At the first taste of her, my eyes slam shut. Her whimper brings me out of a fog, and I open them back up to watch her as my tongue goes in deeper. Needing even closer, I spread her legs and bury my face in the pleasure of having her against my mouth. I can tell she’s close because her breaths are coming faster, chest heaving, and she slams her eyes shut then arches against me. The sight of her hands flying into her hair while she moans long and low has me fighting not to cum in my jeans. This girl is the sweetest, sexiest thing I’ve ever had my hands and mouth on.

      Once her breathing has started to slow and I got my fill of her taste, I work my way back up her body. I bury my face in her neck, getting in that little nook behind her ear. “If I don’t get out of these jeans soon, I’m afraid I’m going to have permanent damage to my cock.”

      She laughs then wraps her arms around my head while I suck on her neck. “We wouldn’t want that.”

      “I agree.” I push my erection against her, needing a little friction.

      “Maybe you should strip for me.” Her whisper is barely heard.

      I yank my head back so fast it breaks her hold on me, then I look into her eyes and see amusement there, but also lust. “You screwing with me, Bird?”

      “Umm… no?” She hides her face with her hands. “I don’t think so. I think I would like to see that.” A laugh escapes from behind her fingers.

      “You tell me your fantasies, and I’ll make them happen.” I almost put a disclaimer in there, but I don’t think this sweet girl is ever going to ask to peg me, so I let that one go.

      She pushes me off and rolls to her side, her cheeks bright red. Probably from the combination of embarrassment and her recent orgasm. “Just… just stand up and let me watch you take off the rest of your clothes.” She buries her face in a pillow.

      “Okay, little Bird, but you’re going to have to watch,” I tease as I climb off the bed.

      I reach into the nightstand and pull out a condom then toss it on the pillow. Her eyes track my movement. She puts her thumb nail between her teeth and looks back at me. The smile that spreads when she sees me standing there in nothing but my jeans has me feeling like the king of the world. I unbuckle my belt then yank it out of the loops before folding it over and snapping it in the air. Her shocked scream has us both laughing our asses off.

      “Jesus, Bird, I suck at this.” I can’t hide my smile. I feel as if my teeth are jumping out of my face. I’ve never had fun like this in the bedroom.

      “Okay, now turn around real slow. No. Actually just turn around and stop.”

      My eyebrows rise in question, and she hides her face again.

      “This is my fantasy,” she says into her pillow. “No making fun.”

      “Bird, I’ll never make fun of anything you ask me to do in the bedroom.” I turn around and face the wall. “All right, it’s safe to look.”

      It’s quiet for a while, but I can hear her light movement. I jump slightly when I feel two cool hands touch my back. “Shit!”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, you just surprised me.” I take a few breaths to control my heart rate.

      I stand as still as possible while she explores my back and shoulders with her hands. Her lips trail across my shoulder blades. I remain quiet as she snakes her arms around to my stomach and up my chest.

      “Your body feels amazing.” She drags her palms back down my chest, then moves one hand over my denim-covered cock.

      “Bird.” Every nerve in my body tingles with anticipation, making it nearly impossible to remain still.

      “I want you to take the rest off.”

      Not wasting a second, I turn around and she steps back, crossing her arms a little in an attempt to hide herself. “Absolutely not.” I shake my head, which seems to give her the confidence she needs to move her hands.

      I pop the button and zipper on my jeans and drop them to the floor, standing in just my black boxer briefs. Her gaze freezes on my erection, which is fighting to free itself. Once her eyes go wide, I can’t move slowly anymore. I need to be inside her. I drop my briefs and step out of them, then sweep her up, giving her no choice but to wrap her arms and legs around me. Her hot center connects with my painful erection.

      “Show time’s over, Bird.”

      “Okay,” is all she can get out before I have her back on the bed and our lips locked in a hungry kiss. Teeth clash as our tongues chase each other.

      I grab the condom and get it on before I break the kiss. “I need to be in you.” I look into those gray eyes and see a flash of panic, which pulls me to an abrupt halt. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      “Has it been a long time?”

      I can tell she wants to be here, but at the same time, she seems unsure. With each step we take, her inexperience becomes more and more apparent. Her eyes dart back and forth between mine, and my stomach bottoms out.

      “Are you a virgin?” I whisper.

      “What! No!” She looks as if she’s not a hundred percent sure about that. “It’s just been a really long time.” She moves her hips a little to reassure me she’s ready. When I don’t move right away, she flexes her hips again. “Please. Don’t stop.”

      Her words and determination set my mind at ease and my body back in motion. I pepper soft kisses along her jaw and neck as I work my hand between us, finding her still wet. I dip one finger in and realize quickly that it has definitely been a long time. She tenses a bit at my touch and squeezes my finger like a vice.

      “Let me know if I move too fast.” I circle her inside then work another finger in slowly.

      “God, that feels good.” Her body finally relaxes around me, coating my fingers. Her slick heat lets me know she’s ready.

      “Wrap your legs around me, Bird. Let me in.”

      She does, and when I guide the head of my cock into her entrance, I grind my teeth together to avoid this ending too soon. I work myself in slowly, and with every stroke, I feel a piece of myself being handed over to this girl.

      “Jesus.” I grunt once I’m finally able to pick up the pace.

      “Don’t stop.” She bucks her hips up to meet mine. “Please don’t stop.”

      “Fuck, Bird. I couldn’t if I wanted to.”

      I drive into her, trying to keep every other part of our bodies connected at the same time. Heat fills my chest, and an ache settles in, while the rest of me is higher than a kite on the drug wrapped around my body.

      As the world slips away, leaving nothing but the euphoria of our bodies meeting as one, a little voice of dread keeps creeping into my head.

      This little bird is leaving in the morning.
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      I wake with a start, sweating my ass off, and take a minute to remember where I am.

      How could I forget? After Bird and I finished what I was hoping would be round one, I headed to the bathroom to dispose of the condom then rushed my ass back to bed, finding her passed out cold. She looked so fucking beautiful that I couldn’t bring myself to disturb her. I figured I’d give her an hour to recharge, then wake her up. That’s how badly I wanted to have her again.

      Apparently my hour turned into three, because the clock next to me says it’s already six thirty. Now that I’m a bit more awake, I understand why my body is on fire. She’s completely on top of me, her face in my neck and her arms and legs wrapped around me like an octopus. Sometime during the night, she must have climbed on me, clinging tightly as if she’s afraid I’m going to sneak out on her.

      That couldn’t be further from the truth.

      Her warm body on mine has my cock so hard, I wish I could slide right in and recapture the feel of her around me.

      “Mmmmm.” Her lips vibrate against my neck. “What time is it?”

      I smile like a kid on Christmas morning. “It’s time for round two, little Bird.”
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      I open my lips and suck on his throat, the scratch of his stubble awakening my still swollen lips. This beautiful man that I snaked myself around sometime in the night is obviously not done with me. Thank God, because I’m not ready to be done with him either. I want to soak up every second of his skin on mine. It feels too amazing not to.

      “What time is it?” I try again, wishing I had the luxury to only care about his first response.

      “Six something.” His voice is even grittier in the morning, the sound alone heating my insides. But disappointment fills me when I realize how late it is.

      “Check out is at ten thirty, so we only have a few more hours,” I say, then realize he may not want to stay that long. Maybe he wants a quick round followed by a have a nice life.

      “I intend on using every minute.”

      Guess that answers my question. Good. I’m going to enjoy the last bit of time I have with this beautiful man before I return to my life. My real life. “Would it be all right if I rubbed your back?”

      When I peek at his face, he looks amused. I tuck my head back in his neck to hide my embarrassment.

      “Of all the parts I have available, you want to rub my back?”

      I pull my heated cheeks from his neck and study him. His bottomless brown eyes, ropy arms, and immaculately cut dark brown hair that is long enough on top for me to grab. It’s all right in front of me, yet it’s still not enough. I want a closer look at his body. The one that made me feel things I didn’t even know were possible. The little striptease he gave me last night was not nearly enough.

      “Isn’t that something women think of as a chore?” He cocks his head to the side.

      “Please?” I’m starting to feel like the lunatic I am, desperate and needy to get all the physical contact I can.

      His grin fades, and he studies me for a second. It feels too intimate, so I drop my gaze again to break the connection.

      “You want me on my stomach?”

      I’m relieved he didn’t make it more awkward, which gives me the courage to move forward. “Yes.”

      I disentangle myself and head to the bathroom. I quickly brush my teeth, do my business, and grab a lotion from the hotel tray. Completely giddy, I head back to the bedroom.

      I didn’t lie when I told him I wasn’t a virgin, but I’ve never had the luxury of being able to touch a man like him. To take my time and study a man’s body. Run my fingers over every inch. I’m giving myself this night, technically morning, to do everything I want. Taking the bull by the horns, as they say.

      I climb onto the bed and straddle his lower back, right where it swells into his butt. His skin feels cool against my heated flesh when I settle my center on him.

      “Jesus Christ,” he barks, lifting his hips and bucking up into me. “I’m going to come all over this bed.”

      I laugh a little at his frankness, but his words make me wetter. I’ve never felt more beautiful than I did last night under his touch, and his whispered words will remain imprinted in my memory.

      Shaking the arousal from my thoughts, I focus on the task in front of me and not what his voice is doing to me. Grabbing the lotion, I put a large amount in my hand before rubbing it across his shoulder blades. His hips buck again when the cold lotion makes contact, but he remains quiet. I slowly trail down each muscle, memorizing the feel of him. Across his broad shoulders, down the pronounced blades, then I trace his spine and feel his vertebrae. His back is smooth and hard. His skin is so warm, I imagine he could be used as a personal heating pad. I keep rubbing, trailing back up to his neck and onto his shoulders, where I can feel the tension in them. I work my thumbs into the tight bands, and he groans long and low.

      It’s then I realize I’m rocking my hips against his lower spine, down onto his ass. I continue to rub against him while tracing every contour, until I realize I’ve covered him with my desire. I still my actions on a whimper. I could come like this. All over his back.

      “Enough.” His sandpaper voice interrupts my lust fog. “Pull your ass up. Now.”

      I lift my knees, and he flips over while I’m still straddling him, then he reaches into the side table and grabs a condom. I scoot back enough for him to get it on and stare openly at the process, finally getting a good look at his long, thick erection. He’s squeezing it so hard, I’m afraid he’s going to hurt himself. He grabs my hip with his other hand, pulling me forward and distracting me from admiring him.

      “You’ve gotta get on me now, Bird. Can’t wait anymore.” His neck is corded, nostrils flaring as his brown eyes look closer to black.

      Another rush of wetness floods me as I climb on and slowly… slowly… slowly slide down. The burn in my stomach takes hold, and he fills me to almost pain. This position feels completely different than last night. Pain that has never felt better. My palms go to his chest, and my hips take over. I look at this man whose name I don’t know. He’s staring at me with lust in his eyes, lips parted, letting me take control.

      “Fuck, you look perfect riding me.”

      Those words take me close to the edge as my hips move faster. I find that perfect spot of friction and grind down on him as hard as possible. My breathing is choppy and I can’t stop looking at him as I burn this moment into my memory, just as I did last night while we were dancing, so I can keep it with me. Always.

      He must sense that I’m close, because he puts his thumb on my clit and presses hard. The rest of his fingers push my stomach, forcing me to tilt back a little. His eyes drop to where we’re connected, and when I follow his line of sight, see his hard shaft coming in and out of me, I go off like a bomb, detonating into a million pieces.

      My throaty moans go on and on, until I realize he’s grabbed my hips to keep me steady as my body seems to float away. He stills himself, a long fuck groaned from his lips, before he pulls me to his chest and wraps me up tight. His hips continue a slow and steady rhythm, rocking into me from underneath, riding his orgasm out too.

      Every inch of my body feels like raw nerve endings as my breathing finally slows. We’re chest to chest, our hearts thumping in a uniform staccato, and even though I don’t know his name… I know I don’t need it. My body knows his body. My pulse is in sync with his pulse… and since this is all we’re ever going to have, I’m okay with only knowing that. This experience will forever be branded in me.

      “I don’t think this will be enough.” His teeth graze my neck. “We need more time together, little Bird.”

      My body locks up a bit, but I cover it quickly by wiggling a little and pulling off him. I already miss our connection.

      “What do you say? Can we do this again?” He kisses my neck and I’m grateful, not wanting him to see the look on my face. “Maybe have a proper date?”

      There’s no way we can do this again. That would require him to know the real me, and if that happened… he’d change his mind.

      God, I need to get my life together. Need to stop hiding from the world.

      “I thought you just wanted a night.” I chance a look at his eyes, and the warmth in his brown stare shatters me, making me wish for things I can’t have.

      He kisses me softly, which makes the imminent goodbye even more gut-wrenching. “I can’t explain it other than to tell you that once I got my mouth on you, the idea of something quick and casual went out the door. I don’t want this night to end.”

      He kisses my forehead, and the need to get out of this room before I fall any harder for him feels like an elephant on my chest.

      “I’m not who you think I am.” My words whisper against his ear, where I’ve buried my head. “I’m not even from around here.”

      “Let me go clean up, then we can get some coffee and talk.” He kisses me one more time before heading off to the bathroom.

      As I watch him walk through the door, I touch my lips, knowing, and instantly regretting, that it will be the last time I ever see my beautiful stranger.
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      One week later

      “You ready to go?” My nagging sister walks into the kitchen with her coat in hand. “I don’t want to put anything down. This place is covered in dust.” Her finger glides across the granite countertop to prove a point.

      “Right?” I give my best shocked expression. “I had no idea building a house would be so dirty.”

      “I wonder if it will ever be gone. If you’ll ever be truly clean again.” Her light blue eyes dance with humor. She loves to give me shit about this place being a mess.

      I’m thirty-two, have always lived alone, and like to keep my place neat and tidy. Jamie, on the other hand, lives in a revolving tornado. She attempts to get one room in decent order, while the next one looks like the apocalypse hit. Rinse and repeat.

      “Very funny, brat.” I dump my coffee in the stainless-steel farm sink. “If I stay on track, I’ll be moving in soon, hopefully before the prison opens up. Don’t you worry, the dust isn’t a permanent fixture.” I flick the side of her head.

      “Ouch!”

      I’m finally building my dream house in the country, about a mile from where I grew up. As soon as we got word that the prison was being built this close to home, I started construction, taking my time and doing most of the work myself.

      “Let’s go! We seriously cannot be late for church.”

      Shit, I need to quit stalling. Today is Lily’s baptism, and Rod and Jackie asked Jamie and me to take the honor of being her godparents. Which is why my twin sister is going ape over the fact that we’re cutting it close on time. It would be shitty of us to show up late.

      “Let’s go already. Jesus, I’ve been waiting on you.” I grab my keys and head out, hearing her grumbling behind me.
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        * * *

      

      As we make our way into the church, a prickling sensation creeps up my spine. I grew up here. Every Sunday found me in the same pew. But years and experiences have changed the way this building makes me feel.

      The button on my shirt collar feels like a noose, and I want to put this damn tie in the trash can where it belongs. I take a few long, steady breaths that will hopefully slow the sweat trying to seep out from my pores.

      Much to my family’s dismay, I haven’t been to church since I graduated. But every time I walk through the double doors of the massive sanctuary, I fully expect to get struck by lightning. Let’s face it, I assist with killing people for a living. Which, if my memory serves, falls under the Do not judge, do not kill, portion of the rule book. I stand guard every day, watching men on death row count down the remainder of their time here on earth.

      So when Jamie and I find and take our seats, along with the others here to support little Lily, conflict weighs heavy on me. Guilt I normally don’t feel tries to creep into my psyche. I’d simply rather not go through it, which is why I stopped coming here.

      I prepare myself for the ups and downs of a constantly moving Catholic mass, when the organist announces the opening song. “The entrance hymn is in the Worship II book number 243, Worship II, 243.”

      I’d recognize that voice anywhere. My heart pounds with the possibility, and I’m unable to fight the sweat now.

      We stand as my stomach drops to my feet, and I grab Jamie’s arm. “Who the hell is that?”

      Jamie yanks her arm from my death grip, then glances around quickly to see if anyone heard me. The music has started, so people around us are singing. I don’t give a fuck if they heard me or not.

      “Jamisyn.” I get close to her ear, squeezing her arm again. “Who is the organist?”

      “Don’t you Jamisyn me… and calm down, you’re making a scene.” She pinches my forearm with her little ninja grip. The sting shoots down to my fingertips. “It’s Joss.”

      The name bounces around my head, trying to take root. Blue J… J… Joss…

      “Joss? Your friend who teaches music at your school?” She’s mentioned her before, and the reality of what might be happening is coming at me too fast.

      “Yes, you idiot.” Her hushed, condescending tone tells me I’ve lost it. “She runs all the music programs here. What’s your problem?”

      Jackie turns around and gives us the We can hear you look, and my mind is running on a hamster wheel. Could my little Bird be right across the room? Sitting behind the massive organ? Excitement and panic are fighting for the lead.

      “Did she sing with Rod’s band last weekend?” I still can’t see her. She’s tucked behind the beast of an instrument, music sheets blocking my view.

      “Yes, Cain. Now shut up!” She’s mastered the whisper-hiss.

      I imagine for a second how good it would feel to shake my sister like a fucking rag doll right now.

      The song ends, and we sit down as Father Ray begins the opening prayer. My heart is pounding like a freight train. I know it’s her just from hearing that beautiful voice. The voice that gets dry and scratchy when she comes. When I made her come. My knee is bobbing nonstop and I can’t focus. Sweat is probably soaking my damn dress shirt.

      What am I going to say to her? Should I go right up and talk to her? Leave her alone? I was planning on talking to Rod after church, to see if he would maybe give me her name and number or some information on how I could find her. This change of plans has thrown me for a loop. I wasn’t expecting for her to turn up right under my nose.

      “I have to see her. I can’t see her.”

      “Oh, my God, what is wrong with you? You’re acting like a child.”

      “I…” I can’t believe I’m saying this to my sister, and in church of all places. “I was with her last weekend.”

      The phrase “with her” is a gross understatement of what happened that night. I know I’m whispering, but Uncle Merv clears his throat.

      “The night Rod’s band played near you?” Jamie’s voice changes tone a little.

      “Yes,” I snap. Thank God the music has started again.

      My sister’s head turns slowly to me, and her big bright eyes lock on mine in understanding. “That… was you?”

      She knows something. Her eyes went from annoyed sister to sweet, caring sister. The sister who always has my back. My chest constricts, and I slowly nod.

      “Oh, Cain.” She squeezes my knee, taking a very long pause. Then shocks me with, “She told me about you.”

      I suck in a breath as the reality of how our night ended smacks me in the face. “Did she also tell you that she snuck out on me and never even bothered to say goodbye?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          Joss

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe I’m hiding in the storage closet. One more piece of evidence solidifying the theory that I’m a coward. Never willing to face things head-on.

      Which I demonstrated the morning I snuck out of the hotel when my beautiful stranger left the room.

      Technically it’s normal for me to be in here. Yes. Normal. This is where we keep all the music, microphones, and other miscellaneous stuff, but I’ve been back here for ten minutes and can’t muster up the courage to leave.

      It was everything I could do to stay rooted on the organ bench and not run out the fire exit the second I saw him approach the fountain for Lily’s baptism. Well that… or find a hole to crawl in, which is exactly what I’m doing now. When Fr. Ray referred to the godparents by name, calling my beautiful stranger Cain, the entire situation felt like a bat to my skull. I never in a million years would have dreamt that my stranger was Jamie’s twin brother.

      Oh my God… I told Jamie and Lu about my night with him. And how I took the coward’s way out and ran.

      Maybe he didn’t see me. I’ll just wait in here until I know the coast is clear.

      I don’t know why I’m even worried that he would want anything to do with me after the stunt I pulled. But if he did, once he gets a glimpse of the real me and the mess I am, memories of our perfect night will tarnish. Replaced by the knowledge of the poser I am. I’m nothing more than a church mouse living in a convent because I’m too afraid to leave.

      Needing a distraction from my thoughts, I grab a stack of music to put away.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Papers fly from my hands like a fountain as I scream, completely caught off guard. I turn by instinct toward the sound, taking in the beautiful stranger… no, not stranger. Cain. Jamie’s twin brother, Cain.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Dark brown eyes look as uncertain as I feel when he takes in the sight of me.

      Insecurity rearing its ugly head, my brain insists he’s appalled by the plain Jane version of myself. I want to hide. I want the floor to open up and swallow me whole.

      He looks gorgeous, leaning against the door frame. His broad chest is covered by a perfectly fitted dress shirt, his light blue tie a striking contrast to his dark hair and even darker eyes. Fighting the urge to touch him is difficult. A week did nothing to fade my memories, and I cross my arms, hoping to hide myself, standing here in black dress pants and a loose cream blouse. My socks are on display, because I can’t play the organ with shoes on and haven’t bothered to retrieve them yet. Not that my sensible loafers would have helped the situation much.

      He just stands there, staring.

      “That’s all right, you caught me off guard. I was just putting the music away.” Dropping to my knees, I grab the papers scattered like confetti all over the floor.

      Suddenly he’s right there, helping me pick them up. His clean cotton scent, mixed with the ocean, hits me like a fist, making me dizzy and I almost whimper. Getting everything put away and trying to act as normal as possible, I locate my boring shoes and slide them on, completing my work wear. My hands fidget until I hear that voice, the one that brings a smile each time his memory surfaces.

      Which is a lot.

      “You walked out on me.” His words are firm but not angry.

      “I…” I don’t even know where to begin. “I didn’t know you were Jamie’s brother.”

      “Would you have stayed if you knew who I was? Or never even bothered?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Ditching me like that. If you knew who I was, would you have done the same? Or would you have run from the moment we met?”

      His question sends pain shooting down my arm. He’s making our night seem easily discarded and putting me on the defense. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know enough.” He lifts his chin. “I know we had a great night and you ran out without so much as a goodbye.” His voice softens a little.

      The reality that I hurt him, or at the very least his pride, has me feeling like a total jerk. “I’m sorry, it’s just…” I try to come up with the right way to say this. “I’m not in a place in my life to…”

      “I get it. You don’t have to say it.” He rubs the back of his neck then loosens his tie. “I’m Cain, by the way.”

      When I see his hand stretched toward me, I want nothing more than to wrap my arms around his waist and get lost in his strong hold. His large, warm hand circles my nervous, clammy one. “Joss. Well, technically it’s Josephine Banks, but everyone calls me Joss.”

      “Joss.” Hearing my name roll off his tongue sends a shiver down my spine. “It’ll be hard to think of you as anything but Bird.” His mouth lifts up on one side in a small attempt at a smile.

      On instinct, I try to pull away, but his firm grip on my hand isn’t letting go. Calling me Bird. I’m not that girl. Can’t he see that? “I’m not…”

      “Don’t worry. Like I said, I get it. I can take a hint.” He finally releases my hand and tucks his into his dress pants. I immediately miss the contact of his skin. “I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      He nods quickly then walks out of the storage closet and never looks back.

      Just like I did to him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At Lily’s party a half an hour later, I sneak around to the back deck and take up residence on the porch swing. I barely have time to get the swing moving before Jamie plops down beside me in a huff. I’m not even a little surprised she found me so fast. I can’t imagine what’s going through my friend’s head right now. She was so supportive last weekend when I was telling her and Lu about the mystery man I met and later ditched. But now that we all know who my mystery man is… well, I hope she still understands.

      “Lord, Joss, I have so many things to say and don’t even know where in the hell to start.”

      I bury my head in my hands and fight the urge to cry. “Why does everything I touch turn to crap?”

      “Oh no, oh hell no are you going down this path. This conversation in no way shape or form involves you feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “How can you say that? After what I did? And to your brother! How can you say that?”

      “Hmmm, where do I even begin? Let’s see… number one, I would like to take back everything I said about your beautiful stranger being an Adonis and how I wish I had a night like that. Quite frankly, I barfed in my mouth a little bit the moment I realized the stranger was my mammoth oaf of a brother.”

      I love this ridiculous girl with my entire being. Always there to make me laugh when I need it. “You love your brother like crazy.” Why does saying that make my chest hurt?

      “This is correct, my dear friend, I do. I also loved that up until last week, I had absolutely no idea my brother had a working penis. I mean, I always assumed, but in reality, I thought of him as an asexual who never got naked and I lived a perfectly happy life in that world. So you can imagine my horror when I realized that I now know vivid details about his sexual abilities.” She mock shivers, and I can’t help laughing so hard that a tear I was trying to hold in at my embarrassment leaks out. “I’m actually mad at myself for not thinking it through more when you talked about his voice.” She looks to the sky for answers. “Of course, I always call him Cainvader. You made him sound like some deep, sexy gravel thing out of a high-rent porn.”

      “Jamie!” I cover my eyes in mortification.

      “You didn’t realize he was Rod’s cousin? I mean, I know you’ve never met him, but…”

      “No. They left when I was cleaning up the stage. I just assumed he was there to see the show.” Reality has my happy tears fading away as melancholy takes root once more. “I don’t even know why we’re having this conversation. I highly doubt he would ever want a girl like me anyway.”

      “What, a successful, hardworking, sweet, gorgeous thing? Nah, you’re right. He’s more into the lazy dog variety. I see your point.”

      “What do you want me to do? You know my situation.”

      “Yep, and your situation doesn’t keep you from talking to my brother. I want you to do what you would if your living arrangement was different. I want you to do what you would if you let yourself live the life you want instead of the life you allow for yourself.”

      “You really think he wants that? To get to know me after what I did? To put up with more obstacles because of the choices I’ve made?” The thought of getting to spend more time with Cain has my heart fluttering. As much as I told myself I had to leave that morning and never look back, I’ve had hardly a second when his memory hasn’t invaded my thoughts.

      She turns her body on the swing to face me and grabs my hands. “I’ve never seen my brother react to anyone the way he did today when he realized you were in the room.” She gives my hands a squeeze. “I’ve also never seen you look the way you did last weekend when you told Lu and I about your beautiful stranger.” Her bright eyes are caring and comforting, giving me a little burst of courage to jump out of my comfort zone. “Life’s too short, sweetie.”

      “Is he still here?” I need to see him before the pep talk wears off.

      “He is.” She wraps me in a big Jamie-style hug. “He’s in the kitchen.”

      Lord help me. “Okay, let me go see if he’ll talk to me.”

      “Hold that thought.” She jumps up from the swing and yanks the back door open. “Cainker sore!”

      A few seconds later, his broad chest fills the doorway. “You gonna pull this shit while I’m in a bad moo..” The words die when he sees me sitting on the swing.

      Jamie gets on her tiptoes and gives her brother a kiss on the cheek. “You’ve got company.” She looks back at me and winks, then disappears into the house.

      Cain stands there for a second as though he’s not sure what to do.

      “Do you want to sit down?” I tilt my head toward the seat next to me.

      He scratches the side of his stubbled face and silently makes his way to the swing. His added weight makes it move back, and the motion has my stomach flipping.

      Just get it over with. Let him run for the hills and remind you that you did the right thing.

      “I wanted to start by telling you that I’m sorry for what I did last weekend.” My pulse is pounding. Facing things head-on is not a strong suit of mine.

      “You don’t have to apologize. I mean, that’s what we agreed to.” He shrugs as if it’s no big deal, keeping his gaze straight ahead.

      “But you had just asked to see me again, and I ran. It was a jerk move.”

      “Effective though.” He tries to make light of the situation.

      “I didn’t run because I wanted to. I ran because I can’t imagine someone like you wanting anything to do with someone like me.” The truth feels like cotton on my tongue.

      He finally turns to look at me, his sincerity clear in his eyes. “And what’s so bad about someone like you?”

      I shrug. “Failure to launch?”

      His deep brown eyes study me. “You willing to give me a chance to figure that out on my own?”

      Heat fills my cheeks at the possibility of spending more time with him. “I think I… I would really like that.”

      The smile that spreads across his face sends the burning creeping all the way down my chest now too.

      “Well, let’s get started.” He places his hand on the back of the swing. Close enough that I know it’s behind me, but not actually touching me. “How long have you worked at the church?”

      His long legs keep the swing in motion, and by some miracle, no one has stopped to talk to us.

      “Oh…” His question makes me pause, then I decide on the truth. “Well, technically it’s been about ten years.”

      His shock is evident. “I haven’t been to church much in the last fourteen. Guess that’s why we’ve never crossed paths before.” His eyes are intense, curious. “What brought you to F.X.?”

      He’s definitely homegrown. Only locals call St. Francis Xavier F.X.

      How do I even begin to answer that question?

      Shaking myself out of my memories, I reply. “I guess you could say an opportunity I couldn’t refuse came up.”

      I smile, hoping he takes it, because I really don’t want to go into the past right now. Jamie comes through the door, and I’m grateful for the interruption.

      “I need to head out and my car is back at your place. Want me to find a ride?” She scrunches her face in apology. “I don’t want you to have to leave.”

      Needing a minute, I grab the opportunity. “I’ll be right back, guys. I need to use the restroom.”

      Jamie gives me a wink as I slide past her, reigniting the fire in my poor cheeks. I’m still unable to comprehend that my beautiful stranger is her twin brother.

      Slipping down the hall to the bathroom, I close and lock the door, granting myself a moment to think. I wash my hands in the coldest water possible. The bite to my skin is a welcome distraction, then I place my palms on my face. I take a good hard look at my reflection.

      My eyes are shining, probably because I can’t get the images of my night with Cain out of my head. My cheeks are flushed, which makes me think I should probably wear makeup more often. I like the way they look with a little color. Running my hands down the front of my dress pants, I chastise myself for not trying harder. I liked the way I felt when I sang at the bar, liked the way I looked. I think it’s time I make more of an effort to shine instead of hide.

      I flip the lock on the door, pull it open, and yelp when I run into the wall that is Cain’s chest. He must have been standing there waiting. He gently walks me backward, quietly shuts the door, and locks it. I’m not sure if I should be excited or scared out of my mind.

      “You have a way of sneaking up on people, don’t you?” I laugh awkwardly through panting breaths. Being this close to him is not helping my oxygen intake. The small bathroom becomes flooded with his scent, and I want to bottle it up and save it for when he’s not around.

      “Sorry.” He looks a little guilty. “I’m starting to feel like a damn stalker, but I want to have a minute to say goodbye before I take Jamie home.”

      He’s standing toe to toe with me, but we’re not touching. His minty breath moves across my face.

      “Oh.” I’m at a loss for words. I have no idea what his intentions are or what he’s even thinking.

      He grabs my hands and rubs the pad of his thumb over my fingers. “Would you go out on a date with me?”

      He’s not looking at me, just staring at our joined hands. I can tell he’s nervous. It’s the first time I’ve seen this emotion on him, and it makes him seem real. Unlike the completely confident man I fell into bed with last week. This version has a vulnerable spot, which makes my heart flutter.

      I dip down a bit to find his deep brown eyes, and I guess he’ll see the insecurity in me too. “You want to go on a date?”

      “I do. Like I said out back, I’d like a chance to get to know you.” His confidence has completely returned, and he squares his broad shoulders while giving me a firm look. “I knew damn well when we went our separate ways that I wanted to see you again.”

      I study our joined hands. I can’t argue, and silence fills the thick air between us.

      “I want to see you again. See where this goes.” His words are absolute.

      “I’ve gotta warn you, I’m sort of a mess.” I look straight at him so he’ll get what I’m saying.

      “We’ll see.” He winks. His tone is final as he gives the hand he’s still holding a squeeze.

      I study his square jaw covered with a dark shadow, and his perfectly cut hair that appears the exact same length it was a week ago. Dark brows furrow over his deep chocolate eyes as he waits for my decision.

      “Okay.” The biggest smile spreads across my face and my head bobs.

      His does the same as if he’s acknowledging my answer, while his lips spread wide in a smile too. Then slowly, slowly, slowly… his lips trail down toward mine as my heart rate kicks into overdrive.

      The instant we connect, memories of our night together flood my mind. My nipples tighten into hard peaks, straining against the fabric encasing them. His tongue sweeps my bottom lip, asking for entry, and I open immediately. His warm, wet mouth feels like life renewed as I snake my hands around his neck.

      I don’t ever want to leave this bathroom. I want to live here, in this moment, forever, his lips on mine and his arms around my waist.

      A hard knock on the door startles us, breaking our perfect kiss.

      “Joss! Is that you hogging the damn bathroom? Get the hell out, I need to tinkle.”

      I drop my forehead to Cain’s chest. Please tell me this is not happening. Of all the people who could catch me coming out of the bathroom with a man, it just had to be Fredrick.

      “Open the damn door, hooch. I’m dying out here.” He knocks again. “There’s nothing you can fix in there anyway, so get out.”

      “Hold your damn horses,” Cain bellows at the door, and I hear Fredrick squeak.

      “Oh!” His shrill voice is like nails on a chalkboard. “Sorry, I thought someone else was in there. Take your time.”

      I pray he walks away. I don’t need Cain to witness the ridiculous immature game that goes on between Fredrick and me. Or I should say the game he likes to play with me. If I had it in me, I’d have choked that little twerp out years ago. I’m realizing my roll-over-and-die approach is probably why he keeps it up.

      Because I allow it.

      I want to shake Rod and Jackie for even inviting him. Why new parents think they must invite every single person they know to these parties is beyond me.

      “I’ll pick you up tonight at six. Do you like Italian?”

      Wow, so this date is happening tonight? In, like, three hours?

      He must see my shock because he follows with, “I’m not waiting till next weekend.”

      His patience is like that of a child’s, but part of me knows if I don’t go out tonight, I’ll most likely find an excuse to back out. For once, I don’t want to back out. “Okay, but I’ll meet you there.”

      His eyebrows raise in question.

      “It’s a first date rule of mine,” I lie. I haven’t ever been on a first date, unless you count lunch in the school cafeteria.

      “Deal. Now let’s get going so I have time to go home and change before tonight. I want to look good for my big date.” He winks.

      His playful side has me floating a little—until I open the bathroom door to see Fredrick still standing there. Pure shock is written all over his perfectly exfoliated face as he takes me in, then his gaze moves to Cain standing right behind me.

      The burst of noise that leaves his feminine lips repeats itself when he looks at my chest. I follow his line of sight down to see my nipples are poking through my silky blouse. I quickly cross my arms.

      He whispers, “You little slut. I always knew you were hiding under that grandma getup.”

      His words shock me, but before I can react, Cain nudges me forward. “What the fuck did you just say to her?”

      “Oh, I-I just said she took as long as a grandma in there.” Fredrick darts down the hallway and out of sight.

      Sissy.

      “Bird, what the hell is that guy’s problem?”

      “Nothing, it’s just a little cat fight we have from time to time.” Understatement of the century. “He likes to mess around with me.”

      He narrows his eyes but must decide to let it go, because he leans down to kiss me softly on the ear. “I’ll meet you at Rosilie’s tonight at six.”
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      I’ve only been sitting here for fifteen minutes, but the waitress keeps circling, offering drinks. She’s even so bold to tell me that if my date doesn’t show, she’ll be off at nine. I play dumb, acting as though I’m oblivious to her advances, and ask for more water. Hopefully no one says anything about me tying up the table for so long without ordering. Maybe I should get a beer to take the edge off.

      Jesus, I need to relax a bit. Bird has me all tied up. Maybe it’s true that men love the chase and the reason I’m so hung up on seeing her again is because she bolted? Nah. The more I see her, spend time with her, touch her, the tighter this knot in my gut becomes.

      The hostess approaches the table, and as soon as I catch sight of Bird behind her, I stand, not realizing until this moment that I wasn’t a hundred percent sure she’d show. Her hair—Jesus, that hair—falls over her tits. I want to wrap my hands in it.

      “You look amazing.” I kiss her cheek, my nose to her hair. Her scent hits me straight in the groin. I pull out her chair and am rewarded with a huge smile. By the look on her face, I can tell she’s surprised by my chivalry. “Momma didn’t raise no fool.” I wink. The burst of laughter that leaves her mouth has me laughing too.

      “Tell your mom she rocks at her job.”

      “I will. She’ll love hearing that.”

      The waitress comes up almost immediately, and I’m anxious for her to get the hell out of here so I can have a second to take in Bird, who is already half hidden behind the table. Studying our menus quickly, we decide to make life simple and get the lasagna dinner for two, and when Bird passes on a drink, sticking with water, I decide to follow suit. I want to keep my head completely clear.

      Once the waitress leaves, my nerves take a back seat, comfort moving in now that she’s actually here. “I’m glad you came.”

      “Were you afraid I was going to ditch you again?” Her eyebrows shoot up, and a pained expression crosses her face.

      “No. I just meant…” What did I mean? “I’m glad you’re here. Simple as that.” Shit, this feels…

      Our drinks, along with bread and oil, are placed on the table, interrupting the awkward moment.

      I make another attempt at conversation, hoping the pounding of my nerves doesn’t come through in my voice. “When did you start singing with Rod’s band?”

      “Oh, that was just a one-time thing.”

      “Well, you should do it again. You have a great voice.”

      She dips her head, and a blush covers her cheeks and chest. “Thank you.”

      “So do you just know him from working at the church?”

      “Basically. I actually gave him and the other guys some music lessons when they were in high school.”

      “And what about my sister?”

      “I think cosmic forces brought Jamie, Lu, and I together. But we got really close after I started giving lessons at Our Place.”

      “That’s right.” I’m an idiot for forgetting that. “It seems to be taking my brain a while to merge Jamie’s friend Joss, who I’ve actually heard a lot about, with my Bird.” My Bird? Jesus, Cain, chill. I grab her hand, needing the contact to ground me. “So technically you have two jobs?”

      “No, I just volunteer at the school.”

      I give her hand a squeeze as she works her way a little deeper into my psyche. The fact that she volunteers at the special needs school my sister runs tells me exactly what type of girl she is. Not that I had any doubt.

      “I bet that means the world to Jamie.” I raise her hand and kiss her wrist, wishing I could kiss her full lips.

      “Those kids do more for me than I will ever do for them.”

      “Salads.” The waitress interrupts the intimate moment, and I fight back the urge to tell her to put the food in a to-go container. We’re finally finding our stride and can’t seem to catch a break.

      “Thanks.” We sit back and wait to be served.

      A comfortable silence falls between us as we dig in. Even the salad here is excellent, but it doesn’t keep me from wishing dinner was over so we could find somewhere more private to talk.

      “Can I ask you a personal question?” She grabs her water and takes a drink.

      I raise my eyebrows in amusement. “Do I have the right to refuse after you ask?”

      Chin in her hand, she studies me for a second, the candle on the table making her gray eyes shine. “What did your voice sound like when you were a little boy?” She studies my throat. “Your voice reminds me of someone who might smoke a carton a day, then gurgle in glass, followed by a sandpaper scrub.” She winces at her own description.

      I can’t help it—I laugh out loud. She mentioned something about me smoking the night we met. “You’ve really thought a lot about it.”

      Her eyes glaze over, lips pursed in thought. “It’s unlike anything I’ve ever heard, and I can’t help wondering what you sounded like as a child.”

      “Well, I hate to disappoint, but as a child, I sounded like any other kid.”

      “So when did your voice change? Certainly that didn’t just happen.”

      Yeah, no normal-sounding kid would shoot through puberty and come out the other end sounding like me.

      “Do you know what I do for a living, Bird?”

      “Well, if I remember correctly, now that I sit here and put all the pieces together, Jamie told me her brother works about an hour away at the state penitentiary.” She leans in closer.

      I really want to move my chair around the table so I can touch her. “That’s right. Someday you’re going to tell me everything my dear sister has ever said about me.”

      “My lips are sealed.” She pulls an imaginary zipper across her mouth. “Now spill.”

      I nod, deciding to give her the quick version of the story. “I work on death row, and when I was twenty-two, I was responsible for moving a man they called Bull. Bad dude. Triple murder, rape, the worst kind of shit.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “He was quick. Got his shackles wrapped around my neck so fast, no one saw it coming. Hank stunned his ass, but it was too late. He’d broken my throat, vocal chords were fucked up. Took rehab to get me to talk again.”

      Horror is painted on her face. I grab her hand again.

      “That’s terrible.” She grips my hand tighter, sending a zip up my arm.

      “Well, it was definitely a rookie mistake I’ll never be stupid enough to make again.”

      She nods, her thoughtful expression changing slowly into a grin. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, but I really love to listen to you talk.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.” I place another kiss on her hand. “Maybe you’ll agree to go out with me again. Ya know, so you can listen to me talk.”

      “Maybe.”

      Those damn fat lips spread into a smile, and the blood in my brain travels south. “Give me your phone.”

      “What?” She’s obviously surprised by my demand.

      “I need your number. I’m making maybe a definitely.” That’s all she gets from me.

      She slowly reaches into her purse and hands over her phone. Needing her a bit closer, I decide to hell with it and give her chair a tug so we’re both at the corner of the table. Her knee touches mine.

      That’s much better.

      I wake up the phone. A picture of a group of kids from Our Place takes up the screen, and I clear my throat a little. “Those are the kids from Jamie’s school.”

      She told me she volunteered there, but I had no idea the extent of her attachment to them. These kiddos are a huge challenge, and the fact that they made it to her phone says a lot. I still can’t believe how close she is to so many people in my life, and I’m only now learning about her. The idea that I could have known her before, that my family has had all this time with her while I never had the chance, has me feeling cheated.

      “Yeah.” She shrugs. “The kids I teach are pretty much the reason I get up in the morning. I love the kids’ choir at church, but this group takes it to a whole new level.”

      The look she has while talking about the special needs kids makes my chest tighten. Her big gray eyes express love. For them.

      I want her looking at me that way.

      I’m tied up in her web. One made of fine strings that could be broken easily. But after layer upon layer is spun around me, the strength of them is impossible to escape. The draw I feel toward her gets stronger with every new thing I learn. I let this subject rest and call my phone from hers so I can program her number in. I’ll get a picture of her tonight to add to it.

      After more food than we could ever eat, we head out into the crisp fall evening. Today has been the shortest and longest of my life. I’m not ready for it to end yet.

      “What now?” I’m always steamrolling her with my agenda, so I’ll try to give her the opportunity to make the next call.

      “I should probably head home.” She sighs, which tells me she’s not a hundred percent sure about this decision.

      I myself am very against this decision. “It’s Saturday night. How about you come back to my place for a little bit? It’s still under construction, but we could hang on the back porch for a while.” My God, I sound like a college kid putting on the moves.

      “Oh, umm…” She’s mulling that over while she fidgets with her hands. “I work at nine tomorrow.” Her gaze hits me, her nerves on full display.

      “I promise I won’t keep you out too late.”

      The smile she returns is the only answer I need. “I’ll follow you?”

      “Sure. Let me walk you to your car.” I grab her hand then let her lead me to a slightly older red Ford Fusion, where she hits her key fob.

      She continues to pound on her key fob, but the lights aren’t flickering. “Crap.” She manually unlocks the door, and I quickly pull the handle for her. “Double crap.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. Hopefully I didn’t leave my light on.” She turns the key and not even a click sounds. “I’m an idiot.” She puts her head against the steering wheel.

      “Don’t your lights go off automatically?”

      “The exterior lights do.” Her exasperated sigh slips out from where she still has her head buried. “I was checking my hair and makeup. Again. I can’t believe I just admitted that. I must have forgotten to turn off the interior light.”

      I try to keep my lips to myself, but her admission has me ducking my head into the car, sweeping the long dark hair off her neck, and kissing the back of it. Her skin is warm, and the smell of it has me forcing back a groan.

      “Let’s go. I’ll grab some jumper cables at my house. No big deal, Bird.” I kiss her neck one more time and ease out of the small space, hitting the lock on the door.

      I help her out, and we head for my truck. We climb in, and immediately I pull up the armrest and move her to the middle.

      She shrieks, her laughter filling the cab. “You’re a caveman.”

      I tuck her little body into my side. “I’ve been called worse.”

      I can feel little changes in me when I’m around this girl. The need to have her next to me. Wanting to hold her hand in public so others know she’s with me. Those desires never came naturally with girls I dated in the past. As a matter of fact, I got that complaint often. That I wasn’t affectionate in public, or good at showing emotions.

      It’s the opposite with her. I’m putting it all out there to get any little scrap she’ll give. Not because she’s withholding it from me, but because it doesn’t seem like she gives it easily.

      I pull down my long driveway, which wraps around to the back of the house, and park in front of the closest garage door. Shutting down the engine, I turn to see her studying my throat again. Her small hand moving slowly, hesitantly, until it lands gently around the front of my neck. Her touch is warm. I swallow hard at the feeling, place my hand over hers, and slowly drag it to the center of my chest. My heart’s pounding from having her hands on me.

      I place a soft kiss on her lips, and I’m a complete goner. I snake my tongue into her mouth and moan against her when she wraps her other hand in the bottom of my shirt, tugging me a bit closer. Pushing my weight toward her, I lay her back across the front seat and praise myself for getting such a huge truck. There is no way we’re going to make it inside. No way I could pull my lips off her and risk breaking the connection.

      This wasn’t my reason for bringing her here. Yes, I wanted to get my hands on her, but I also want to get to know her. Know everything about her.

      She moves willingly, her body molding perfectly to mine, settling into place under me like autopilot. Just like our night together. Even though we were strangers, our bodies were in sync. That hasn’t changed.

      Her legs spread. My invitation. Thighs warm and silky under my palms. I glide one hand slowly up and down before I settle on her core. Her heat pulls a groan from my chest. Fuck. Rubbing circles over the wet panties isn’t enough. Sliding my fingers underneath, finding her slick opening, kicks my need into overdrive.

      “We’re out in the middle of nowhere, Bird. I promise no one will see us. Can I strip you out of these clothes?”

      Her chest moves in time with her panting, eyes darting back and forth between mine. “Are you sure about this?”

      I tilt my head to the side, confused by her question.

      “I think if you knew me, you wouldn’t feel the same.” Her insecurity rears its ugly head again.

      “I doubt that.” I go back to sucking on her neck.

      “I live in the convent.”

      What? I freeze and take a second to absorb what she said. “You want to say that again?”

      Pushing against my chest, she sits back up, pulling her leg from around me and facing forward. Head in her hands. “See? This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you my name or agree to see you again.” She shakes her head that’s still buried in her hands. “I wanted one night to get out and live a little before returning to the rut I’m in.” Her shoulders sag when she sighs. “But after, I felt even more terrible about myself because you were so sweet and brought a part of me alive that has been dead for a long time. It made me feel fake. Like I was lying to your face.”

      She has my mind going in a million directions trying to follow what she’s saying.

      “Why do you live in the convent? You’re not—you’re not, like, becoming a nun or anything, right?” I adjust myself in my jeans to try to alleviate the pain of my raging erection.

      Hearing her laugh eases some of my erratic thoughts. Jesus, what is going on with my Bird?

      Shaking her head, she gives me peace of mind. “God, no. What brought me to living in the convent most definitely wasn’t becoming a nun.” Sadness coats her voice.

      “I don’t understand. Are you stuck there? Do you need money to move? How long have you lived there?”

      She finally removes her head from her hands, only to rest it against the seat. She seems to look for guidance from the ceiling of the truck. “Without going into a long, drawn-out story, let’s just say that the church helped me out during a very difficult time in my life. I wasn’t planning on being there forever, but things changed and I found myself not ready to leave. Then I started with the music program and working with all the kids and I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to give back to the place that had given me a safe haven.” She looks defeated but continues. “Now here I am, ten years later, twenty-seven years old, and I love my job but couldn’t care less about the rest. Until this beautiful stranger blindsided me and woke me up from this fog I was living in, making me look at my life differently.”

      Shit, my little Bird has been living in a cage all this time? I wrap my arm around her and pull her head to my chest.

      “Cain, you seeing me this morning was the best and worst thing that could have happened to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I got to see you again. Was given the opportunity to know who you really are. That was the best. I won’t pretend I wasn’t living with regret from how I handled the situation at the hotel. The worst? Will be watching you walk away now that you know I’m holed up in a convent because I’m too afraid to leave.”

      “You have this all figured out, I see.”

      “Honestly, Cain, what would you have said that night at the bar if I had told you I lived with a bunch of nuns?”

      I have no idea how to answer that question. Instead, I grab her hand from her lap and pull it around my waist. I’ll show her these little fears are ridiculous. “Look, I meant what I said. I want to see where this goes. I don’t give two shits where you live.”

      “Even though I’m not the girl you met at the bar?”

      “Bullshit. That was you. That was probably more you than the girl I saw in church this morning. Come on.” I give her a squeeze. “Let me show you the house before I take you home.”

      I’m going to need a little time to process this situation, so I decide to drop the topic for now. But I know for sure that her being holed up in the convent isn’t keeping me away.
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      Every room I watch her admire, every brush of her arm as she moves past me, drives my need for her higher and higher. By the time we make it to my bedroom door, I’m done for. I have to get my hands back on this sweet girl.

      Stepping up behind her, I wrap my arm around her waist to stop her before she can open the door. Tucking my face in her long, soft hair, I decide to lay my cards on the table.

      “Bird, there’s a bed on the other side of that door, and I swear I’m trying my hardest to be a gentleman, but having you in my home is making it damn near impossible. So we’re going to skip this one.” My harsh breaths hit her hair, moving the strands as her scent fills my lungs. Another thing testing my zipper’s strength.

      I feel her heart pound against my chest pressed tight to her back. Mine is beating at the same frantic pace. It skyrockets when she turns the knob and pushes the door open. I squeeze tighter, her ass rubbing against my painful erection.

      “What are you doing?” I don’t want to pressure her. But if we walk through this door, I’m going to have a hard time controlling myself.

      She turns to face me and grabs the sides of my neck. “I’m done running scared.”

      Her face comes toward mine, and I react without a second thought, crushing my lips to hers. The taste of her tongue is now familiar, our rhythm easy to find. Even our clashing teeth feel coordinated. The skin of her thighs is smooth under my palms. I walk her backward, never breaking the kiss as I find the lamp and flick it on. I hate that I have to pull my hand off her for even a split second.

      The low-watt lamp bathes the dark room with just enough light to cast a soft glow. It makes the yellow in the center of her eyes stand out a bit. I strip off her jacket, then peel her stretchy dress right over her head, leaving her standing there in a black lace bra and panties. Pushing her back by the hips, I take a second to look at her from head to toe. Her round tits and small waist. Smooth creamy skin that feels like heaven against my tongue.

      “Damn, you’re beautiful.”

      She works the buttons of my shirt while I kick off my boots. Growing impatient, I grab my shirt from behind and yank it off. Warm hands splay across my chest, her eyes raising to mine before she slowly lowers to her knees in front of me, grabbing my belt for balance. The sight is so overwhelming, it takes me a second to remember that there’s only plywood on the floor.

      “Bird, that floor is too rough to be on your knees.”

      She shakes her head while she works at my belt, then she pulls the button and zipper down.

      “Bird.”

      The second she has my pants down and my cock free, all thoughts of the floor leave my mind. Her small hand wraps around the base of my cock.

      “Fuck.”

      Her tongue darts out to wet her lips, then licks off the drop of pre-cum. The visual alone has my balls squeezing to the point of pain, and profanity flies rapidly from my mouth. She wraps her lips around me, eyes closing as she moans lightly, sending tingles down my thighs. Working me in a slow, even rhythm, her tongue hugs the underside of my shaft as she moves me in and out of her mouth. Losing myself to the sensation of the warm wet heat, my need for release is approaching too fast.

      I sift my hands into her hair, and when I pull a little to get her attention, she gives me her eyes.

      “On the bed, Bird. I’m not ready for this to be over.”

      She smiles around my cock, and the sight of it has me laughing, which helps push back the orgasm trying to break free. After helping her off the floor, I slowly peel down her lace panties and place a kiss to her center. The soft smell of her arousal has my shaft throbbing with the need to get inside her.

      “I’ve missed you,” slides off my tongue, and my ears ring at the realization of the hold she has on me.

      Her breath catches, her palms gripping my shoulders tighter.

      When I ease her body onto the air mattress, it gives a little wave. I hate these stupid-ass things and make a mental note to get a real bed in here. Quickly kicking off my jeans, I grab a condom while she scoots up the inflated mattress. I notice burn marks on her knees. Dammit.

      Kissing one knee, then the other, I continue up her thighs until I stop at the center and place a long kiss there too. Her taste is like a homecoming. I lick her wet slit right up to her clit, latching on and sucking hard. Part of me wants to stay right here all night, but a much stronger part wants her mouth, her tongue, her arms around my neck. I want to feel her chest beating against mine when she lets go.

      Continuing my journey north, I lick and kiss her while removing the lace bra. I give her beautiful tits some appreciation before pressing my lips to hers. “I meant what I said. I missed you, little Bird.”

      “Mmmm. Me too.” Her nails bite into my back, her panting breaths going straight into my mouth.

      “Tell me we can try this. Tell me you won’t slip away tomorrow.” Needing her to confirm this feels important. The idea of having tonight and losing her in the morning has me pushing for an answer.

      “Cain—”

      “That’s not an answer. Give me what I need to hear.” I settle between her thighs, nudging her with my cock.

      “There’s still a lot you don’t know about me.”

      “Which is why you’re going to agree to try this. That’s how we get to know each other.”

      I almost miss the slight way her body tenses. “Trust is hard for me.”

      “Good, because I don’t want you to give it to me blind. I just want you to give me the chance to earn it.” My words must hit the mark, because she thrusts her hips up, moaning long and hard. “Say it, Bird. Say you’re not pulling away in the morning.”

      I’m not going any further until she agrees. When she groans her frustration at my stubbornness, I smile against the crook of her neck.

      But my persistence pays off when she pulls the top of my hair a bit, letting me know she’s not exactly happy with me pushing her, and whispers, “I’ll try.”

      There’s my green light. I open the foil packet and sheath myself in record time. “Thank you.”

      I kiss her long and slow, working myself into her at the same rate. Wanting to stretch this moment out. Show her how much it means to me. The instant I slide into her fully, our bodies joining in the most basic human form, solidifies the start of our journey together.

      “Cain.” She moans softly as I work in and out, pulling her legs around my hips.

      The first time with her was amazing, but taking her now, knowing this won’t be a one-time thing, has the blood pounding in my head. I wasn’t looking for this when we met last weekend, but here she is. My unexpected surprise.

      “Cain!” Her body is shaking, walls gripping my cock harder, nails scratching down my back as my pace grows frantic. “CAIN!”

      I latch onto her pink nipple, giving it a small bite. Our bodies are so tangled together, I have no idea where mine stops and hers starts. Whispers of pleasure collide like our sweat-coated skin. Arms clamp around my neck, legs locked behind me like a Vise-Grip. Her slick walls milk my cock with her release, pulling me in tighter and forcing my world to go temporarily black. My orgasm rips through me almost painfully, making me groan into the crook of her damp neck.

      Completely cocooned together, sweaty and sated, her body shakes underneath mine. She’s silently laughing. When our eyes meet, she lets it break free, unable to hold it in anymore.

      “Bird. You’re seriously hurting my pride here.”

      She laughs harder. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

      I tilt my head in question. I’m missing something here.

      Well shit.

      My knees hurt like a son of a bitch, the bones aching and sore. Because they’re on the hard floor. Laughter escapes my dry throat as I finally figure out what’s so funny.

      “Did you break my bed, little Bird?” I nip at her shoulder.

      “Don’t you dare blame me!”

      Her laughter sounds as if it’s coming straight from her belly, which makes my chest tight. The feeling of her hollowing out a spot there takes root.

      “It certainly never happened before you climbed in. Held air just fine.”

      Her laughter is slowing down a little, and she wipes moisture from her eyes. The sight of her has words I know are super ridiculous wanting to bust free from my lips. The feeling is overwhelming.

      “I suppose I gave you a first then?” Her smile showcases straight white teeth. She’s even more beautiful when she’s happy.

      “Bird, you’ve given me more firsts than you will ever know.” The conversation just turned serious. “And I’m looking forward to adding more to that list with you.”

      I’m in way over my head here.
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      “Cain.” I tap him frantically. He sleeps like the dead. “CAIN! What time is it?”

      He shifts a little on the deflated air mattress as bright light shines in through the windows and panic fills my chest. Groaning when I jump off him, he protests. “Get back over here, Bird, now I’m cold.”

      “What time is it? I thought you set your alarm. Oh God, it so bright out.”

      “Grab my phone by the lamp.”

      Illuminating the screen, I gasp. “It’s seven forty-five!” I drop the phone and run into the bathroom as I yell, “We’ve got to go!”

      “Shit,” he mutters from the other side of the door as I quickly use the toilet.

      Darting back into the bedroom, I don’t have time to feel embarrassed about running around naked. It’s shocking to think that after all the things this man has done to my body, him seeing me naked in the morning light has me feeling self-conscious.

      I quickly throw my dress over my head, toss my bra and panties in my purse, pick up my shoes and coat, and run for the back door.

      Cain is right behind me. “Relax, Bird, it’s only a ten-minute drive.”

      “Yes, which puts me at”—I look at the clock on his dashboard. It reads 7:49—“eight. I’m supposed to be at the church by eight thirty to set up. And since my car battery is dead, you have to drop me off at the convent so I can shower and change and… and… oh my God…” My head goes to my hands, dread setting in.

      “What’s the matter?”

      This morning is off to a bad start, and the weight of my living situation is heavy on my shoulders. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      Twenty-seven and afraid to be dropped off at home. Yep. He’ll definitely want to rope me down.

      “Doing what?” Cain’s voice has an edge to it that indicates he doesn’t understand how this looks.

      Is he serious? Confusion is written all over his expression. He is serious.

      “The walk of shame.” I’m lucky my eyes stay in their sockets as I try to make him comprehend. “Do you understand that I am literally doing the walk of shame back to the convent!” My voice is so high, it hurts my ears. “The convent!”

      The full-on freak-out I’m having must settle in, because his mouth slams shut, eyes going back to the road. We remain silent as Cain drives. Based on the trees whipping by, I’m betting he’s breaking the speed limit by a lot.

      As we approach the beautiful building I’ve called home for the last decade, I put my heels back on and curse my outfit. There’s nothing wrong with the clothes I have on. For most women my age, this outfit would look perfectly normal. But for those who see me on a regular basis, the fact that I’m even wearing heels is a red flag. Add that to being dropped off at 7:58 a.m. by a man, and the picture is pretty clear.

      “Just stop right here,” I say, pointing at the side of the road by the front of the drive. The church is situated on a large plot of land, and the convent is tucked at the back of the property. It has its own entrance that allows you to access it without having to go past the church.

      “Jesus, I’m not dropping you off on the side of the road.” Cain sounds well and truly pissed, and my anxiety is hitting an all-time high.

      “Please don’t do this. Please don’t make this difficult for me.” Moisture tries to escape my eyes.

      Hearing the panic in my voice, he pulls to the side of the road then slams his truck in park. The anger on his face has me wanting to get out and run. I knew this was a mistake. How could I ever expect him to understand this entire ridiculous situation?

      “I’m really sorry.” I hope he hears the sincerity in my voice. “I—”

      He won’t look at me. “You better get moving before you’re late.”

      My stomach hollows out from his curt tone. Without any time to explain, I jump out of his truck. The walk up the long drive is cold in the crisp morning air, and the sound of his tires pulling away too fast plays on repeat in my mind. How could I have ever been stupid enough to think that a man like Cain would want to put up with all of this? I shouldn’t have to be dropped off down the road like some teenager sneaking back to her bedroom.

      I slide in the back door and take off my heels, relieved that I’m going to make it to my room unnoticed. My bare foot hits the bottom step when I hear someone clear their throat. Oh crap.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the little harlot sneaking in from her night on the town.”

      Of all the people who could catch me this morning, it just had to be him.

      I don’t even turn around to look, just ask in defeat, “What are you doing here, Fredrick?”

      He has no business being here, especially at this hour. He thinks that just because he works for the church as the other organist and adult choir director, he runs this place. Or that he’s my boss. It infuriates me on a daily basis.

      He’s had it out for me since the day he started here five years ago, and I know that him finding me like this will only make the situation worse. I’ve given him something to hold over my head for once.

      “Oh, ya know.” The smug sound in his voice has me grinding my molars as I wait him out. “I couldn’t find you anywhere last night. You wouldn’t answer my text messages, and since it was imperative to get this music to you, I figured I would be a gentleman and wait for you to come down from your room. Sister Catherine couldn’t believe she didn’t see you get a cup of coffee this morning. You missed out really.” I can hear the smile in his conniving, feminine tone. “I brought all the sisters a breakfast casserole. They really do love me doting over them.”

      “How did you know?” Keeping my back to him, I don’t have the energy to fight. This game he thinks we constantly need to play has absolutely no appeal to me.

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe it was seeing you paw that gorgeous man last night at the restaurant. Who, by the way, is way out of your league. You really need to show some class, Josephine. No man wants something that easy.”

      The first tear runs down my cheek while my emotions war between anger and hurt. Humiliation at being caught after the way things transpired with Cain. I may have just lost him, lost what we were trying to start because I’m an overgrown child who’s been hiding out my entire adult life. I take the steps one by one to my room. I’m already feeling awful about Cain; I don’t have any reserves left in my emotional portfolio for Fredrick.

      “I’d keep walking too!” He calls to my back. Never once did he get to see my expression or the fact that his verbal attack very much hit its target. “Remember, the walk of shame isn’t over until you wash the smell of sex off you!”

      His irritating laugh follows me, hitting my ears like sensory overload. I should be thankful the back hall is empty and no one else will hear him. Of course, he never pulls stunts like this when there’s an audience. He’s way too slick for that. My God.

      I

      HATE

      THAT

      MAN.
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        * * *

      

      By some small miracle, I made it through my shower—washing the sex off me as Fredrick told me to. There are no words for him. I also made it through mass. No weird looks or stares. No one acting any different. Nope, I’m the only one noticing the nonexistent neon sign over my head.

      I return to my room so I can lie on my bed, stare at the ceiling, and feel sorry for myself. Ya know, because I’m real mature like that.

      Settling into my self-loathing position, I’m interrupted by the annoying witch cackle informing me, “Your mothers calling, you can’t hide, pick up the phone.” It usually gives me a little laugh before bracing myself to talk to Mom.

      Today… not so much.

      “Mom.” Squeezing my eyes shut, I pray this conversation goes smoothly.

      “Josephine.”

      This is the song and dance we do every other week when I get her scheduled phone call. It’s not always Sunday or at any certain time of the day, but it is always twice a month, and every so often, she insists I meet her and Dad for a meal. Usually in Indiana. Somewhere halfway between their house on the outskirts of Chicago, and my place here in northwest Ohio. It usually takes me the entire three-hour drive to get my head on straight and my fake smile in place.

      I’ll admit that over the last decade, my parents have made an attempt to mend fences, get me jobs, etc. I’m sure the disappearing daughter act became suspicious when I never returned home after my sudden “study abroad trip.” The opportunity was too good to pass up. When in reality, they shipped me off to a convent six hours away to hide my dirty secret.

      Going home would have only helped the judge’s reputation and my mother’s country club status of having a perfect family. Which is why I’ve been so afraid to leave. I can’t go back to letting them try to control my life. And I’m not above saying that I will never forgive them for what they did. Staying here has always protected me from their interference.

      Every minute of that silent drive to this small town ten years ago fueled the seed of hate for my parents that had taken root. Those minutes turned into hours, which turned into days. After being at the convent for only a week, I knew I would never return to my family. That I would never forgive them. I didn’t care what their reasons were. I was seventeen, scared, and alone. I don’t know if the feeling of abandonment will ever leave my psyche.

      Now, I’m on autopilot when it comes to my parents. I play nice, tell them what they want to hear, and avoid arguments at any cost.

      The air hangs silent for a second before Mom finally talks. “How are you? How are all the children doing?”

      Just the word children makes me want to bash this phone against the wall. I want to call her a child-hater, but I know that this morning with Cain, followed by the incident with Fredrick, is making me extra sensitive.

      “The kids are great, really.” The sickeningly-sweet saccharine in my voice pours out smoothly. “We’ve created a hand bell ensemble. They’re all really excited.”

      As if she cares. My parents can’t stand that I stayed here. They assumed I would get rid of the “shame” I’d brought on our family, then simply return home and pick up life where it left off. They never imagined I’d commute to college in the neighboring city and never ask them for one cent. I was determined to make this life my own no matter what the cost. Unfortunately, along the way, I lost a part of myself while trying to spite my parents.

      “Oh, that reminds me. I heard a music store is opening downtown. They’re hiring new people. I gave them your number and told them you like music. They should be calling.”

      Like music? Normally I can choke through this act with my mother, but I don’t have it in me today. I can’t do it.

      So I pull the move of a twelve-year-old and knock on my headboard loudly. “Oh, sorry, Mom, someone’s at the door. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Click. Tossing the phone on the bed next to me, I take some deep, hopefully calming breaths. Immediately my mind floods with images of Cain from last night, his large warm arms banded around me. Circling me in his safety. His wide chest laughing against mine when he realized we’d broken the air mattress. That memory grants me the first smile of the day. His warm, soft lips pressed against mine when he asked me to give us a try, refusing to go any further until I promised more. More of me. More of us. In that moment, I think I would have given him anything.

      I scrunch my face involuntarily when I think about Cain this morning. How he must have felt when I told him to drop me off at the curb. The pain of the memory shoots down my arm, all the way to my fingertips. The coldness in his voice, the look on his face. In my daydream, that look morphs into the opening of storm clouds. The second they part, light filters through. Light that brings hope after a storm. I lie back on my bed and make a decision. No matter what happens with Cain, it’s time I do some things differently.

      Starting.

      Now.

      Sitting up with a determined heart, I send out two text messages. The first one to the number that was programmed in last night.

      
        
        
        Me: Words can’t change what happened. But please know that I’m sorry about this morning.

      

        

      

      Then I pull up my group message with Jamie and Lu, wishing they were here with me right now. I need my girls.

      
        
        
        Me: calling in the troops 911

        Jamie: Do you need me to drive over?

        Lu: WHAT?!?!?

      

        

      

      Luciana is so dramatic.

      
        
        
        Me: No. meeting STAT I need some help

        Jamie: my place name the time

        Lu: I can come now.

        Me: I’m leaving now.
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          Cain

        

      

    

    
      Driving back to my house took half the time it should have. I put my truck in park then pound the steering wheel. Nope. Didn’t help. Leaning back against the head rest, I try to control my frustration at this entire situation.

      I

      AM

      PISSED

      I’m so pissed that every instinct in me wants to turn around and drive right back up to that convent and shake some sense into Bird.

      I war with my brain. One side reminds me that she lives in the convent. The fucking convent. Showing up in last night’s clothes is probably frowned upon. I see that part clearly. I do. The other side is telling me that she is twenty-seven years old and has a right to her own life. A right to be an adult. To date. To stay out all night. That side of me is feeling a very deep need to shake some sense into her. I need to get to the bottom of why she’s still living there.

      If we even stand a chance at trying this relationship out, she needs to move the hell out.

      Like yesterday.

      Yep, asshole, this is exactly why she didn’t want to tell you. Because she knew you’d freak out. No wonder she ran the first time.

      But still.

      We had a perfect night together. Yes, I fucked up and overslept, but her asking me to drop her off on the side of the road made the situation seem a lot worse than it was. Like I was some prick who used her for a night and was too ashamed to take her all the way home. Or even worse, that she was too embarrassed to let anyone know she had been with me. I couldn’t even look her in the face when she begged me to let her out. I was too pissed off.

      If this is what I’m up against, I need to think long and hard about whether we even stand a chance.

      Shit. My chest constricts painfully at the thought of her not being in my future. The pain gets even worse when I think about continuing but keeping us a secret. The reason why I’m so butt hurt hits me like a sledgehammer.

      She hurt my fucking feelings.

      Well, son of a bitch.

      I never understood why men did irrational things over women. Like drop them off and peel out without a goodbye. Punish them with silence. I would laugh at myself if I wasn’t so damn pissed. I scrub my hands down my face. This girl isn’t just under my skin.

      She’s in my veins.

      I need to go for a run. Hopefully that will clear my head before I pack my bag and drive back to my apartment for the week.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Monday’s turning out to be an absolute shit show. Literally. We just finished pulling tins from the block—one asshole tried to suffocate himself with his lunch—when the sirens go off. Lockdown. All free hands on deck. Following the in-house emergency procedure, Collin and Jude stay back to guard death row while Elliot, Abe, and I head down to see what’s happening.

      “What the fuck? Hustle!” I yell as we head toward the commotion on the east corridor.

      Gus, one of the guards who was probably watching the shower room, is out cold in the hallway. Pushing through the inmates crowding a toilet, I see a body stretched out. A prisoner whose legs lay lifeless on the tile floor. Dozer, a mean motherfucker, is still holding his head in the toilet. The other inmates scurry to get away while I dry-taze Dozer in the kidney. The shock to his central nervous system sends his head flying forward and against the concrete wall. Blood pours out of his new head wound.

      Jesus, as much as this guy deserves to die, accidentally killing him would not be a good thing for me.

      “Pull him off!” I yell to Abe and Elliot. We need to see if there’s any life left in the man whose head is still under water.

      Dozer groans when Elliot puts him face down and cuffs his hands behind his back. Good. He’s still alive.

      Keeps my life simple.

      Unfortunately, the man I now recognize as Jinx isn’t so lucky. “No pulse! Get the med in here!”

      “Jesus, this MC war just keeps getting worse.” Abe makes the connection between the two inmates.

      Everyone in here wears their gang colors with pride. Always tattooed and usually visible. If they weren’t visible when they came in, they work hard to make sure they are once on the inside. It never ceases to amaze me how creative someone can be when they want to mark their skin.

      “How’s Gus?”

      Elliot gives a chin lift, letting me know he’ll be okay.

      The medic is in and putting Jinx’s body on a stretcher while Abe and Elliot head out with Dozer. He’s going straight to SHU. Fuck. He’ll probably be moved to the row after this.

      I’ll never understand how someone can sacrifice their entire life for a club. Brotherhood is a bond; it’s what I have with my team, I completely back that. Dozer came in on some bullshit charge and was only going to be here for a short time. Which means he was placed in here to do a job, and now he’s never leaving.

      Hope it was worth it.
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        * * *

      

      After I get home from the never-ending day and take another shower, I climb into my favorite chair and grab my phone. I haven’t allowed myself to look at it since I got Bird’s text yesterday. I turned off the ringer and left it on my dresser.

      Looking now, I see I’ve missed calls from Mom and Jamie, along with some texts. My pulse quickens, wondering if she texted me again. The one she sent yesterday still haunts me.

      
        
        
        Bird: Words won’t change what happened. But please know that I’m sorry about this morning.

      

        

      

      When the notification from Bird came up on my phone yesterday afternoon, my mind was assaulted with all sorts of emotions.

      Her words play over and over in my head, but so do the images of her begging me to drop her off on the curb. This morning, I woke up feeling as if my anger at her had returned tenfold. But is what I’m feeling actual anger? Sitting here now, alone in my chair and reading her message, I just… miss her.

      I need to respond to her text. I type. Delete. Type. Delete.

      
        
        
        Me: I’m sorry too. Now what?

      

        

      

      This is why I hate texting. That message makes me sound like a complete prick. Before I can think too much on it, my phone dings.

      
        
        
        Bird: I want to keep trying. That is, if you still want to?

      

        

      

      The question in her text stirs the bowl of confusion in my gut. What would ever make her think I don’t want to try? Maybe because you acted like a dick, I remind myself.

      
        
        
        Me: Don’t ever ask me to drop you off on the side of the road again

      

        

      

      Jesus, I’m an asshole, but she needs to know I will never do that again. I don’t give a shit if I’m dropping her off at a convent. That shit will never happen again.

      I need to call her. I’m afraid that after the way I left things, if I keep texting, this really will be over. Deciding to go for it before I chicken out, I press the phone icon by her name. The ringing plays havoc on my nerves, and my pulse skyrockets.

      “Hello?” Her voice sounds breathy.

      “Hey, Bird, is this a bad time?” I hope we can clear the air now. I don’t want to wait.

      “No, this is fine, just a second.”

      She tells someone she’ll be right back, but I have no idea who she’s talking to. Jealousy over the person spending time with her has my jaw straining.

      “You can always call me back.” My God, I’m acting like an impatient child.

      “I’m here. Lu and Jamie are helping me with a project today. They don’t mind giving me a minute.”

      “Oh, well if it’s just my bratty sister, then I don’t feel bad.”

      She laughs, which makes me miss her even more. I want her here so I can wrap my arms around her. Make this situation right between us.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry.”

      We say at the same time, and it feels as if we click back into place. Like no matter what obstacles come between us, we’re both willing to work at this to try to be together.

      Fighting to get this off my chest, I go first. “I want to make yesterday up to you. How can I do that?”

      “Cain—”

      “I’m a dick.”

      She sighs but doesn’t disagree. “Can we just forget about yesterday? The entire thing feels very complicated and very simple at the same time. Right now, I just want to forget it happened until I can explain a few things.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. I was well aware of the situation, and I’m the one who messed up.”

      “Maybe we could talk more this week?”

      “That sounds good.”

      Her relieved exhale has me smiling.

      “I’ll be back in town late Friday night. I’d like to see you, but between now and then, I suppose the phone will have to do.”

      “Tell my brother you’re busy!” Jamie’s voice comes from a distance.

      Little snot.

      “Tell my sister she’s a pain in the ass. I’ll talk to you soon, Bird.”

      “Okay, bye, Cain.”

      I love to hear my name roll off her tongue. Friday can’t come soon enough.
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          Joss

        

      

    

    
      The days have flown by. A girl was brought to the convent this week, and I always work extra hard to help the new residents settle in. Feeling welcome makes the experience and dramatic changes a little more bearable. Add that to my work and getting my own new project taken care of, and it’s already Friday night. I’m nervous and anxious to see Cain.

      We spent the week talking and texting, learning little things about each other, relieved that we could easily fill the silence on the phone. I won’t lie—I had no idea how things would be between us without the physical buffer.

      Yes, we talked nonstop at the restaurant on our first official date and our chemistry has always been comfortable, but finding things to talk about on the phone isn’t the same. Most men want little to do with that, preferring to text. But Cain was a trooper. He said talking was easier for him because when he texts, he comes across sounding like a dick. He’s not a hundred percent wrong. He’s so direct and straightforward, and his texts usually read like a drill sergeant’s. But I always know where I stand with him, and that actually helps. Jamie says it’s the Weller boy ways and that their dad is even worse.

      I know Mr. and Mrs. Weller from church, but only well enough to know that Cain’s dad is a polite, attractive older man. He looks like a salt-and-pepper version of the man who’s captivated me.

      I pull up to Cain’s house, wanting my own car at my disposal, and butterflies take off in my stomach. I texted him earlier to ask if we could use his truck tonight. He agreed easily, but wasn’t amused when I wouldn’t go into detail as to why. I just hope he’s as excited about my surprise as I am.

      The one piece of nostalgia I kept from home was sticking to a little red four-door. My old Ford Focus seemed to be there for me through thick and thin. It got left behind when I was brought here, probably providing my sister, Elizabeth, with the same great memories. So when I finally purchased a car, I was drawn like a magnet to this bright red little lady.

      Checking my face in the rearview mirror, I jump when the car door opens.

      “You scared the crap out of—”

      Lips crash against mine, desperately seeking entrance. I open to him, sighing into his mouth. Missing his touch. He pulls away too quickly and my lips chase his, not ready to give them up so fast. The seat belt pulls against my shoulder. One step ahead of me, he’s already unlatching the buckle and helping me out of the car.

      “Missed those lips,” Cain whispers against my mouth. Large arms wrap around my waist, dark stubble brushes my cheek.

      His deep chocolate eyes are wide, the tell that he’s anxious to get his hands on me. As much as I want that too, we need to stay on track or we’ll never leave the house.

      Giving him one last quick kiss, I attempt to stay on course. “Are you ready for the surprise I have to show you?” My cheeks, so tight from smiling, actually hurt.

      “The surprise you need my truck for? No. I changed my mind. We’re not leaving this house.” His hands squeeze my butt to deliver the message, but I’m not budging.

      “As much as I agree with your strategy, I need to pick this up tonight before eight. I’ve been waiting all week to show you this.”

      Checking his large watch, his eyebrows knit together. “Shit, it’s already quarter after seven.” He kisses me again, then releases a ridiculously long sigh. “Guess we need to hustle.”
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        * * *

      

      Cain backs his truck up to the loading dock with ease. “Your surprise is furniture?” He puts his big truck in park and rolls the window down for the worker approaching.

      “What can I do for you?” The young man in a hoodie with the store logo on it takes the receipt from Cain, giving it a quick once-over. “Great. Be right back.”

      Big rolling doors ahead of us slide up, and the first part of my surprise comes into view. Two guys load the truck while Cain jumps out and grabs some bright straps from under his back seat.

      Once I’ve signed off and we’re ready to head out, I’m met with a huge, stubble-covered smirk. “Mind telling me why you bought a queen-size bed and headboard? You know I don’t expect you to replace the air mattress you broke.”

      I gasp in mock offense. “You wish, buddy.”

      He lifts his chin toward the back of the truck. “So? Who is the bed for, and where am I taking it?”

      The sun is setting. I wish we had more daylight so he could really appreciate the rest of my surprise.

      The drive isn’t very far, so I have zero time to calm my anxious stomach. This is a huge step for me. We pull up to a row of duplexes, and I point at the soft-yellow one on the far end. I have him park in the driveway that leads to a one-car attached garage.

      “This is it!” Enthusiasm bursts out of me.

      He gives me a confused look. “Is this for one of the people from church?”

      Time to let him in on the rest.

      “Come on.” I jump down from the truck and practically run up the sidewalk, pulling my keys as I go.

      Before Cain even makes it to the porch, I’m inside, taking in the empty living room. Right now, it’s just bare wood floors with neutral walls and white trim. I can’t wait to make it my own, put my signature all over it. His heavy footsteps cross the threshold.

      I spin around, throwing my arms out to the side. “Well? What do you think?” I can hardly contain my excitement.

      He looks around the small space, then back at me, and I can tell he’s not understanding what’s going on. “It’s really nice. It’s also completely empty.”

      I thought he would have figured it out by now. Pulling my hands together at my chest, I wait for his reaction. “It’s mine.”

      He looks at me, head cocked, blank expression on his face.

      “Um… no more convent.” My voice is low. Hesitant.

      I thought he would be happy about this. Happy that the weirdo—that would be me—has finally grown up and moved out on her own. This was a huge step, and I want him to share the excitement.

      The scowl marring his beautiful face tells a different story. “Did you get this place because I was a complete asshole about dropping you off?” His words are cautious. Slow.

      What? NO! What’s happening? This isn’t how I saw this going.

      Scrubbing his hands down his face, he turns his back to me and my stomach hits the floor. Silence hangs heavy in the air.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you understood how sorry I was?” he asks.

      I remain silent, still confused by the direction this is going.

      “You didn’t have to leave your home because of me.” He shakes his head, inspecting the wood floor. Finally, he turns back to me, and when I finally see his eyes, it all makes sense. Regret is painted on his face.

      I need to clear this up.

      “I did this for me.” I study my sneakers, twisting my fingers to keep my anxiety at bay. “Not for you.” I chance a look. His dark brown irises are softening. “This is for me. It was time.”

      When I made the decision to move out, it really was for me. A way to start doing things on my own, to move out of the protective space the convent had provided me. The situation with Cain just pushed me to do it sooner rather than later. I want him to know I’m willing to make changes, to give this relationship a real chance.

      What feels like an eternity passes. My heart pounding in my ears is the only thing I can hear. He probably thinks I’m a stage-ten clinger who moved out just to make him happy and prove I was available.

      Shut up, I mentally chastise myself. This is me. No regrets. And he can take it or leave it. I don’t even know why we’re having this stupid, weird—whatever it is. Silent argument?

      “Cain,” I sigh. “Thanks for the help, but—”

      One black boot steps my way. Then the other. Lips press to the top of my head. Slowly, cautiously, two strong arms wrap around my body, locking me in a tight hold.

      “Why do I keep messing this up?” His breath comes across my cheek when he blows out a sigh. His soft words warm my heart. “Why am I so fucking bad at this?”

      “Word on the street is you’re a Neanderthal.” My words come out muffled against his chest.

      “For once in my life, I think my sister may be right.” He sighs.

      “I thought I was the only one bad at this.” Hopefully my lightheartedness about the topic will lift the mood. It’s dangerously low. We need to get our rhythm, find our stride. We still have so much to learn about one another.

      “Let’s go get your bed out of the back of the truck. Then I want the full tour.”

      Crisis averted. Thank God.

      He still won’t let go of me.

      Placing a kiss to the middle of his chest, I prop my chin and study his face. “Remember last Monday when we talked, and I told you Lu, Jamie, and I were working on a project?”

      He nods.

      “This was it. Finding me a place. On my own.” I stress the word own hoping he understands I didn’t do it for him. “I signed a lease that afternoon.”

      “Would you have still moved if I hadn’t been a dickhead on Sunday morning?” His eyes search mine for truth.

      “Honestly? Probably not.” He goes rigid under my arms, so I give him a little squeeze. “But let me explain. Sunday was a wakeup call. It made me realize that I needed to move on with my life. Get out from under the safety net of the convent.”

      He stares at me, knowing there’s more I’m not saying. I guess if I’m going to try to be a big girl, I need to take some risks in life. Here goes.

      “I, um, I also wanted the opportunity to have a normal relationship with you. I knew staying in the convent wasn’t going to allow that.” His pupils dilate. I think that’s a good sign. Closing my eyes, I rip off the Band-Aid. “The idea of losing you, it gave me the courage to jump. Both feet.”

      A few beats of silence pass, and just before I decide I need to open my eyes, I feel his heated lips on mine, his tongue brushing my mouth. His lips are familiar now. If I had my eyes closed and ten men kissed me, I would know exactly which one was Cain. A moan escapes the back of my throat, and after the little miscommunication we just had, my need to feel him close is desperate. I have a death grip on his shirt and work to push the kiss deeper.

      Sliding my hands to his waist, I slip them under his shirt and find what I’m looking for. His warm, hard torso feels so good against my palms, giving me the contact I crave. His skin against mine.

      Before I can get any further in my quest, he breaks the kiss, burying his face in my neck and panting. “Bird, if we don’t stop now, that bed will never make it in here.” His words tell me we’re stopping, while his sucking softly on my neck is saying something different. He reluctantly pulls away, looking at me with determination. “Let’s get this bed in here. The faster we do that, the faster we can break it in.”

      Well ya don’t have to tell me twice.
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        * * *

      

      “Shit, Bird, I’m never going a full week without being inside of you again.”

      He thrusts slow but hard, making every nerve ending I have come alive. Fingers dig into my hips as he drives into me from behind, keeping me rooted in place. My hips fight to push back against him, but he has me immobilized, setting his own rhythm while I grip the mattress and try to keep my feet rooted on the floor.

      It feels amazing.

      There are no sheets or blankets on the bed. By the time we got everything set up, we couldn’t even wait to pull the plastic off the mattress before we were all over each other. Which is how I ended up bent over, my elbows on the bed and Cain’s shirt underneath me as a makeshift blanket. An orgasm is building fast in my belly, and my legs feel as though they’re about to give out.

      I gasp in surprise when his hand comes down across my butt. The sting hits, followed immediately by tingling pleasure. I moan so loud I should be embarrassed, then I drop my head to the bed and right into his shirt, where his smell pulls another long, low moan from the back of my throat.

      Rubbing away the sting, he keeps up his pace. “Bird, if I ever pull shit like I did earlier when you brought me here, you better knock my ass out.”

      Oh… this is an apology? “Mmmmm,” is all my brain allows me to verbalize.

      Whack! He smacks my other butt cheek, and warmth floods my insides. He picks up the pace, now punishing, then rubs the sting again. “Did you hear me? Don’t you ever put up with shit like that from me again.”

      The way this man is pushing into me, the delicious sting on my rear, and the fact that he’s even trying to protect me from himself sends me flying over the edge. Light flashes behind my eyes. A scream rips from my lungs, turning into a groan that keeps going on and on. Cain powers through my orgasm before he goes completely still and holds himself so tight to me, I can feel where every finger makes contact on my hips.

      I rub my face against his shirt, letting his scent give me a greater connection to him, and slowly catch my breath. His hand wraps gently around the back of my neck, a kiss to my shoulder, then he’s at my ear.

      “I’m not kidding. I expect you to keep me in line. If I ever take that tone with you again, you kick my ass.”

      Laughing at his words, I melt at his sincerity. “I lo—”

      I catch myself and pray he didn’t hear what I almost said while my face was buried in his smell. What was I even going to say? I think I wanted to say I love you, but in the way I would say it to Lu or Jamie when they do those things for me that I… well, that I love. Because what Cain said made me want to blurt it out.

      l love you for protecting me.

      I love you for telling me not to take any crap.

      I love what you do to my body.

      But love? Like… real love? I need to say something before this silence gets awkward. Give myself some time to think.

      Turning my head back to look at him, I’m able to give him a kiss before responding. “Will I still get the after treatment even if I kick your butt?”

      He goes from confused to thoughtful, then a cocky grin appears before he leans down and lightly bites my shoulder. “If I ever give you a reason to kick my butt, as your sweet mouth says, I’ll be handing you any treatment you want, little Bird.” He slowly pulls out of me, and I miss him already.

      My sound of protest must have been noticed, because when Cain returns from the bathroom, he pulls me up, then sits down on the makeshift bed cover. I straddle him, wrapping my arms and legs around his waist.

      He takes my long hair into a ponytail, held together by his hand, and tilts my head back. “What do you think about getting on birth control?”

      His question shocks me a little. I know they say it’s better for men without condoms, but it also takes a huge amount of trust that his partner will be honest.

      “I told you I want to give this a try, and I mean it. That also means no one else for either one of us.” He raises an eyebrow in silent question that I agree to no one else. After I give him a little nod, he continues. “I want to feel you. I don’t want anything between us. I’m clean, and I’ll trust whatever you tell me. If you want proof, I’ll get you that as well.”

      The certainty in his voice makes me fall a little deeper.

      “You would trust me with that? There are women out there who get pregnant on purpose.” I pause, deciding how I want to move forward. “There are also times birth control isn’t a hundred percent. What if I got pregnant?”

      My worry must be visible because he gives my body a squeeze before he responds. “I trust you completely. With every part of my body. If you get pregnant, then I guess we have a baby.” He shrugs as if it’s no big deal.

      “Just like that?” Does he understand what he’s saying?

      “Just like that. We’re adults. We assume the risk, and we take the consequences.” He makes it sound so simple. Words that wrap around me like a security blanket.

      “I’m clean.” I look in his eyes, trying to show him rather than tell him what I’m giving him. The trust I’m giving him.

      “So you’re open to birth control?”

      “I’m actually already on it. I get the Depo shot. It’s um… it’s supposed to be pretty foolproof.” He looks shocked, which makes me self-conscious. “Go ahead and ask.”

      “It’s absolutely none of my business, but the first night we were together, you said it had been a long time. I’m just surprised is all.”

      Sighing, I’m not sure if I should tell the truth or lie. Deciding I don’t want to start a relationship with lies, I go for partial truth. “Call me OCD, but I’m really passionate about not getting pregnant right now. And the shot also helps with my periods.”

      “Okay, we don’t need to go any further.” He squeezes his eyes shut like a child, lightheartedly letting me know he doesn’t want to talk PMS. “So we’re good to ditch the condoms?” His now-open eyes are hopeful while waiting for the green light.

      “Yeah.” I give him a long, soft kiss. “We’re good to go.”

      His mouth crashes into mine, and he hardens against me. Before my mind can catch up with my body, he’s pushing his way inside.

      Skin to skin.

      Heart to heart.
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          Cain

        

      

    

    
      The morning sunlight shines through the windows, letting me know it’s time to start the long day. I notice the state we’re in and laugh. Deciding we didn’t want to go back to my place and sleep on another air mattress I’d stolen from Mom, I got the emergency winter kit out of my truck. The single blanket gave us a barrier over the bed, and we were forced, not by my choice, to sleep in our clothes. My neck has a kink from sleeping with no pillow, and Bird is curled in a ball at my side, her long dark hair fanning out around her.

      I’ll never forget last night. It was fucking great.

      Large gray eyes greet me while blinking sleep away.

      “Morning, little Bird.” Kissing her forehead, I curse inwardly. I hate that we need to get a move on it. I’d much rather stay right here. “What’s your agenda today? I need to go and help Dad with a few things, then I’ll be all yours to move the rest of your stuff. What time should we be there?”

      I told her last night that Dad could bring his truck and trailer too. We should be able to get everything in one trip. She said she didn’t have a lot, only a couple of dressers, clothes, and personal items, so the move should go quickly.

      “How does three sound?”
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        * * *

      

      “Mom!” I holler as I walk through the back door of the house I grew up in. “Where are you?” Tossing my bags on the large butcher block island in the middle of the farm-style kitchen, I try again. “Mom!”

      Where the hell is she? I know she’s here somewhere. As I open my mouth to yell again, she glides into the kitchen as though she’s out for a Sunday stroll.

      “Mom, what the hell? Why didn’t you answer when I called?”

      “Gee, Cain, I don’t know. Why didn’t I answer you?” She walks over to the coffee pot and pulls out the ugly mug my sister made her in pottery class. The same one she uses every day.

      I have to laugh at my mother’s passive-aggressive ways. “Because you don’t answer when I yell.”

      She pats my cheek, just like she did when I was twelve and teaching me a lesson. “That’s right, sweetie. Now what can I do for you?”

      “For one, I’d like a cup of coffee.”

      Her light eyebrows that match my sisters lift silently.

      “Please?” I finish, knowing what she wants to hear.

      Sitting on a stool at the island, I watch my mom get my coffee, and I figure I may as well dive in. I know once I ask her for the next favor, she’ll have a million questions. Clearing my throat and bracing for the onslaught, I go for it. “Could you do me a favor while I help Dad outside?”

      She places a to-go mug in front of me, knowing I won’t be in here long, then she stares at me.

      “Please?” This woman and her need for manners.

      “Well when you ask like that, of course, what do you need, son?” She smiles, revealing laugh lines behind her black-rimmed glasses. Her blond hair is tied back in a low ponytail.

      “Could you, umm…” I’ve never talked much about girls with my mom. I figured when the time came, I’d get her in on the mix. “Could you wash these sheets and bedding for me?”

      She looks surprised then opens the huge bags from Kohl’s that I brought in. There aren’t a lot of shopping options near us, and I figure this will get Bird started until she has a chance to buy what she wants.

      Mom studies the picture on the front of the package. The comforter is yellow and has a bare tree and branches on it, with one little blue bird in the tree. I about shit my pants when I saw it. My own little bird might think it’s stupid, but the saleslady told me these trees and birds were popular. I didn’t care either way. I saw it, thought it was perfect, and grabbed it.

      “Cain, I love this, but I never would have expected you to want something this… feminine.” She looks at me, and I can tell she wants to laugh. “Is this for the new house?” Eyebrows raised, she sucks her lips into her mouth, trying not to laugh.

      “What the hell? It’s not for me.”

      She sets the bedding down, and all looks of laughter have left her face, replaced by a questioning stare. “Well, who the heck am I doing laundry for then?”

      “Bird.”

      “Who?” She gives me the same look my sister does when I annoy her.

      Realizing what I said, I go on as if it never slipped my tongue. “They’re for Josephine.” Her name, as beautiful as it is, sounds foreign to my ears. “She just got a place of her own and bought a new bed. She didn’t have any sheets or blankets, so I thought I would get her some. I don’t think she has a washing machine, at least not yet, so I figured I’d have them washed before I took them to her. But I’ll be here all day, hence why I asked you to wash them.”

      Stay cool. Don’t look directly at her. She’s about to activate mom mode. But I can feel her stare boring holes into the back of my head, so I have to look. I stare back, not sure what else to do, trying to avoid too many questions. I thought I explained what I needed pretty clearly.

      “How do you know Josephine”—she stretches out her name—“needs bedding of all things?” Her eyebrows hit her hairline with that “don’t bullshit me” look.

      Oh

      Fuck

      Did I just ask my mom to wash bedding for my girlfriend’s new bed so that tonight when I screw her brains out, I won’t have to do it on my shirt? Or on the blanket from my truck? Nice one, dipshit.

      I’m committed to the cause now, so I may as well just push through. “I picked up the bed for her last night with my truck, and she said she still needed to get bedding. Since you raised such a considerate boy, I figured I would help her out.” Take that, Mom.

      “Maybe if my considerate boy would just tell me the truth about his new girlfriend instead of keeping me in the dark, I would gladly wash that sweetheart’s bedding for her.”

      Point for Mom.

      “Who told you she was my girlfriend?” I can’t help it. I love to screw with my mother.

      “I think you just did.” The crack in her voice brings my attention to her eyes. They’re watering.

      The need to get the hell out of this kitchen is fast approaching. Why is she turning on the waterworks? “Mom?”

      She blinks back tears. “I’m really happy for you, honey.”

      I don’t really know what to say. This conversation is approaching “serious zone” fast, and I really don’t want to share that much detail yet. I’m still afraid I could jinx it.

      “Joss is a beautiful girl with a huge heart. One I know she gives freely to anyone in need.” She zones out for a second. “I’ve never known her to date though. At least not since she started working at the church, and she’s definitely been asked out.”

      Bringing that little fact to my attention makes my jaw clench as jealousy floods my veins from the idea of other men asking her out. Again, I curse all the time my family has had with her that I’ve missed out on.

      “But I’ve never once seen or heard of her actually dating. Which means she sees something in you that she hasn’t seen in others.” She gives me that look. The one I get when I’ve done something good. After walking around the island, she wraps me in a hug. “You better get outside before your dad comes in looking for you. I’ll get this all washed up.” In true Mom fashion, she knows when not to push too far.

      “Thanks, Mom, love you.”

      “Love you too, Cain.”
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          Joss

        

      

    

    
      Looking around the room I’ve called mine for the last ten years is bittersweet. The twin bed I slept in, now bare, still butts up against the wall made of natural stone. The large window above it gave me a perfect view of the stars. I war with the feelings assaulting me as I remember the girl I was when I showed up here, scared and alone. Everything that happened in the months that followed molded my life, brought me to the here and now.

      A knock at the doorway pulls me out of my trance, and I’m greeted by Sister Vernon, the elderly nun who has been more of a mother to me than the woman who gave birth to me. She has shown me grace and kindness, understanding and forgiveness when I thought I couldn’t push through another day. She’s been there for me since I showed up here pregnant at seventeen, completely abandoned by everyone I thought loved me but had proved otherwise. Because love doesn’t come with judgment. And it doesn’t come with abandonment.

      “Sister Vernon.” I give her frail body a hug, glad to see she’s up and around. I’ve been on her case to see a doctor, but she’s a stubborn old lady and says she doesn’t need to.

      “Josephine.” She’s one of the few people who call me by my full name. “I just wanted to come and say goodbye before your helpers arrive to move your stuff.” She pulls back from the hug but keeps her hands on my arms. “I’m going to miss seeing you around the convent. I can hardly remember a time you weren’t here.”

      Knowing she’ll miss me as much as I’ll miss her warms my heart.

      “I’m so proud of you for taking this leap. It’s time.” She kisses my cheek then moves quickly away when she has a coughing fit.

      “Come sit on my bed.” I try to pull her to sit down.

      “I’m fine. Just a little cough.” She coughs again, sounding as though she’s going to lose a lung.

      “Please let me take you to the doctor.” The thought of her being sick breaks my heart and puts me into panic mode.

      “I’m fine, dear, just these darn Ohio allergies. What time will the moving crew be here?”

      I don’t miss her change of topic. “Three.” Glancing at my watch, I see it’s already 2:42. “I better head downstairs to wait for them. I don’t want Cain or Mr. Weller to have to come looking for me.”

      After giving Sister one last hug, I head out of my room. I still work here and can come visit her any time I want.
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        * * *

      

      I figure I’ll wait for Cain on the front steps. I’m grateful for the beautiful dry day, which will make moving easy. Swinging the front door open, I gasp in shock when I see a man standing there, arm stretched as though he’s getting ready to ring the doorbell. When our eyes connect, I take a step back, my heartbeat skyrocketing. Blood whooshing in my ears muffles the sound of his voice.

      “Joss?”

      Frozen, I stare at a completely grown up Jeremy. His blue eyes are the same color, but his hair has gotten darker and is shorter than it was when we were in school. He’s more defined and filled out, judging by the way his long-sleeved thermal shirt drapes across his arms and chest.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      I have absolutely nothing to say to this man, and his sudden appearance after all this time has me at a loss for words. The fact that he’s shown up on my doorstep after not saying a thing to me in over a decade makes me want to claw his eyes out. The curious part of my brain, the part that should wonder what he wants, hasn’t even entered the room yet.

      He scratches his forehead, the same thing he did in high school when he was nervous, and I spot a wedding ring on his finger. My confusion rises even higher. What in God’s name is he doing here?

      Hurt and betrayal come back at warp speed, sending visions of my past playing on a loop in my mind. Memories of how our relationship ended so abruptly when he put himself completely ahead of me, abandoned me, and never once since then made any attempt to contact me.

      “Answer me,” I growl, not even recognizing my own voice.

      “Could we go somewhere and talk?” He at least has the sense to look sheepish. “I know I don’t deserve anything from you, and I understand that you probably hate me. But I had to at least try.” He stares at me with uncertain eyes. “I promise, I won’t take up too much time.”

      I’m so confused. Try what? “You have five minutes. Which is five more than you deserve. Then I swear, if I ever see you again, I won’t be this kind.” Fire ignites under my skin. My body is suddenly hot in the worst kind of way.

      “Fair enough.” He gestures to the bench around the corner from the front door.

      Ready to get this over with, I’m hyperaware of him following me. Hairs on the back of my neck stand up as dread fills my belly with the possibilities of what he needs to talk about.

      After I accepted that he was never going to reach out to me, and following everything that happened after I was sent to the convent, a part of me was grateful that I would never have to see him again. Never need to have this conversation.

      Jeremy settles in beside me and reaches for my hand.

      Pulling it quickly to my lap, I whisper, my eyes trained on the grass below my feet, “Don’t you dare touch me.”

      He rubs his hands up and down his jeans, nervous energy pouring off him in waves. “Was it a girl or a boy?”

      He’s shaky but direct, getting straight to the point. A part of me I resent right now is actually surprised he didn’t lead off with, How have you been? Or It’s great to see you.

      Shocked by his boldness, I look at him, tears trying to pull to the surface. Shaking my head, I’m completely stunned that he has the nerve to show up and ask. His eyes plead with mine, but my head continues its motion. A single tear slips free. “No.”

      “Joss, listen—”

      “NO!”

      He rears his head back. “Please. I need to know.” His face pleads for an answer to a question he has no right to ask. “I’m married now. I have a baby on the way. It’s opened my eyes to all the wrong I did in the past.”

      He looks pained, but his pain will never equal mine. Not in a million years.

      “Did you get your college dream?” My words are coated in ice. I’m thrilled by his current misery.

      He stares at the grass. “Yes.”

      “What do you do now?” As if I care.

      “I played semi-pro for five years after college. Now I’m on the coaching staff at IU.” He keeps his answer short, as if saying it out loud confirms what a selfish prick he is.

      “That’s your baby.” Hopefully he understands the meaning behind my words. “The baby you chose.” I clarify just in case he’s still an idiot.

      The part in all this with him that hurts me the most is that I never would have made Jeremy sacrifice football. I loved him so much that I would have willingly denied him being the father so he wouldn’t have to give up his dreams. I was being forced to give the baby up anyway, so what difference did it make? Yes, pretending I’d cheated on my boyfriend would have made me look bad, but that ship had apparently already sailed in the eyes of my family.

      Instead, I was sent away and shunned by the three people I loved most in the world.

      I still believe that if Jeremy had even tried to contact me after he graduated, I would have somehow understood and forgiven him. But after all this time? Simply to ease his conscience? No. He doesn’t deserve that from me.

      Standing up, done with his crap, I head back to the front door. I don’t owe him a thing.

      He follows my lead. “That was my baby too.” He grabs my arm and tugs. “I have every damn right to know about him or her.”

      Is he for real?

      I go off like dynamite. Everything I’ve dreamt of saying to him over the years builds steam like a freight train. “How dare you show up after a decade! You left me crying in your bedroom when I was seventeen years old and told me to fix it! You told me it wouldn’t touch you, and it hasn’t! So don’t you dare come here with your wedding ring on while you’re living the dream and tell me I owe you answers, because I don’t owe you a thing!”

      My chest heaves, and I really want to hurt him. I want to hurt him physically and emotionally. So, so much. Hurt him the way he hurt me.

      Break him.

      “I’ll file a petition with the court. I can do this on my own. Fathers have rights too, ya know.”

      That self-centered prick just went a step too far.

      “No, you can’t. So let me tell you all you need to know.” Anger has me seeing black spots, my hysterical screaming reaching a new octave, forgetting where I even am right now. “Congratulations! You had a baby boy, a strapping young man. I held him in my arms and cried my eyes out when they took him away from me. The good news”—I’m on a roll now—“is that the parents agreed to send me pictures. Oh, and guess what? He looks just like you and he absolutely loves football. Yeah, I’m sure he’ll be a college star too one day. Let’s just pray he doesn’t knock up a girl in high school because, man, that would really cramp his plans.” I close my eyes so tight it hurts. Then I think about what I just said.

      What have I done?

      “I’m sorry! Jesus! I fucked up, I get it!” he yells. “You don’t have to be a bitch about it.”

      “Call her that again, and you’ll be swallowing teeth.”

      Cain’s venom-laced words bring everything to a screeching halt.

      My entire world stops spinning.

      Please no! Please tell me he didn’t just hear all of that. I keep my eyes shut as if I can hide from this. Body rigid, my back to where Cain’s voice came from. The shock of Jeremy showing up completely distracted me from the fact that he and his dad were due any time.

      No, no, no.

      “Back off, I’m just here to have a conversation, man.” Jeremy must have a death wish. “We had a boy, Joss?” He touches my arm, stroking his palm down it before I can pull way.

      I’m too distracted by the fact that he’s saying all this in front of Cain. “Leave.”

      That’s all I can muster from behind my hands as sobs rush to the surface. I don’t know what’s worse. The way I feel after the crap I spewed to Jeremy, or not knowing what Cain heard and what this will do to our new relationship.

      “Joss.”

      “She said leave. So I suggest you get the fuck going before I escort you.”

      For the first time, I hear a different side of Cain. The side I’m guessing he uses at work when dealing with some of the worst criminals in the system. His voice sounds lethal.

      “I’ll be in touch.” Jeremy must have the sense not to mess with the man defending me.

      “She’ll contact you if she wants to,” Cain states with finality.

      Relief washes over me when Jeremy remains silent, then finally, he walks away. Tremors take over my body. Every bit of control I had over my emotions snaps, and gut-wrenching sobs escape without permission.

      Before I have a chance to even think about where to go from here, large arms wrap me up and my nose is pressed into a hard, warm chest. The now familiar smell is my complete undoing. I fall apart against the man who has become my rock.

      “I’m so s-s-sorry.” Hiccups interrupt my apology. Despite the warm day, I’m freezing.“So very sorry, Cain.”

      “You don’t need to apologize to me, just try to calm down, Bird,” he says.

      “How can you say that?” The ugly cry won’t stop. Grabbing the sides of his shirt, I try to anchor myself to him in case he leaves once he knows the kind of person I am.

      I’m a liar.

      LIAR!

      I’ve always justified it. When I did it the first time, it was in self-preservation, and partly to punish my family. Retaliation after what they did to me. I told myself they didn’t deserve the truth.

      But just now? I did that simply to hurt Jeremy. To give him a taste of the hurt he caused me.

      I feel worse than ever.

      But the truth isn’t an option.

      “I don’t know how much you heard of that conversation.” I leave it at that. Hoping he’ll shed some light on what he now knows. Or thinks he knows.

      He kisses my hair. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to send Dad and Rod ahead with your stuff. Where are the keys to your place?”

      A whimper leaves me at the realization that Mr. Weller and Rod might have witnessed this mess. I want to crawl in a hole and die.

      “Are they with the boxes?”

      I nod against his chest. He gives me a little squeeze, then his warmth leaves my body. Wanting to close in on myself, I sit and bring my knees up to my chest, feet on the stone bench, and wrap my arms around them. Tucking my head, I hope I can make myself into such a small ball, no one will see me.
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          Cain

        

      

    

    
      She has a son?

      Who loves football?

      And looks like the asshole jock who just left?

      My visions are assaulted with images of a boy who looks like him. The idea of Bird having a child with someone else has bile rising in the back of my throat.

      But he didn’t even know about him?

      Confusion takes center stage when I round the corner to see Dad and Rod putting the last of Bird’s boxes on the trailer and truck bed.

      “Did you find her?” Dad asks.

      Thank God they didn’t witness the show on the side lawn.

      “Do you guys mind going ahead without me and dropping her stuff off? I found her, but she’s not feeling well. I’ll bring her by in a bit. Just leave the keys under the front door mat.”

      Dad eyes me skeptically as I take her house key off the ring and hand it to him. Rod nods, probably knowing something is up but thinking better than to ask.

      “Sure thing, son. Hopefully she feels better soon.” Dad gives me a quick nod.

      I hand Rod my keys so he can drive the load in my truck. Yeah, I hope she feels better soon too, because something’s not right.

      Walking back around to the side yard and seeing her curled up in a ball makes me want to pick her up and protect her from whatever she’s warring with internally. To lift it off her shoulders and shield her from the hurt. It’s killing me to watch her in this kind of pain and have no idea how to help.

      I get an arm under her knees and the other around her back. The only reason I know she isn’t asleep is because she rests her head against my collarbone as I carry her to her car.

      After placing her in the passenger seat, I slide the driver seat back and climb into her little red four-door. Her head’s pressed against the window, eyes closed. My chest is cracked wide open, bringing a physical pain, and I don’t even know the whole story.

      But I’m about to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling the car up to the base of the small wooded area, I put it in park.

      “What are we doing here?” Her voice is raw from all the crying.

      “We’re going to talk.”

      “Cain.” She buries her head against the door.

      “Are we still us, Bird?” It’s a direct question meant to remind her of the promise we made to work through the learning curves of this new relationship.

      “I don’t know if I can tell you everything.”

      Her whisper hits a nerve ending. What’s so bad that she doesn’t trust me enough to fill me in?

      I walk around the car and pull her door open, then I gently coax her out with my hand around her wrist. I lead her to the small brook that runs through my parents’ property and find the wooden bench I made from a fallen tree trunk when I was in Boy Scouts. The wood is dark from the years of being exposed to the elements, but it’s smooth and sturdy.

      Not a hundred percent sure how to tackle this situation, I sit down then drag her into my lap. She’s like a wet noodle as I pull her legs across mine. As soon as I give her shoulder a little tug, she lays her side against my chest and tucks her face into the crook of my neck. She’s still trembling, and hot tears run against my skin.

      It seems like a half hour passes, me stroking her back while she silently cries, before I get the nerve to start this conversation. But she says something before I get the chance.

      “What was that? I can’t hear you.” I kiss her temple and rub her back some more. Hopefully my soft words will coax her into talking.

      “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You’re not—”

      “I’m a liar.”

      I don’t speak a word of woman speech, but I can tell that right now, I need to shut the hell up and listen.

      “I’m a liar, and my lies don’t just affect me; they affect others. If it ever got out what I did, a lot of people could suffer severe consequences.” She keeps crying, so much that I fear she’s going to dehydrate. “What I told Jeremy could make some really bad things happen.”

      I rub circles on her back, trying to coax more words out of her, but nothing is coming. “Bird…”

      Her nickname brings me a bit of comfort every time I say it. I’m the only person who calls her that. It reminds me that we’re a lot more than acquaintances. And with every hurdle we conquer together, my feelings for her grow stronger and into something I’ve never felt for anyone except my family.

      Love.

      That revelation, in this moment, doesn’t shock me at all. The first time my lips touched hers, I knew this girl was different from any other woman who’d come before her. My girlfriend in high school, the one I thought I loved, and even told her so, followed by one in college—they didn’t even scratch the surface of what I feel right now. This woman wrapped around me could tell me she belongs on my block at the prison and it wouldn’t change how I feel about her.

      Trying again, I give her a little squeeze. “Bird, I know that whatever you have done in the past wasn’t done to hurt people.”

      “You’re wrong.” Her head flies from my neck, her wet eyes boring into mine. Her pupils are so dilated that her entire eye looks black. “I did it specifically to hurt people. I did it to hurt the people who hurt me. Which makes me just as horrible as they are. Now I’ve put myself in a mess, and the only people who will suffer are the ones who helped me.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      She gasps as though I just slapped her across the face. Her tear-stained eyes dart back and forth, studying mine. It’s time for me to reel this shit in and let her know where I’m at.

      “Bird?” That gets her eyes to slow down a bit and focus. “I need to lay some shit out on the line here so that you know where things stand.”

      I get up with her still in my arms and adjust her legs before sitting back down. Now that she’s straddling me, I have direct contact with her face.

      “I know you’re afraid to tell me what the hell is going on, so I’m going to start.” I pull her hips a little tighter to me and let her warmth give me the courage to get this out. “Nothing you tell me will change things between us. Do you know why?”

      She shakes her head, her tears finally slowing down a bit.

      “Because I love you.”

      Blinking rapidly, new tears try to come to her eyes, but I really think her tear ducts are tapped out.

      Clearing my throat, I take her hand and place it on my chest. “The shit going on right here under your palm is painful. It physically hurts in there when I see tears coming out of your eyes. It makes me want to hunt down whoever caused you pain and beat them to a bloody pulp.”

      Her lip twitches, her eyes glittering.

      “That damn well has never happened to me before. This shit going on in my chest is completely foreign to me, and since I’ve met you, there have been times I’ve considered seeing a doctor.”

      That gets me a full smile, which encourages me to keep going.

      “Sometimes it’s hot.” I rub her hand over my chest so she knows I mean physically. “And I rub there to see if the heat is real, but it never is. Sometimes it beats like a motherfucker, but that’s usually when I’m inside you.” I give her smile a quick kiss, feeling smug when a blush creeps up her cheeks. “At times, there’s a pinch so damn tight I think I’m having a heart attack. That seems to happen when I leave you. When I’m saying goodbye even though I know I’ll see you soon. But today… today it felt like this shit was in the bottom of my stomach, because I knew you were in a world of hurt and I didn’t know if I would be able to help.”

      She dives into me, her arms around my neck so tight I’m surprised I can get any more words out.

      “You need to trust me a little, Bird. You need to trust me because you’re already a part of me. You’re under my skin and in my blood, and I would never do anything to hurt you.”

      Her warm mouth opens against the side of my neck, sending a shiver down my spine. Slowly, she works her way to my mouth, kissing me so soft, like feathers on my lips.

      “I do trust you,” she confesses against me.

      “Do you trust that I love you?” The statement is still new on my tongue, but rolls off smoothly as she nods against me. “Do you trust me to take care of you?

      Arms and legs lock down like a vise around me. Her head nods again.

      “Then tell me what happened and how I can help.”

      A long, hard sigh leaves her. Then she finally speaks.
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      I need to look at him for this so I can study his reactions. “I got pregnant when I was a senior in high school.”

      Cain’s face is stoic, and his calm helps me keep going. Starting at the beginning, I give him the condensed version of my life at the time. Volleyball, drama club, the hopes of going to Julliard. His expression is warm and open until I get to the part of how Jeremy reacted.

      “That stupid weasel motherfucker said what?” His chest is heaving, and if he stops to get pissed every time he hears something he doesn’t like… well, this may take a while.

      I try to sooth the beast I’ve stirred. “This story is hard for me to tell. It also happened over a decade ago, so nothing about it will ever change. Just bear with me. This first part isn’t even what has me upset.”

      His jaw clenches and chin lifts. Telling me to proceed.

      As the story of how I got here continues to leave my lips, reliving the memories takes its toll on my emotions. “The six-hour drive to the convent was the longest of my life. Neither of my parents spoke to me the entire way. I know it sounds like a cliché, but as we drove away from our house and I looked back at it?”

      His nod tells me he understands what I’m saying, his silence urging me to continue.

      “It really does feel the way all the movies convey. Like you’re being ripped away from the only place you think you’ll ever love. My parents and Jeremy chose to take their love and support away from me. But my childhood home and my little sister… they were robbed from my soul.”

      Cain’s nostrils flare as a low growl leaves his chest. I can tell it’s killing him to remain quiet, and I hope he understands why him asking me to trust him was such a huge deal. I trusted my parents, believed they would love me unconditionally and take care of me. Not ship me off the first time I made a mistake. I also trusted Jeremy. He too ripped that from me, leaving a gaping hole behind. Trusting Cain seems like a no-brainer, but the burn from my childhood left a nasty scar that will always make me proceed with caution. I think that’s the part that hurts the most. That experience left me hardened to the gift of love and trust.

      “I feel like this is a two-part story, the before and after. The before is really no secret. Not many people know, obviously. My parents kept the entire thing under wraps, leading everyone to believe I was studying abroad. But what happened after I got to the convent is the part that could truly hurt others.”

      “Jesus, what the fuck happened to you in there?” He’s ready to go to war on my behalf, and it makes my feelings for him grow even stronger.

      “No, nothing like you’re thinking. It… um… you have to promise me that you’ll never tell anyone.”

      “Josephine.” My full name coming from his lips tells me his fuse is very short. He never calls me that.

      “When I got to the convent, I was completely devastated. I wasn’t eating or sleeping. I didn’t want to speak to any of the other girls who were there for the same reason I was.” I wish I could go back in time and see the first week through different eyes. See that all the girls who had been shipped there were in the same situation I was. It may have helped me adjust. “Sister Vernon—do you remember her from church?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Let me guess, they all look the same to you?” That earns me a smile, making this fractionally easier to say. “When I refused to eat, she would come into my room at night with some toast and set it on my nightstand, then she would stand there and pray. She always said a prayer for my well-being, that God would send me the strength to accept his gifts and to forgive others. She prayed so blatantly, like she didn’t care that I was right there listening. Knowing she was not just talking to God, but talking to me as well.

      “Every Saturday was visitors’ day, and every evening at dinner, mail was passed out. Most of the girls’ families came to visit at least once in those first two Saturdays, and everyone got mail. Well… everyone but me.”

      Cain tilts his head, eyes narrowing, hurt clear in his expression. This man really does love me. I can see it pouring out of him. I hope when he knows how selfish I am, he still sticks around.

      “I think Sister knew more about my family than she let on, or even the circumstances of how they left me, because at my first doctor’s appointment, she came in and sat with me. Usually the doctor and nurse came once a month, made the rounds to each girl’s room, then went on their way. The only time we needed to go to the hospital was for an ultrasound, to deliver, or if there was a major problem. Other than that, the doctor reported anything necessary to the convent staff. But she came in and sat with me, held my hand and rubbed my back as I had my first prenatal visit. I filled the doctor in on my family history as best I could, and the father’s as well. Apparently my parents hadn’t even sent my medical records. Just told them I was healthy and had no major medical history. The kindness Sister showed me that day probably saved my life.”

      His body goes stiff under my arms when he registers my words. At that point, I had been so depressed, I was suicidal. My mind had become consumed with thoughts of ending my life.

      “That night, when I went to bed, I looked up at the stars and prayed. I prayed that whoever got to keep my baby would love him or her unconditionally. That my child would never have to face the rejection of being shunned.”

      “You had a little boy?”

      The compassion in his voice breaks my heart. I shake my head.

      “A girl?” His question is laced with confusion after what he overheard earlier.

      I blow out a long, cleansing breath. “Sometime in the night after my first doctor’s visit, I woke up in a pool of blood.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Needing to get this over with, I keep right on talking. “The cramps were so bad, they woke me up, forcing me to double over. When I pulled my knees up to my chest, I could feel that the bed was soaking wet. All I could see from the glow of the moon was a huge dark stain all over my sheets.”

      I close my eyes to gather myself. It’s been ten years, and it was a pregnancy that basically robbed me of my life. But I still mourn the loss of that innocent baby.

      Opening my eyes, I look at Cain, who’s clearly at a loss for words. “I got up, and another wave of pain took over. The blood wouldn’t stop coming. I, uh… I thought I was going to die. The blood… it was everywhere.”

      Warm, calloused hands grasp my face before lips come to mine, encouraging me.

      “I’m so ashamed to tell you this, but in that moment…” I blow out another long breath, finding the courage to say it. “I decided to crawl back in the bed and bleed to death.” I bury my forehead in his chest. “I wanted to escape it all and leave with my baby.”

      I can’t bear to have him look at me right now. Hearing him sniff and clear his throat has me feeling horrible.

      “The next thing I remember was waking up in the hospital, being pumped full of blood and other fluids. When I looked down, a frail hand was curled in mine, the other one holding a rosary. Sister was there, praying like she always did when I was causing trouble.”

      “Jesus, Bird, you’re gutting me.”

      “What I asked that sweet, devout woman to do next will probably send me to hell.” My veins run icy at the thought, and I’m hyperaware that my face is tight from all the dried tears. “I begged her not to send me home. I cried and pleaded and asked for a little more time. To give me a few weeks before we told anyone what happened. I told her I needed time to heal and that I would do anything she asked.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She told me I could go back to the convent to heal, and we would discuss what comes after.”

      “You never went home.” He’s putting all the pieces together.

      “I never went home.”

      “Keep talking, I know there’s more.”

      “I was only eight weeks pregnant when I miscarried, so the other girls were unaware. The morning I lost the baby, Sister had come looking for me after breakfast. Everyone else had gone up to the church for nine o’clock mass. She found me passed out in a pool of blood, called EMS, but asked that they turn off the sirens once they got to the property. Did you know that even if a medical emergency occurs right during mass, the priest isn’t permitted to stop?”

      “What the fuck?”

      “Nope, he’s supposed to just keep going while they take the person out. You know, you really are a bad Catholic.” Laughing feels absolutely amazing right now.

      “No more side stories. Keep going.”

      He’s holding me tightly. We’re nose to nose, his rapid breaths ghosting across my face.

      “Sorry. Since I hadn’t started showing, and wasn’t even close to that, I just kept going through the daily motions. After a few weeks passed, she asked if I was ready to go home.” Every time I think about it, phantom pains of dread hit my stomach, just as they did that day. “I begged her not to send me home. Unfortunately, she wasn’t going to let me off the hook that easily, so I made a deal with her. I asked her if she would let me stay until my parents checked in on me.”

      “So what happened when they called? You obviously didn’t go home.”

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re not making sense, Bird.”

      “I received a card in the mail on my eighteenth birthday.”

      He blinks. “How long had you been there?”

      “Almost eight months.” New tears fill my eyes. Every day that passed pushed me deeper and deeper into the depths of hate. “They never checked on me. Never wanted to know how I was doing.”

      “Christ.” He shakes his head roughly, as if he can remove the idea from his mind. “So you hid the fact that you lost the baby?”

      “Now you understand.” Sharing this story with Cain renews my shame. “If anyone ever finds out what Sister helped me do… helped me hide.”

      The words hang thick in the air. Goose bumps cover my skin at the thought of her being punished for hiding my secret.

      “All because I was too selfish to go home. I wanted to hurt my parents like they hurt me.” Cain holds me tight, and I let the rest out. “If they would have given me just two more weeks before shipping me off, nothing in my life would have changed. I lost my baby. But instead, I didn’t just lose a baby. I lost everything I’d ever known, and then I convinced the sweetest woman who walks this earth to lie for me.”

      Bile rises up the back of my throat, as it does every time I think of what I did and the lies I asked her to keep.

      “I’m as evil as they are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

          Cain

        

      

    

    
      “You’re anything but evil, and I can’t blame you for what did. I would have probably done the same thing.”

      Her eyes search mine and she seems to relax a bit when she sees that I’m completely sincere. She wraps her arms around my neck and sighs into my ear.

      This shit my Bird had to go through is seriously fucked up. It’s going to take a while to process everything she told me. The need to go to my mother right now and wrap her up in a huge ass hug is almost as strong as my need to take care of my girl. I have so many more questions, but I don’t even know where to start, and I can tell that both of us have taken about all we can in the emotion department for the day.

      “What time do you work tomorrow?” It’s gotten late, and I know she had today off, which means she’s probably working in the morning.

      She leans back and scrubs her face with both hands, showing me she hasn’t even thought about it. “The children’s choir will be singing at nine o’clock mass. So I’ll need to be at the church by eight to get everything set up.” Her puffy eyes look up at the sky, then all around, taking in her surroundings for the first time. “Where are we exactly?”

      This makes me laugh. I’m not surprised that she’s just now realized we’re in a very remote and, to her, random place.

      “This is my parents’ property. The house is about a quarter mile that way.” I point toward the east, though all we can see from here are trees. “This wooded area is at the back, behind all the fields. I spent so much time here as a kid, exploring and shit, that it’s like my second home. Always been the place I went to get away. I built this bench we’re on when I was thirteen. Took me the entire summer to do it.” I knock twice on the seat beside Bird’s leg, and she looks down at where my knuckles just pounded.

      “You made this?” She inspects the old trunk. “It’s beautiful. It looks like it came right up from the earth.”

      “That’s because it did.”

      Yep, she’s confused.

      “It’s a fallen tree trunk. I had to do all the work on sight. Dad drove his generator all the way out here just so I could use some of the power tools to make it.” Pride still fills my chest at how well it turned out. “First project I ever did, and I’ve been sort of obsessed with power tools ever since.” I shrug as though it’s no big deal, but I know this bench is the shit. I realized quickly that I have a natural talent for building things. “That’s why my house has taken a while to finish. I paid the contractor to do all the outside stuff, along with the electrical and shit, but I’ve been doing all the inside work myself on my days off.”

      “I had no idea you were so talented.”

      Did she really just open that door for me? I think she did.

      Standing, I wrap her legs around my waist and give her a long, deep kiss, working my tongue in slow sweeps against hers. She tastes like tears, and I want to make out with her for hours.

      At least until she tastes like lust.

      Wishing I could strip her naked right here, but not wanting to move in on her when she’s still emotionally raw, I force myself to pull back.

      “I tell ya what, let’s get back to your place and unpack some of your shit. I got a little surprise for you. Then I’m going to spend the rest of the night showing you just how talented I am.” I bite the side of her neck while I pretend to eat her up, and the laughter that explodes from her pulls my heart straight from the pit of my stomach and back to the center of my chest where it belongs. Pounding like a motherfucker for this girl in my arms.
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      Early morning light is shining through her bedroom windows. “I can’t believe you got this bedding for me.”

      After I loved on her for most of the night, she returned the favor. Waking me up with her in my favorite position. On top of me. Her skin is glowing from the light sheen of sweat we just worked up as her fingers sweep over the bird on the comforter.

      “You can get something better when you have a chance. I just wanted to make sure I could love you all over this entire bed instead of being confined to the area my truck blanket covers.” I wink, playing off the way buying this bedding makes me feel a bit like a pussy.

      Her eyes bug out as if I’m crazy. “I think it’s the sweetest thing in the world.” She looks a little googly, like women do when they see babies. Hugging the comforter to her chest, she takes a deep inhale. “It smells so good. What did you wash it with?” She takes another deep pull of air, probably getting high from the smell. Gray eyes close as a huge smile appears.

      “I’ll have to ask Mom.”

      The smile immediately vanishes, and the comforter hits the bed. “What did you just say?”

      Something tells me that wasn’t the right answer. “I’ll have to ask Mom. She washed it up yesterday while I was helping Dad.”

      She goes face first into her pillow and groans, long and low. “Oh, my God.” Her voice is muffled from her pillow. “I’m glad you bought this, because now I’m going to live out the rest of my days under this comforter, never showing my head again.”

      “What’s the big deal?”

      “Your mom knows we’re sleeping together!” This leaks out from the pillow as well, though at a much higher decibel.

      “How do you figure?” Yes, my mom did in fact figure that out, immediately, but I’m not about to tell her that.

      Her head flies up at an alarming rate, locking me in her panicked expression. Shiny chestnut hair looks like a crazy nest I’m guessing the bird on the comforter would be happy to live in.

      I can’t help but laugh.

      “Why else would you know I need bedding?”

      These women are freaking me the fuck out. “Jesus, Bird, are all women fucking mind readers? Is this like some six degrees of separation bullshit? How did your brain go there that fast?”

      “She does know!” Hands flying everywhere, she dives back down into the pillow.

      All right, I’ve had enough of this estrogen-fueled ninja mind tactic. Crawling on top of her, I put my lips to her ear. “Little Bird.”

      “What?”

      Her whine is cute, but I need to clear some shit up. “I hate to tell you this, but yes, I’m guessing my mom knows.” I’ll never flat-out admit this to her—I’m not an idiot. “She also knows that I’ve never brought any women around before, let alone asked her to do something like this. She may have even figured out within five minutes that I’m fucking in love with you.”

      Her body gives a little shiver when I kiss her ear.

      “So in case you were wondering, I don’t give two shits if my mom knows I’m sleeping with you, because she also knows that this is absolutely not casual, and if I have it my way, you’ll never sleep with another man again.” My chest tightens as I make my long-term intentions crystal clear.

      Rolling to her back, she levels me with eyes now shiny with unshed tears. She gives me a little nod then whispers, “Okay, I think I can live with that.”

      Happiness fills me as we continue taking steps forward. Never wanting this moment to end, but knowing I have to, I look at the clock. Shit, it’s time to get a move on.

      “It’s getting late. I suppose I better let you hit the shower.” I really should keep my mouth shut, but the next part falls right out, along with my shit-eating grin. “It may take a while to tame that hair.”

      I was raised with women, I fucking know better, and if I wasn’t afraid of her locking her legs together, I would take a picture of her right now. I’m damn proud of that Medusa-style mess I made of her hair.

      My sweetheart of a woman picks up her pillow with both hands and swings the damn thing with all her might, clocking me in the side of the head. Then she covers her mouth to hide her huge-ass smile. Shock at what she did is evident on her face. Laughter tries to escape her lips, despite the fact that I can tell she’s trying to hold it back.

      The erection I’m sporting, thanks to her pillow swinging, is going to be a problem if she doesn’t get the hell in that bathroom pronto. For some reason, that shit turned me on.

      When I look down between my legs, her eyes follow my line of sight. “You better get in that shower, Bird. Now.”
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      One month later

      So this is what you do? You get up in the morning, go to work, and kill people? Does that even bother you?

      I shake my head, trying to get rid of the voices. My mind is fucking with me today, playing with my usually clear conscience.

      That’s because you know I wouldn’t approve. How can you think this is okay?

      “Fuck.” I shake my head one more time, trying to get rid of Bird’s voice. I don’t know where this subconscious shit is coming from. We’ve never even had this conversation.

      But this is the first time you’ve killed a man since you met me.

      “He’s ready to check, boss.” Abe pulls my attention back to where it needs to be.

      I walk over to where they’ve prepped the inmate and look him over before I run down the checklist. Jesus… he’s just a kid.

      But the things he has done are unimaginable. The voices in my head banter back and forth. Shit, I need to shut my brain down and get my job done.

      Elliot and Abe stand on each side of the prisoner, while Jude and Collin flank me as I do the initial check, then they re-check behind me.

      “Handcuffs.”

      “Check.”

      “Belly chain.” I pull the connection to test the strength.

      “Check.” Collin, then Jude, both repeat it.

      “Handcuff cover.”

      “Check.”

      “Leg irons.”

      “Check.”

      “He’s ready. Let’s move.”

      I nod to Randy, who heads the death row crew on the other shift. They stay behind and guard the row while we go on the prisoner transport run. If I don’t get my head straight, and pulled out of my ass, the two-hundred-mile drive to the southern Ohio facility, where execution will take place tomorrow, will be a damn long haul.
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      I don’t understand why today is different from any other day I’ve had to do this. We average four to five executions a year. Every couple of months, this is just another part of the job. One I’m usually proud to do. To take one more monster off the grid. But as we strap this man to the table, immobilize his body to give him a just death—unlike the one he gave to two others—all I can think about is Bird. What would she think if she could see me right now? Strapping down a twenty-three-year-old and ending his life?

      “Left leg.” Collin starts the check.

      “Right leg.” Elliot.

      “Right arm.” Jude.

      “Head.” That’s me.

      “Left arm.” Abe. “Chest strap, hip strap.”

      We stand there, guarding each point where he’s tied down, and right when my mind wanders back to Bird, I look down to see the young prisoner strapped to the table—with a grin on his face.

      “Totally fuckin’ worth what I did to that bitch and her little girl.”

      I grit my teeth and clench my fists as hard as I can in an attempt to remain still and not pound his face into a pulp.

      The drug administrator walks in, and I take a second to calm myself while the local guard pulls the curtain. The mirrored window allows me to see the entire room at a different angle.

      As we stand over the man waiting for death, his mouth spews crime after crime. It’s a laundry list he’s seemingly proud to get out while he still has time.

      I shut off the speaker on the wall so that no one on the other side can hear what this worthless piece of shit is saying, and in that moment, I fear I may never be the man Bird needs me to be. Because right now? I’m glad this man will die.

      Right under my nose.
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      The clock on the dash of my truck reads 11:38. It’s way too late to just drop in, but I have to see her tonight. I can’t put my head down until I do.

      I decide to text instead of beating on the front door and scaring the shit out of her.

      
        
        
        Me: Open the front door Bird I need to see you

      

        

      

      I head for the door when her bedroom light illuminates. She swings the door open frantically, standing there in nothing but one of my T-shirts she stole a while back.

      I break eye contact, unable to look at her.

      “What’s wrong?” She grabs my hand, and I twitch. “Cain?”

      She tugs me forward and I go inside, not wanting to talk about this on her porch. She closes the door then wraps her arms around my waist. But I’m still struggling to reciprocate.

      “Cain, please, you’re scaring me.”

      “I killed a young man today.”

      She gasps. But instead of letting go of me, she squeezes tighter.

      “And I was happy when he stopped breathing.” My voice takes on a robotic sound.

      She buries her head in my chest and shakes it, holding on to me as if her life depends on it.

      “Did you hear me, Bird?” I grab her arms and push her back a little so that she can look at me. “I was happy when he stopped breathing. He was twenty-three years old, and I was happy to know I had a hand in ending his life.” I step away from her and pace the small front room. I nearly rip my hair off my head from the root.

      When I turn back to look at her, tears are streaming down her face. Everything I was worried about has come to pass.

      “How are you ever going to be able to be with a man like me?” I shake my head, aware that this could be the demise of our relationship. “You are the sweetest fucking thing that has ever walked this earth, and I fucking kill people for a living.” I hold my hands out to the side so that she can get the full view of what I am. “You work for a church, lived in a convent for a damn decade. How could you ever see yourself with a man like me?” I scrub my hands down my face and prepare for her answer. “Is there even a point in this? In us? You’re so far one way, and I’m so goddamn far the other. How are we going to be able to meet in the middle? How could you ever be proud to call me yours?”

      Her tears keep coming silently. The lump in my throat is growing by the second as the pulse in my neck throbs.

      “I love you, Bird. You already know that. But you were in my head today when we were executing that man. And by the time it was all said and done, I was still at peace with the job I did.” I stare her straight in the eyes so I can see her initial reaction to the next question. “Is that something you can see yourself living with? Loving? Because this is me. This is who I am.”

      The frantic tone in my voice is unfamiliar to my ears. I’m shocked by how calm she’s remained.

      She slowly closes the gap between us and rubs her thumbs across my cheeks. My eyelids fall shut at her soft touch. She smooths her hands down the sides of my neck and stops when she reaches the center of my chest, where my heart is still pounding.

      “I’m so sorry you’re hurting.”

      I open my eyes. Not at all what I was expecting to hear. “Hurting?” The added hoarseness of my voice makes my word hard to understand.

      “What you did today. It obviously bothered you. Has you hurting.”

      “That’s the problem, Bird. It didn’t bother me. And losing you because of that is what has me hurting.”

      Her beautiful grey eyes, still wet with tears, study mine for a second before she finally speaks. “You’ll never lose me because of that.”

      Hope blooms a little in my chest, but I can’t trust it. “But what about the church? What about your job there? If we make it for the long haul, what will they say?” I feel like a pussy for what I’m about to ask. “Will you be proud of the man you chose to be with?”

      The smile that appears on her face is the saddest smile I’ve ever seen. It shouldn’t even be called a smile. “I couldn’t be more proud of you.” She kisses my chest, right over my heart, then rests her chin there, looking up at me. “You accept me for all that I am. And I in turn accept you for all that you are.”

      “But what if the church doesn’t accept it?” I need to know.

      She tilts her head to the side in thought. “I don’t know if that will ever be a choice that I’ll have to make.” She places her cheek against my chest. “But if I’m ever forced to choose, I will always choose you.”

      “You would?” My shock is obvious.

      “The church doesn’t really work like that. The way you’re thinking. But if they ever asked me to leave you simply because you protect us from evil? Well… that’s a no-brainer.”

      My relief in this moment is overwhelming. “I love you, Bird.”

      “I love you too, Cain.”

      That’s the first time she’s ever told me she loves me. And I know without a doubt that she means it.
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      Two months later

      I dry my hands and brush them down the front of my apron before getting started with the cupcake trays. Hopefully the mindless task of putting all the food out for the church picnic this afternoon will keep me from panicking, but it’s not helping to calm the nerves in my head or my belly. I’m grateful the industrial kitchen at the back of the parish hall is currently empty and quiet, though that’s probably what is giving my mind the workout.

      Cain, though a little reluctant, agreed to meet me at the picnic today. Even though he grew up in this very church, I know that because of his job, he doesn’t always feel comfortable here. We’ve talked a lot about that over the last couple of months. Ever since he showed up on my doorstep, scared I was going to leave him because of it. I wasn’t sure if inviting him today was fair, because I know there is very little he won’t do for me, whether he wants to or not.

      The bottom line though? This is my job. I don’t plan on leaving it unless I have to. So if Cain and I are going to have a future, I guess we have to either do these things together or decide that he won’t play an active role in supporting my place of employment.

      The relief I felt when he agreed to come felt like nothing short of divine intervention. I can’t imagine sharing my life with someone who doesn’t want to be a part of my extended family, and that’s what this parish is to me. Family. And the more Cain is around them, the more he’ll realize that he’ll be accepted into my family, even despite his job.

      The clock on the microwave reads 4:32, which means I have about fifteen minutes to put the trays together, then another fifteen to get everything outside where the tables are set up.

      “Well, if it isn’t Cinderella.” Good grief. Frederick’s voice echoes like nails to a chalkboard. It’s painful. Why in God’s name is he in the kitchen? He never helps with the grunt work. “I can’t believe your stepsisters left you to do all the work alone.”

      I have no idea why my close relationships with Lu and Jamie make him so hostile. Or why he insists on always referring to one of us with a Disney princess comparison.

      “Too bad that Prince Charming of yours isn’t here to help.” He snatches a cookie off one of the completed trays, then sniffs it as though he doesn’t trust it. His perfectly arched eyebrows rise in distaste before he tosses the cookie in the trash bin. “Though I suppose there’s no desire to spend time with you where he can’t be between your legs.”

      I freeze. The cupcake in my hand stops midair before I decide to try to ignore the man. Do not let him get to you, Joss. I grab the next cupcake, grit my teeth for extra support, and continue to focus on the task at hand.

      “I know, poor girl. There really is no excuse for the pig. You know boys.” He sighs dramatically. “If they can’t get what they want, they don’t want you at all.”

      Ken-doll Fredrick wipes his eye as if he’s sympathizing with me, and I’m about to break a molar. The cupcake arranging picks up speed as my need to get out of this kitchen and away from him reaches an all-time high. With frosting on my hands, I’m down to the last cupcake. Almost there…

      “So does this mean you’re over? The fact that he won’t be seen with you in public?”

      I really thought I was going to make it out of here, but spoiler alert, I’m not. I’m so tired of this treatment from him. The constant put-downs, the work manipulation, and worst of all? I have no idea why he has such a deep-seated hate for me.

      None.

      At.

      All.

      Just as his mouth opens to probably say something horribly degrading, I pull my arm back and I let that cupcake fly.

      Nailing him right. Between. The eyes.

      The entire thing happens in slow motion, like something out of the Matrix. I watch the cupcake soar through the air before somehow, by the grace of God, it spins and lands frosting first. The high-pitched squeals coming from his smooth, polished face mimic those of a cat getting a bath.

      A herd of cattle are running across my chest as my adrenaline kicks in.

      He slowly wipes a finger down his face, getting off the thickest part of the frosting, before flinging his hand. The small glob hits the floor. “You little bitch.”

      Slowly, he stalks toward me, making the feeling in my chest seem more like a stampede. I’m not backing down though. I’ve had enough. “You need to stop treating me like crap.”

      Every step around the kitchen island he takes toward me, I take in the opposite direction. We move in a slow circle around the table full of mini desserts. The standoff, though to us it seems intense, is quite the cliché for the non-cursing female versus seriously high maintenance gay man.

      “Oh, we’re just getting started, you little slut.” Our slow circling continues. “This cheap-ass frosting will probably make me break out.”

      Sounds as though I’ve committed the ultimate sin in his high-maintenance skincare routine.

      As if I have a death wish, I grab another cupcake and whip it at his face. This time, my aim isn’t so perfect and it bounces off his gel-hardened pompadour, stopping him dead in his tracks.

      His hands fly to his hair, mouth agape. “Oh, hell no, you didn’t.”

      He takes off after me, grabbing two cupcakes and flinging them. One misses; the other one hits me square in the right boob. Jerk. Before I even have a chance to clear the shock, he snatches up another one, grabs the back of my hair, then swings the cupcake over the top of my head and smacks it square against my mouth.

      “I need to pick another spot, since you probably gurgle on a cream-filled stick every time you see that man of yours.”

      Is this man for real? “Speak for yourself, you frickin’ queen. You probably floss with pubic hair and burp cum.”

      We both gasp at my words. I’m not sure who’s more surprised, him or me.

      He reaches for another cupcake. I grab the back of his dress shirt, trying to stop him. We both go crashing to the floor, along with the tray, and roll around in what must be the most pathetic food fight in existence. Frosting everywhere.

      A throat clears, and we both go statue still. I hope that if we don’t move, no one will notice we’re on the floor and covered in cake.

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” Cain’s timbre vibrates around the kitchen.

      We turn in unison, shouting, “You can’t say fuck in here!”

      Unfazed, he shakes his head. “You girls about done wrestling?” Eyebrows up in amusement, he stares at the two of us.

      I am completely mortified.

      “That depends, are you jumping in here, big boy?”

      “Fredrick!” I slap his frosting-covered face.

      “You bitch!”

      “Enough!”

      The harsh command startles us, grabbing our attention and making me feel as though we’re reprimanded children.

      I’m afraid Cain is really upset until I notice the twitch at the corner of his mouth. “Sister Vernon sent me in here to help get the food, so I suggest you two get up so we can figure out a way to salvage what’s left of dessert.”

      Fredrick and I groan. Getting to my feet, I can’t even look at the mess we’ve made. I’m too embarrassed. Fredrick, who is forever shameless, straightens out his shirt and squares his shoulders.

      “You need to keep that pussy on a leash.” He points a scrawny little finger at me.

      Hail Mary, full of grace…

      Cain walks toward him slowly, coming toe to toe with my arch nemesis. “I stood right over in that doorway”—he puts a finger on Fredrick’s chest—“and watched the entire thing.”

      His back goes ramrod straight.

      “I didn’t interfere, because she had every right to go after you and I’m damn proud that she did. But the next time you go at my girl, I’m going to let her finish what she started. I won’t be saving your ass, little man.”

      “Please. I would finish her.” His confident statement doesn’t match his meek tone.

      “I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t.” Cain looks at me and winks.

      I clutch my stomach, unable to hold back my laughter. I think Fredrick may have peed his pants and gotten an erection at the same time when Cain got in his face. He bristles, clearly realizing he should cut his losses, and scurries from the kitchen.

      My laughter dies quickly when Cain stalks my way. His face now serious, he grabs mine, tilting it from side to side to inspect the damage. He leans slowly toward me, eyes never leaving mine, and licks the frosting off my cheekbone. “I’m pretty pissed at you right now, Bird.”

      Dread fills my stomach for a split second, before his tongue sweeps my lips.

      “I’m going to be stuck at a church picnic for the next couple of hours, fighting the blue balls you just gave me.” He sucks on my other cheek briefly as heat fills my core. “That was fucking hot.”

      I wonder if anyone would notice if we were a no-show.
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      “You sure you’re okay?” I squeeze Bird’s thigh and leave my hand there, loving the warmth under my palm.

      “I’ll be fine.” She continues to stare quietly out of the window of my truck.

      We’re on our way to meet her parents for lunch, and so far, the first hour of our drive has been quiet.

      “If you’d rather I not meet them today, we can postpone. I’ll just drop you off at the restaurant and you can text me when you’re ready for a pickup.”

      “No.” She finally gives me her eyes. “I want you there. I don’t think I could do this without you.”

      “Why do you think today will be worse than any other time you’ve had lunch with them?”

      “I don’t know.” She twists her fingers, something she always does when she’s nervous. “Mom just kept saying she had something really important to tell me. I’m so afraid that Jeremy may have told her about what happened when he showed up at the convent.”

      “But that was three months ago, and you haven’t heard shit from him since.”

      “I know. I keep praying he decided to forget about it. But in the back of my mind…”

      “What do you think your mom will do if or when she finds out? Bird.” I glance at her. “What does your mom think happened with your pregnancy? Does she think you have a son that was given up for adoption?”

      Shame fills her expression, which makes me feel bad that I had to ask. But I need to know what I’m walking into.

      “I’m not sure what she thinks. After I received the birthday card, I threw it in the trash. About a month later, which was a few weeks after the baby would have been due, she showed up at the convent unannounced. When she saw me, she looked me over from head to toe, could see that I was no longer pregnant then… she hugged me.” She stares out the window again, and I think she’s done talking. But she finally continues. “She sighed in my ear, then whispered, ‘It looks like you’re ready to come back home.’ Like now that the baby was gone and I looked like myself again, I could rejoin her perfect life and everything would be business as usual.”

      Every time I think this story can’t get any more fucked up, it does.

      “When I told her I was going to stay a while longer, that I still needed time to heal, she didn’t push. I’m guessing she figured I had just had the baby, and she thought I meant I needed to heal physically. As time went on and I kept refusing to come home, she got angrier and angrier. She demanded I come home so I could start college in the fall. When I still refused, she threatened to cut me off from my college savings, and I gladly accepted. I had already decided to commute to the local college, and Sister had already given me a part-time job filling in as the organist. Since I was eighteen, there was little my mom could do to stop me. Once I finished my degree in music, I turned my job into full-time work as the children’s music director and still playing the organ. Along with all the other odds and ends jobs I fill in for at the church.”

      I wonder if she actually knows how resilient she is. She claims she never wanted to go out on her own, always protected by the church, but from where I sit, she grew up quicker than anyone I’ve ever met. Which reminds me… “You should also be getting paid for the work you do at Our Place.”

      “Oh, no, that’s all volunteer.”

      Her generosity makes my chest tighten. “I’m going to have to tell Jamie to put you on the payroll at the school.”

      “You know darn well that school doesn’t have the extra money. Not that I would take it. Those kids pay me with their love.” She smiles for the first time since getting in the truck.

      Mission accomplished.

      “When did your parents finally give up on trying to get you to move home?”

      “They haven’t. Well, I should say Mom hasn’t. I think Dad always knew that the day they sent me away was the end of any close relationship we would ever have. Mom, on the other hand, brings it up every time we talk. These lunches we have every so often are all I’ve ever agreed to give, and it’s only because my sister used to come. Before she went off to college. Now I only see Elizabeth on a rare occasion.”

      “Do you ever plan on telling your parents what really happened?”

      “No.” She doesn’t even take a second to consider her answer.

      I’m afraid this hate she holds against her mother and the secret she hides could someday eat her alive.
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      “Josephine, so good to see you, sweetheart.” Mom gives me a brief hug, the only physical contact I still give her, then immediately locks her stare on Cain. Her light hazel eyes track him from head to toe before she stretches her manicured hand in his direction. “Janice Banks. I didn’t realize Josephine was bringing a friend.”

      “Cain Weller.” He shakes Mom’s hand then turns to my dad, extending the same courtesy.

      “Paul Banks.” Dad politely returns the gesture. His hair is almost completely white now, but his gray eyes are still as striking as ever.

      Mom tucks her perfectly styled artificial blond hair behind her ear then motions to the table. “Let’s sit down and get something to drink.”

      I can tell from Mom’s body language that my unexpected guest is making her uncomfortable, but she’ll have to get over it. Not knowing what she wanted to talk about, with all this Jeremy stuff hanging over my head, made me think now was as good a time as any for them to meet Cain.

      “So tell me, Josephine, is your guest a friend or something more? You’ve never mentioned him, so I’m not sure what to think.”

      “Janice.” Dad scolds her a bit, which has me sitting at full attention. I’m not used to him speaking up to her. “This isn’t how we agreed you’d start things.”

      Adjusting her scarf, she sits up a little straighter, trying to exude confidence but coming up short. “I’m sorry, let me try again.” Her eyes shift between Cain and me, then her gaze zeros in on his arm around me. “Is he the one? I only ask because this is a bit of a personal matter I need to discuss.”

      “Cain knows everything, so there’s no need to censor yourself.”

      His hand rubs my back in encouragement while Mom’s arched eyebrows hit her hairline in shock. “Everything?”

      “Everything.”

      She wipes a bead of invisible sweat from her brow, and I wonder why she seems so uncomfortable. “I came here to tell you I’m sorry.” She speaks quickly, as though she’s decided to jump in with both feet. “I’m sorry for sending you off to the convent when you were still a child. I realize now I may not have handled it the best way.”

      All the air has left my lungs, and my hand is wrapped so tightly around Cain’s knee, he’ll probably have a bruise. Heart pounding in my ears, panic filling my chest, I’m afraid to believe what she’s saying.

      “Keep going, Janice, she needs to hear everything.” My dad is trying to coax her on, but her eyes still don’t meet mine.

      The waitress brings over waters and asks if we’re ready to order. I think I hear Dad send her away, though all the blood pounding in my ears make it hard to hear. She’s sorry? I doubt I’ll be able to eat for a week, so ordering lunch is pointless. The apology I never thought would come has just left my mother’s lips, and now I’m more confused than ever.

      “After you left, I, um… I didn’t realize it at the time, but apparently, I got even more self-righteous?” She looks to my dad for confirmation, and he nods. “That was the word the therapist used anyway. She said I was manic to begin with, though I had been functioning well. The news of your pregnancy sent me on a downward spiral. I guess traumatic events can trigger a sudden mania.” She again looks to Dad for support, and he pats her hand and tilts his head toward me. Her sign to keep talking. “After you left, things got really bad at the house. I was taking out the loss of you on your dad and sister.”

      She finally meets my eyes, and I see tears welling in hers. Her sorrow is so evident, I feel a crack in my heart for her for the first time in ten years.

      “Then when I drove to the convent to bring you home, and you refused to come, I knew I had to get help.”

      “Why?”

      “Your dad threatened to leave me if I didn’t.”

      I gasp. “But he agreed to send me there!” I can’t look at my dad right now. The wounds from my past are bleeding all over the table. “You both took me there.”

      “Your father tried to go back the next day and get you, bring you home. But I refused to let him.” Shame coats her words. “It was the best thing he ever did for me, threatening to leave.” She gives him a weak smile before going on. “I’ve come to learn a lot about myself. The blame I put on others. The way I treated you so horribly. The doctor put me on some medication, but it took a lot of therapy and a bit of trial and error to get everything right. It’s one of the reasons we didn’t put up more of a fight when you wouldn’t come home before college.”

      Tears wet my cheeks in streams, soaking into my shirt. Cain’s hand stays locked around me in support. I’m more confused than ever.

      “By the time I felt strong enough to reach out to you, in hopes that I wouldn’t cause further damage, it was too late. I knew I had destroyed our relationship. So I’ve tried to encourage you to come home, but also tried to keep my mouth shut when you refused. I just wanted to get any time with you I could after what I did.”

      “So… you’re better now?” My head is spinning like a wheel.

      “No, I’m not. This is something I’ll always struggle with. But I’ve been continuing with the therapy and staying on my medicine. I never wanted to burden you with all of this, but as time went on, I realized that if I told you, maybe it would help rebuild our relationship just a little bit.” Her eyes are full of hope.

      Me? I’m speechless.
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        * * *

      

      The colorful fall trees are dropping leaves one at a time. The view is breathtaking but doing little to help my mood or my confusion. After the hours in the car, I’m ready to stop thinking about my mother and focus on something more positive. I can’t seem to work out my feelings about her words, so I’m deciding to put it on ice for the night.

      Cain’s house comes into view as we make our way up the long driveway. Harvest is in full effect and some of the fields surrounding us are empty, while others still have corn stalks practically double my height.

      Pulling into the garage, I take in the massive structure. It has three huge bays, and a workshop on the side houses all his tools. Entering the door that dumps us into the mudroom before the kitchen, I’m still amazed by how much he’s done over the last three months. It’s pretty much complete.

      The huge white woodwork and Craftsman-style doors stand out against the mocha-colored walls. The stone fireplace in the great room is complete, and all the tile and hardwood has been installed. All that’s left to do is to furnish the place.

      “When are you planning on getting furniture? I figured you’d have gotten some by now.”

      “Um, I’ve run into a problem with the furniture situation. There’s been a massive holdup.”

      This has my full attention. “What on earth could be the hold up?” I look around, confused as all get out. I’ve never asked Cain about his financial situation, but I don’t think that’s an issue.

      “Let me take that back. I did get some furniture. It’s in the office. Come and take a look, then I’ll explain the problem I’m having with the rest.” He rubs his hand against his stubbly beard. His nervous tell. Which in turn has me nervous. “I’m just hoping the holdup won’t take forever. I’d really like a bed soon.”

      How cryptic. I follow him down the hall into the office. It’s completely furnished with a beautiful wooden desk that has a rustic look, a couch, and matching recliner in the corner.

      “This desk is beautiful.” I glide my hand gently across the polished wood.

      “Thanks. I made it out of old barn siding.”

      My eyes go wide and I turn to look at him. Before I can sing his praises, I notice the color has drained from his face. He looks a bit ill. “What’s the matter?”

      “We need to talk about this problem.” He rubs his cheek again. “Jesus, I didn’t think this would be so damn difficult. Do you mind if I take my shirt off? I’m sweating like a motherfucker right now.”

      The black thermal shirt is gone before I have a chance to even consider answering him. He wipes his face with it then tosses it on the chair. His beautiful broad chest is now on display.

      “Cain, whatever it is, I’m here. Please, you’re scaring me. After that lunch with my parents, I don’t think I can take any more shock. So please, just tell me so I can help.”

      “I’m a selfish motherfucker.”

      My stomach bottoms out, mind heading in a million directions.

      “I shouldn’t do this today, you’ve been through enough, but I can’t put it off any longer. Now this bullshit with the furniture is stressing me the fuck out, and I just need to get on with it.”

      “On with what?” I whisper.

      Taking my hand, Cain pulls me over to the side of the desk before he turns around to face me. His dark brown eyes are almost black, his expression serious. “I’m sorry I’m so selfish, Bird.”

      He uses that word again, making the pit in my stomach get bigger. Then… he… oh, my God. He gets down on one knee, and my legs buckle slightly before I regain control.

      “I’m a selfish motherfucker, because I can’t wait another day to do this. I should have planned something grand and romantic, I should have put a little more thought behind the entire thing, but I’m too damn impatient to do that.” He opens the top desk drawer and pulls out a ring, then he wipes his arm across his forehead. “Jesus Christ, I’ve never had the nervous sweats before.”

      My body feels as though it’s on fire too. The love I feel for this man is like a physical heat on my skin. I want to laugh and cry at the same time, watching him struggle through this. He holds the ring up for me to see and I gasp, but his words interrupt my inspection, bringing my attention back to his face.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t wait, Bird. I just fucking couldn’t. I’m hoping you love me enough anyway and agree to be my wife.”

      “Cain.” His name. A prayer on my lips. My blessing from above.

      He places a kiss to my left ring finger before looking back up, dark brown eyes shining. “Will you marry me?”

      The question is simple. Asked in the most basic form. The answer is even more simple.

      “Yes.”

      And just like that, life changes.
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      “Yes.”

      One word from her lips and my heart beats again. Like a fucking freight train.

      I waste no time in putting the ring on her finger.

      Before I have a chance to get up, she drops to her knees in front of me and crashes her lips to mine. “I love you, Cain.”

      I can’t help but laugh at myself, now that my nerves have settled. “That’s good, because I wasn’t really giving you a choice in the matter.”

      Her laugh is a breath across my lips. Her hands frantically move across my body, gliding to the front of my jeans. “Get your pants off.” Trembling fingers struggle to work. “I need you.”

      “I have a feeling I’m going to like being married.” I laugh into her mouth, loving her urgency.

      I unfasten my jeans then work on getting my girl—no my fiancée—naked. I scoop her off the floor, our clothes thrown across the room, and head for the couch. There are a million positions I’d like to see her in on this couch, and I will spend the rest of my days making them happen, but right now, I need to be face-to-face with her.

      Sitting down, I bring her with me, and her knees find purchase on each side of my thighs. My erection’s pressed tight against my stomach while she rocks her warmth against it. The friction feels great, but I need in. Pulling her ass up off my thighs, I position myself at her entrance, rubbing along her wetness, then push in. I move her down slow till she has completely covered me, then I wrap my arms tight, holding her still. Fuck. The feel of her all around me, arms and legs, lips on mine, knowing I’m going to have this for the rest of my life, is overwhelming. Face buried in her neck, her cheek resting on the side of my head, I never want this moment to end.

      She leans back, eyes find mine, and her hips roll. “We’re getting married.” Her disbelief is evident, but that smile says she’s on board.

      I move insider her, unable to wait any longer. I put my thumb in her mouth and she sucks a bit, getting it wet, making my dick pound with pressure. Leaning her back more, I take it from her lips and circle her clit slowly. It’s already swollen and hard.

      The sight of her body taking me is hot as fucking hell. “Look at us, Bird.”

      Her eyes go down to see our connection, and the moment seems bigger than both of us. Heavy breathing and moans fill the air as we move faster. I continue to work circles around her clit as the sounds of our joining get louder.

      “Cain.” She’s on the edge, her entire body jerky with her movements. My name is the tell she’s about to come.

      “I’m right here.” I pull my thumb from her clit and wrap her up in my arms as tightly as I can when she pulses around me.

      “Oh… God.”

      Her words fill the room and set me off like a rocket.

      “Fuck.” I groan against her chest, my cock pulsing in her. All the nervous tension from earlier leaves me.

      I fight to catch my breath, holding her in this position for a long time. I’m not ready to leave her body. When we’re like this, still connected, hearts pounding, is when I feel the closest to her. Every inch of her skin on mine. Inside and out.

      “My ring is beautiful.” She settles her cheek on me and inspects her ring. “It fits perfectly.”

      I relax back into the couch, getting comfortable without breaking our connection. “Yeah, I may have had Jamie do a little recon work.” My sister was all over that shit when I asked her to help me.

      Her eyes go wide, and I know she just figured out how she got played. “She had me try on one of her rings! Said it was scratching her and wanted to see if it bothered me too, or if it was just her.”

      “My sister is good at making shit up.” Pride fills my chest at my twin’s ninja tactics. Especially when they’re used for good and not evil.

      “So she knows?”

      “Yeah. I gave her and Mom one day. I told them if they pissed me off while we were shopping, they were out.” I toss my thumb over my shoulder like an umpire. “Only one chance.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” She won’t take her eyes off the ring, but her smile grows.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I think it made their entire year that I let them help. Even though I had the final say. At one point, the salesman hid when the three of us started arguing.” That shit was pretty funny really, until I threatened to duct tape their mouths shut. “The girls were worried I was asking to soon, but I didn’t care. Like I said, I’m selfish.”

      They thought I was going to spook her. But I figured if I hadn’t done that already, I wasn’t going to.

      “I’m glad you asked them. It proves how much their opinion means to you. That reminds me! What’s going on with the furniture?”

      “Oh that.” I almost forgot—my little lead-up to the proposal. “I wanted to wait to pick out any furniture for the house.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I figured my wife should have a say in it.”
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      “What took you so long? I’ve been waiting a century.” Lu pulls out the chair beside her as I take off my coat. Fall is in full swing, and the nights are getting really cold.

      “Lu, I’m early.”

      I love Luciana, but patience is certainly not her strong suit. Nor is keeping her cool, keeping her mouth shut when needed, or generally keeping her opinions to herself. She's small but mighty in absolutely every fashion.

      “Yeah, barely.” She gestures to the empty chair. “I know you have something to tell us, and I know that Jamie knows something I don’t.” Lu points an accusing finger at Jamie, whose face remains passive. “Though she won’t say a word.” Her sometimes green, sometimes hazel eyes squint in disapproval when Jamie rolls hers in response. Lu’s death glare is bounced back to me. “So sit your butt down and spill it.”

      “Hurry up, Joss, she’s making me nervous. She started snapping her fingers at the busboy when she saw a spot on her glass. I’m afraid she’s going to cause a scene.” Jamie’s eyes bug out in exaggeration.

      “Please, that boy liked the attention. They’re all the same.” Oh boy. She’s keyed up.

      Time to distract Lu. “I took Cain to meet my parents.”

      They both freeze, Jamie’s water suspended in midair while Lu’s expression goes from agitated to concerned in a nanosecond.

      “How did it go?”

      “Did they like him?”

      “Is your mom going to stop bugging you about moving home?”

      “How was Cain?”

      “Oh, my God! How was Cain?”

      As the girls fire off questions like a machine gun, the last one makes me laugh. And once I start laughing, I can’t stop. “Jamie, you act like your brother can’t speak human.”

      “He can’t!”

      Lu’s laughter mixes with mine, but Jamie is dead serious.

      “He’s a Neanderthal. I’m surprised your mom didn’t drug you and wheel you away once she met him. I can’t imagine he kept his mouth shut. Especially after getting a front row seat to your mom’s freak show.”

      All laughter stops at her description of Mom. I blink rapidly to fight the tears trying to make their way out.

      “What happened?” Jamie grabs my hand.

      “I’m going to bitch slap your mom next time I see her.”

      “Lu!” we shout in unison, laughter following in its wake.

      “What? I’m over her shit.” My tiny friend scares the hell out of me sometimes. Because I know she’d do it.

      “She told me that she suffers from manic episodes?” It comes out as a question, because I’m still not sure I understand or trust what they’ve told me. A small part of me thinks it’s a mind game, a way to lure me home. “That she apparently had since before I left?” I scrunch my face in confusion.

      The girls remain silent. What can they say? “Well, that’s no excuse?” When in all honesty, it might be?

      “Jesus, girl.”

      I tell them everything Mom said. Neither of them know the entire story, but they do know I was kicked out of my house because I was pregnant. They probably believe I gave the baby up for adoption, but they’ve respected my privacy and never asked.

      “How did my brother react to all of this? Did he have any idea about your mom? The way she is?”

      “He knows everything.”

      Jamie’s light blue eyes meet mine. “Everything?”

      “Everything.”

      A look passes between them. I don’t miss the exchange.

      Lu clears her throat. “So what did he say?”

      “That he was a selfish bastard.”

      “What?”

      “Huh?”

      I grab the diamond from my purse and clutch it in my fist. “When we got back to his place after lunch, he kept going on about furniture—something about having problems getting furniture…” My memories of his ramblings are blurry. I’m too excited to recall his exact words. I put my chin to my chest, trying to hide the smile I can’t contain.

      “I’m so fucking confused,” Lu says.

      “Shut up so she can finish.”

      “I’m sorry. Go on, sweetie.”

      “He gave me this.” I place my shaking fist, palm up, in the middle of the table, then open my fingers to reveal the one-carat brilliant diamond surrounded in antiquing. White gold woven in a delicate pattern, it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      “Shut your dirty mouth.” Lu jumps from her chair, tipping it back onto the floor. Arms wrap around me from every direction. “My girl’s getting married!” Her grip tightens, cutting off my air supply.

      “Crap, that was fast. He just picked the ring up on Friday.”

      “Swear to God, Jamie, if you tell me you knew about this, I’m gonna beat your skinny ass.” Lu tries to act serious, missing by a mile.

      We’re both well aware that being Cain’s twin gives Jamie the inside scoop. They crab about each other constantly, but their bond is truly beautiful.

      “Joss, he couldn’t wait to give it to you.”

      “Dammit, now I’m crying.” Lu stomps her foot then grabs her chair, setting it back upright, and takes a seat.

      I slip the diamond back on my finger and stare at it. The light reflects from every angle, a shimmering prism of color.

      “Earth to Joss?” Luciana pulls my attention back, squeezing my arm in support. “I’m really happy for you.” She’s sincere, though her smile doesn’t reach her eyes.

      It’s then I realize how hard this must be on my girls. To see me brimming with love and happiness, when they’ve both loved and lost. It hurts me to think about what they have both been through. “I’m sorr—”

      “Wipe that look right off your face. No bullshit.” A red-painted fingernail is pointed right at me. “Jamie and I are happy for you. Ecstatic.” She cocks her head toward Cain’s sibling. “She gets her wish. Her crazy-ass, Neanderthal, grouchy, overbearing beast of a brother somehow roped down the sweetest girl I’ve ever met, and was then blessed by divine intervention by talking her into marrying him.”

      “Yeah, and one of my girls is getting to marry the most loyal, protective, honest man this world has to offer. Amazing family included.” Jamie’s smile is contagious.

      “We didn’t get so lucky in the marriage department.” Lu shrugs. “But you know what they say—third time’s the charm. So we’re both counting on you to get this shit right. Show us that marriage isn’t just a bunch of bullshit. Okay?” Lu stares me down, serious as a coronary. “Are you listening, Joss?”

      “I’m listening.” My throat’s clogged with emotion. I love these two for being a hundred percent behind me, even if it’s painful for them.

      They support me. Without jealousy.

      “So this is how shit will go down.” Lu says, and grabs my hand on one side as Jamie takes the other. “We’re going to rock the hell out of your wedding. Best hair, of course. Best dresses, bachelorette party, shower. The whole nine. Sister here is going to keep the big lug on a short leash. Make sure he knows that no way in hell does he have any say in this or is able to hijack the wedding. He’s to show up and shut up.” She stops for a minute, thinking. “And pay for it. I don’t like the idea of asking your mom for shit. Cain can do that, right, Jamie?”

      “Absolutely.” She keeps nodding as if she believes her brother would ever stand for this. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      Hilarious.

      “Great.” Lu claps her hands together as though it’s all settled.

      The low I felt while discussing my mother has disintegrated, laughter rising in its place. My girls know how to pull me out of a funk, and Lu’s ridiculous ideas always do the trick.

      The ringtone on my cell phone interrupts us. I must have forgotten to silence the darn thing. The number flashing across the screen says Unknown, but it’s the same area code as my parents. Dread grips me. I send up a silent prayer, hoping this isn’t who I think it is. I send it to voicemail, turn off the phone, and drop it in my purse.

      “Who was that?”

      “I don’t know. Probably a telemarketer.” Please, Lord, let it be a telemarketer.
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        * * *

      

      Heading for the car, I holler one last goodbye to the girls before I hop in. It was all I could do to keep my cool throughout lunch. The question of who called weighs heavily on my mind.

      Putting the car in drive, I head to a nearby park. After I park, I take a few deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves, before I grab my phone and fire it back to life. An eternity passes before the screen lights up and notifications pings. Two texts, one voicemail. I hit the text icon and see one from Cain, telling me he’s back home and to come on over. The other from an unknown number. Panic hits. I don’t want to look at that message, so I decide to listen to the voicemail first.

      Switching screens, I see it’s from the same number. Guess it’s now or never. My hand shakes as I hit the play button then force the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Joss, it’s Jeremy. I need you to give me a call. I’ve tried to be patient and let you come to me, but I meant what I said about wanting to meet my son. Call me, or I’m going to try to pull his records. I’m sending you a text with my address too, so you can send anything necessary. Talk to you soon.”

      Pain radiates up my arm as my fist connects with the dashboard. The physical hurt is welcome. It helps to bury the emotional. What am I going to do?

      That question has been on repeat since the day Jeremy showed up at the convent. There are times I can bury it, but in the quiet moments, it resurfaces, nagging at my conscience. The message confirms what I knew all along—I can’t hide from my lies anymore. How to get Jeremy off my back without getting anyone else in trouble is what I can’t figure out.

      Only two people know the entire story and can give me advice, help me navigate the problem. But I would never drag Sister Vernon into this mess unless I absolutely had to.
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          Cain

        

      

    

    
      “Bird?” The back door closes. “Bird? Is that you?”

      Still no answer.

      “I’m in the office.” Clicking the mouse a few more times, I finish up paying my online bills. “Almost done.”

      She doesn’t make a sound as she walks into the office and sits on the couch. Her silence is louder than anything she could possibly say.

      “What’s wrong?” I head for her, instantly pissed that something has her upset. I sit and pull her into my lap. “Bird, talk to me.”

      Her head hits my chest as she grips my shirt with shaking hands. “Jeremy called.”

      Every time that asshole’s name leaves her lips, I want to go postal. “What did he want?”

      I attempt to stay calm. Otherwise, she won’t talk. But keeping my cool on the outside while an inferno burns on the inside isn’t easy. At work, yes. With my girl? Fuck. No.

      “He said if I don’t get ahold of him soon, he’s going to try to pull birth records.” She starts to say more but can’t seem to get the words out.

      “Christ.”

      “What am I going to do?” Her whisper is barely audible.

      That squirrely motherfucker is going to pay for this. How could a man do what he did, then think he has any rights? I don’t give a shit if she had the baby and kept it. He jumped ship. Pussed out. He deserves nothing.

      “Even if what you told him was true, he has no rights. His name would have been nowhere near the birth certificate.”

      “People try and pull birth records all the time, Cain.” Her dose of reality interrupts me. “I’m not worried about him finding out the baby didn’t make it. I’m worried about what will happen if it gets out that Sister helped me hide it.” She stays buried in my chest, even when I try to pull her back so I can see her face. “What will happen to Sister? To the church, if anyone finds out?”

      The whole situation is a clusterfuck. It’s also bullshit. The people who bailed on her could destroy her again. As much as I’ve stayed away from church over the last fourteen years, that place is her comfort. Her family. It would destroy her if this came back to hurt them.

      “You need to tell your parents what happened.”

      “What?” She finally raises her head, her face full of shock.

      “I think you need to tell your parents. And the douchebag.” After we had lunch with her parents, I believe this really is the only way.

      “No.”

      “Just hear me out.” Making sure I have her undivided attention, I sell my opinion. “You’re never going to move on from this if you keep the secret.”

      Gray eyes dart back and forth, but she remains silent. I take it as a sign to go on.

      “Your mom told you yesterday at lunch that she was sick, right?”

      “I-I guess so.”

      “Which means she understands she wasn’t in her right mind. They obviously want a relationship with you, otherwise she wouldn’t have told you that. She wants you to forgive her, your dad too.”

      She wipes her nose with her sleeve, looking completely hopeless. “What if that was just an excuse to get me back? I-I don’t think I can trust them. Not with this.”

      “You need to trust me. I promise I won’t let anything bad happen.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because deep down, they’re good people. And they want to have a relationship with you again.”

      She still doesn’t look convinced.

      “You know how else I know?” I push her hair away from her face, my nose inches from hers. “Because when I go to work, I see what evil looks like. I see men who have done unspeakable things to their families. Things that would keep you up at night. You understand what I’m talking about right?”

      “Yes.” Her response brushes my lips.

      “That’s not what I saw when I met your parents. They love you. Your mom admitting her illness proves that.”

      “What about Jeremy?”

      “That cocksucker can’t say a word. Once he finds out there is no child for him to find, he can go piss up a rope.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are. But I’m right here. I’ll always be right here behind you. No matter what happens, know that I’ll never let anything happen to you.” I find her soft lips, swipe my tongue across the bottom one, then kiss her gently. I feel her exhale into me, surrendering.

      “So what’s the plan? I’m going to let you decide. I don’t even know where to start.” She’s back in the crook of my neck again. I love that it’s her safe place. That I’m her safe place.

      “Call your parents and tell them we’re coming over next weekend. Then you’re going to give me Douchebag’s number. I’ll call him and set up a place to meet after.”

      “Just tell him to come to my parents’. I don’t want to tell the story twice.” She’s far away, exhaustion setting in.

      “Whatever you want, Bird.”

      Finally relaxed, her breathing evens out. I think she’s asleep, then she ever so softly says, “I love you, Cain. With everything in me. I love you.”
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          Joss

        

      

    

    
      The last week felt like an eternity. When I’m away from Cain, time seems to move at a snail’s pace. For the past couple of months, he’s been driving back to town every night, but he needed to finish cleaning out his apartment this week. Monday after work, he’s supposed to donate a few big items and then it will be official. He’ll be living here full time. Thank God. It’s not that I can’t be without him; I just miss him when he’s gone for days on end.

      Thankful he’s here now, as he promised he’d be, I place my hand on his. The one resting on my thigh. The six-hour drive to my parents’ seems never-ending until we reach the city limits of my hometown, then I suddenly wish the drive would go on for hours.

      Giving Cain directions as we go, I lead him to the subdivision I grew up in. The cul-de-sac I learned to ride my bike on comes into view. Seeing it for the first time since I left feels debilitating. The good memories are strangled out by the bad.

      “That’s the house.” When I point at the large two-story, the child in me mourns the loss of security that house used to bring. Grabbing Cain’s thigh when he takes his hand back to put the truck in park, I remind myself that he is my security. All I need.

      “You’ve got this, Bird. I’m right here. Right behind you.”

      “Right behind me.” I kiss him one last time before jumping down from the truck.

      The neighborhood looks the same. A few new houses, but overall, it hasn’t changed a lot. Still well kept, with perfect lawns and immaculate landscaping.

      I knock on the front door, not comfortable with just walking in. Cain’s warm hand on my back is keeping me grounded, his support the only thing giving me enough courage to do this.

      Dad swings the door open. “Josephine, come in.” His white hair shines like snow, his smile warm. “You don’t have to knock.”

      “Hey, Dad.” I walk awkwardly past him.

      “Cain, nice to see you again.”

      I vaguely register them talking as I take in the house. The bones of my childhood home are the same—staircase where it was when I left, dining room still off to the right. But that’s where the similarity ends. Every wall is a different color, every floor changed. In a way, it helps. The footprint is familiar, but everything else is different. As if it’s someone else’s home, not the one I grew up in.

      I enter the kitchen, the scent of coffee greeting my nose. Mom is pulling creamer out of the fridge.

      “I’ll just be a second. Make yourself comfortable.” She sounds nervous. I’m sure this is as stressful for her as it is for me, having me back home. Her frantic movement around the kitchen gives her away.

      Deciding I could use a minute, I head to the half bathroom and run some cold water across my hands. Looking at my reflection, I laugh at myself as the memories of doing the same thing at Lily’s baptismal party flood my mind. I was nervous that day, since Cain showed up out of the blue. But after that day, my life only got better. The water cleansing my nerves birthed new beginnings. Maybe today will be the same.

      Just like then, a light knock at the door interrupts my thoughts. Only this time, the door opens slowly before I can respond.

      “You okay?” My anchor walks in, his face freshly shaven, his dark brown eyes concerned. “I wanted to make sure hypothermia wasn’t setting in.”

      He knows my habits. The fact that I’m so transparent to him is both comforting and a little terrifying.

      “It’s going to be fine.” His lips press against my cold hand.

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      

      Returning to the family room, I head over to the little bar and make a cup of coffee. The perfect tea set mocks my very imperfect family, but I shake away the memories and try to keep an open mind. The doorbell rings, and the anxiety I pushed down flares back up, baking my nerves.

      Jeremy, along with a stunning blonde, follow Dad into the room. Hand in hand, they look as if they just stepped out of a parenting magazine. Her round belly on display makes me sick to my stomach. Why did he bring her? I look at Cain, who gives me a quick nod of encouragement.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Banks, Joss, this is my wife, Lori.”

      The unexpected twist in guest list sends me off balance. “Nice to meet you, Lori. This is my fiancé, Cain Weller.” Hopefully my smile looks sincere. It’s not.

      “Fiancé?” Mom gasps.

      My mood has plummeted, so I don’t give one flippin’ crap that I should have told her in a better way. “Yep.” I flash my amazing diamond to the room, part of me wishing I could use the huge stone to dig out Jeremy’s eye. This entire thing is his fault. “Someone’s finally going to make an honest woman out of me.” Sarcasm drips from my mouth, thick as tar. Totally unlike me.

      “Bird.” Cain’s one syllable is my reminder to chill.

      God, this isn’t starting well.

      Dad takes charge. “Let’s all have a seat. We have a lot to discuss.”

      Settling in next to Cain, I let his warmth calm me. I can do this. He promised me it would be okay. I can do this.

      “Josephine?” Everyone’s eyes are on me. “Go ahead, dear.”

      Guess it’s show time. No more stalling. “Um… well, um… there are two parts to what I’m about to tell you. The first part is for everyone. It’s… well… it’s the information Jeremy wanted to know about the baby.”

      All eyes are expectant. Mom looks pained though. We’ve never talked about this. Now that I know she was sick, I do feel a sliver of sympathy for her. Which will help get me through this.

      “After I tell you the information you’re here for”—I look at Jeremy, ignoring his wife—“I would appreciate it if you would leave.”

      His head cocks to the side as though he doesn’t understand.

      “Frankly, the rest of the story doesn’t concern you, and therefore isn’t any of your business.”

      Lori’s eyebrows hit her hairline in what I’m guessing is offense. She can stick it where the sun doesn’t shine for all I care.

      “That’s fine, Joss. We just want to know about my son,” Jeremy states matter-of-factly.

      My son? Fuse, meet fire. It’s time for him to go.

      “There is no boy, no baby. I had a miscarriage while I was at the convent.” Matter of fact. That’s what they get.

      Silence fills the room as the information sinks in.

      Then it erupts.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “What did you say?”

      “What?”

      “Enough!” Cain bellows, silencing the room. “Jesus, let her talk.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Jeremy says. “I think you’re trying to keep him from me. To punish me for what I did.”

      Lori, though she’s stayed silent, looks appalled. My God, why is she here?

      “You know what? The only reason we’re even having this conversation is because you couldn’t leave it alone. You threatened me to go look for ‘your kid,’” I say with air quotes. “The one you wanted me to abort.”

      Lori gasps.

      “That’s right, Lori. When I found myself pregnant at seventeen, which if I remember correctly took the both of us, your sweetheart of a husband told me to—what was it you said, Jeremy? Oh yeah… to ‘fix this shit.’ That he wasn’t missing out because of some kid. That as far as he was concerned, it wasn’t his.”

      “Christ, I was a kid myself! I told you I was wrong.” Jeremy stands, arms spread wide. “I’m trying to do right by him now.”

      “Because it’s convenient now.” I point at the door. “It’s time for you to go. This was just a courtesy. Now you know the truth. There is no baby. So if you go looking, it’s going to lead you nowhere.”

      “Why did you lie to me? Tell me we had a boy?”

      “Because I was weak. Because I was keeping a secret.” I notice Mom sitting silently, staring at the floor. “Because I wanted to hurt you the way you hurt me.”

      His expression goes soft for a split second, before anger covers it up. He opens his mouth then closes it, repeating the motion before shaking his head. “Let’s go. Lori. We’re done here.”

      He looks at me one more time. His expression a mixture of confusion, anger, hurt, and sadness. He gives me a curt nod, a finality of sorts, and heads for the door. His wife hurries off behind him. I have no idea if he believes me or if he’ll search for himself. It won’t change the outcome. There is no child to find.

      As soon as the door closes, I ready myself for the rest of the story. Mom still hasn’t budged from her spot on the chair. Her body looks frozen.

      “Josephine?” Hurt laces Dad’s tone. “Please finish the story. Help us understand.”

      “What did you and Mom think happened there? At the convent? We never talked about it.”

      “We were dealing with so much here.” His eyes dart to Mom, a silent reminder that she navigated the ship back then. “We figured since we hadn’t heard anything, that all was good. We knew you were in good hands or we never would have sent you there. I was so upset by what had happened.” His eyes check Mom again. “I, uh… we… assumed you had the baby around your due date. That when Mom went down there to bring you home, a few weeks after you were due, we assumed everything happened the way it was supposed to. When you decided not to come home, I knew then that we had made a huge mistake. We'd lost you for good because we’d abandoned you when you needed us most.”

      His admission both warms and hurts my heart, confusing me even more.

      “How far along were you? When you miscarried?” His tone is fatherly, comforting. It gives me the strength to finish the story.

      “It happened a few weeks after I got there.”

      Silence fills the room. It’s deafening.

      “I-I begged Sister Vernon not to send me back home. To let me stay.” The revolving door of shame over what I did comes back to life, waking from where it always sleeps in my mind. “She didn’t want to do it, but I pleaded until she agreed. I wasn’t ready to come home.” I don’t share the fact that I wanted to bleed to death. To end it all. That she saved me.

      “What did she agree to?” Dad’s careful with his digging, treading lightly.

      “I told her I would consider going home when you contacted me and checked to see how I was doing.”

      His eyes fill with unshed tears, though I almost miss it because he bows his head. I’ve never seen my dad cry. Mom, on the other hand, continues to stare at the floor.

      “I’m so sorry, Josephine. Sorry that we weren’t there for you or better paren—”

      “Sorry? Sorry?” Mom finally speaks, her tone angry, eyes vacant. She searches the room, though for what, I don’t know. Just scans the area around her. Back and forth. Back and forth. “What have you done? What have you done? Josephine?” She stands and paces the room, her body repeating the pattern of her eyes. “You sinned? Again? You selfish, selfish brat! Now I have to turn you in. Turn the church in. Close it up. They’re all sinners. Like you! She won’t get away with this. She took my daughter. My daughter. You were supposed to come home. That devil baby gone. You were supposed to come home.” She stops pacing to look at me, her eyes wild. I’ve never seen anything like it.

      “Mom, stop.” Tears come out faster than I can stop them. She’s supposed to understand, supposed to react like Dad.

      This can’t be happening.

      At my command, her posture returns to normal, shoulders square, face straight. The image is a flashback to the night she told me they were sending me away. She approaches me, and I think she’s about to hit me.

      Instead, she cups my cheeks and stares me straight in the eye. “They will pay for this.” Her conviction could rival a Baptist minister’s. “They will pay for everything they robbed this family of. I promise you that.”

      My vision blurs. God, no, this can’t be happening. My worst nightmare. I look at Dad, his image fuzzy. I fight to get air into my lungs.

      Cain. Cain made me do this. Why did he make me do this? Why did he have to ruin everything? Why couldn’t he let me keep my secret? Why did he force me to tell? Make me trust him?

      Trust.

      I knew better!

      Trust is an illusion. A false sense of security. I knew better!

      I have to go. I have to try to fix this before Mom destroys everything. Oh, God. Sister Vernon. What will happen to her?

      My feet move. I see them rather than feel it. I’m running for the door, ignoring the shouts. As I grab my purse off the hook, Cain’s hand wraps around my arm.

      “Wait, don’t go. We can work this out. Talk her down.”

      “Talk her down? How could you make me do this? I trusted you! You promised!”

      “Bird. Stop.”

      I yank my arm from his grasp and head for the sidewalk, not sure where I’m going, just away from these people. Everyone in that house promised me love. Every one of them I trusted. Every one of them proved me wrong.

      Even Cain.

      “I’m done! I’m done, Cain. I can’t do this.” I continue down the sidewalk.

      He’s on my heels but doesn’t touch me. “We can figure this out. I won’t let them hurt you.”

      That stops me. Whipping around, my actions working faster than my brain, I pull the ring off my finger and hold it in his face. His body is a frozen statue in front of me.

      “You already did. You’ve already hurt me. The damage is done.”

      A ping sounds when the ring hits the sidewalk. He bends to grab it, and I take my opportunity to run. I have to get out of here. Away from the hurt.

      I can’t look at Cain. Can’t even think about what my stupid heart has cost me now.

      I sprint between the houses. I know this neighborhood like the back of my hand.

      “Josephine!” Cain bellows. The name he never uses sounds odd against the wind. “Stop! Please!”

      But I’m already gone.
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      “Fuck!” Where the hell did she go? How could this go so fucking wrong? Never, not once, did I think her dumb-ass parents would respond that way. Now Bird is out there somewhere, and I can’t get to her. “Fuck.”

      A kid rides by on his bike, reminding me that everything is business as usual, while I stand here on the sidewalk, screaming at nothing. With next to zero options, I head back for the house and walk right in.

      “Where is she?” Her dad is frantic, his hair a mess from worry. “Did you stop her?”

      “You listen to me right now, and you listen close.” My mother would not be happy with my lack of respect in this moment, but these assholes don’t get my respect. They just wrecked my girl. “You say one damn word to anyone about what she told you, and I promise you you will live to regret it.”

      “Are you threatening me?” he asks.

      “Fuck. Yes.”

      “They’re going to pay for this!” her mom shouts from somewhere in the house. The freak show is in full effect.

      The reality of what I caused sinks in. I told her to tell them. Told her to trust that they were good people.

      To trust me.

      And she did.

      Now I don’t know where she went, and I need to stop wasting time here and find her.

      One last-ditch effort as I hope to God these people have a decent core. “Mr. Banks, do you love your daughter?”

      “Of course, how can you even ask?” His offense just pisses me off more.

      My nose is a fraction from his. “Then you man the fuck up and do your goddamn job. Protect your daughter. Even if it’s from your wife.”

      I walk away before he has a chance to respond and piss me off more. I need to find Bird. I know the area is safe and she isn’t in danger. That’s not the point. The ring that belongs on her finger, and not in my jeans pocket, has me wanting to go nuclear. Burn down every house in this stupid-ass subdivision so I can see where she’s hiding.

      From me.

      I fire up the truck and burn rubber. My thumb shakes as I try to hit the icon to call her. It’s goes straight to voicemail, which means the damn thing is off.

      I go to the next number. Two rings. Thank fuck.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Jamie answers in her usual greeting.

      “Call Bird every ten minutes until she answers. Call everyone who knows her. Find her.”

      “Cain, what happened? You’re scaring the shit out of me.”

      “She took off. We went to her parents’… Jesus, it doesn’t matter. I can’t find her. Fuck, she doesn’t want me to. Dammit.” I don’t know what to do. We’re hours from home and I have no idea where she is. “Just please keep calling her. Let me know the minute you hear anything.”

      “Okay,” she whispers. “I’ll do everything I can.”

      I hang up and chuck my phone on the floor, which is dumb, because breaking it won’t help me. I continue to circle the neighborhood, driving as slowly as I can. I even stop to ask kids out playing if they’ve seen her.

      After an hour of looking, I see a taxi drive by. Shit, she’s probably long gone by this point. I was too distracted by thinking she would be out, roaming around like a lost puppy. She probably grabbed the first cab that passed her.

      I head toward the highway. The journey home will be a long one.
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      Hours later, I slam the truck in park. Her place is completely dark, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t in there. Beating on the door, I work to grab the right key with my other hand. Fumbling, I drop it in the process. Slowing myself down, I finally get the key in the lock, then barge through the door.

      The place is completely silent. I make quick work of busting ass through the space, checking every room. Nothing.

      “Fuck!” The word continues to fly from my lips, though it has lost its value. There are no words to express my current state.

      I call my sister again.

      “Have you found her?” She’s frantic.

      “No. I’m at her place now. She’s not here. Will you call Mom and Dad? Have someone go sit at my house just in case she comes back. I’m going to stay here and wait for her. Send Lu to the convent. See if she can find anything out. I’m calling Abe next. Maybe he—”

      “Cain?”

      “What?” Jesus, she’s wasting time. Bird is out there somewhere, and my sister is dicking around.

      “She’s not a missing person.”

      “What?”

      “It’s just… I mean…”

      “Spit it out, Jamisyn.”

      “She hasn’t been kidnapped or missing for days. She just… I’m guessing she just needs a little time to herself. I don’t know what happened exactly, but I know Joss. She knows how to take care of herself. She’ll find you when she’s ready.”

      My sister’s compassion slows my heart rate a little. It also hurts like a son of a bitch. My ass hits her couch in defeat, eyes blinking rapidly as moisture threatens to pool there. I’ve never felt more helpless or more worthless. The idea that she’s hiding from me has me reduced to shit under my boot. “It’s my job to take care of her.”

      “I know it is. But trust that our girl can take care of herself for a little bit. At least until she’s ready to come find you.” The line stays silent for a while. “She’ll be back, Cain, she loves you. She won’t stay gone for long. Give her a little space to breathe.”

      “I can’t lose her.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Shit. I hope you’re right. Love you, thanks.”

      “Love you too.”

      I hang up and grab my keys so I can head for the convent. I need to check. Looking at the clock, I realize it’s already eleven. Showing up and banging on the door probably isn’t a good idea. Her car is still here, so I won’t even be able to tell by driving by if she’s holed up in there. Guess I’ll be crashing here for the night.

      I head up to her room, where the comforter I bought her, along with all of her things, sends another shot of pain through my system. Crashing face first into her side of the bed, I take a deep inhale of her pillow, the scent of her shampoo filling me. I lay there fully dressed and pray she shows up, or that morning comes fast.

      I need to find my girl.
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          Joss

        

      

    

    
      The cab ride back to town was long. It also put a huge dent in my credit card. Gosh, it would be really nice if my only worry in life was my credit card balance.

      My brain is a jumbled mess of worry and anxiety. Loss of hope.

      How could I have been so stupid? For ten years, I’ve protected myself, surrounded my heart with bubble wrap. Why did I get so greedy? Why couldn’t the love of my friends and the kids and the church community be enough?

      I suppose this is just the result of my sins. I’m the one, after all, who got pregnant. My penance was being kicked out of my house. I was the one who talked an innocent nun into covering for me. Hiding me. My penance—losing Cain. Love can’t be trusted. Not the kind of trust you give yourself to a hundred percent. Never allow yourself to hang off the side of the cliff with only the net of trust keeping you from falling to your death.

      I gave Cain that net.

      “Just turn down this little drive on the right. It’ll wind around to the back of the building. Do you mind killing the headlights? I don’t want to wake anyone.”

      The cabby does as I request, killing the lights and moving slowly up the back drive to the convent. It’s three in the morning. After walking around for a long while, I caught a cab to the city, figuring no one would find me in Chicago. Sitting in a coffee house, with nowhere else to go, I decided to head back to the convent. Hiding out there seems to be my default setting.

      I swallow back bile after swiping my credit card. Today has cost me in more ways than one. I don’t head for the main house—I wouldn’t dare disturb anyone. Instead I head for my favorite place on earth—the flower gardens. It’s where I always come to pray.

      When I was seventeen, this place was my lifeline. The flowers, the statues. I spent a lot of time helping keep it beautiful.

      The fall night is cold, and most of the flowers are cut back, just mums and shrubs showing any color. I head for the little greenhouse, turning my cell phone back on so I can use the light to see. I quickly silence the phone as the pings go off and turn it away from me so I’m not tempted to read the messages.

      I’m not ready.

      Finding the bench, I sit down, thankful it’s relatively warm inside the glass structure. It’s a small greenhouse, and the space cocoons me. There’s a power here, a strength. I lie down on the bench, numbness taking over my entire body. I can’t think anymore, can’t play devil’s advocate or try to plan an outcome for what I’ve done. I’m completely depleted.

      Tomorrow. I’ll tell Sister Vernon tomorrow. First thing. I’m going to take the blame for everything and tell them she had no choice. I don’t know how it will work, but somehow, someway, I vow not to let her or the church suffer for this.

      The last thing I remember before surrendering to the darkness is that this may be the last time I get to come here. After tomorrow, I may not be welcome anymore.
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        * * *

      

      “What in God’s name are you doing in here?” Fredrick’s voice enters my nightmare. “Joss, wake up!”

      He’s so loud. My shoulder moving makes it seem real.

      “Hey, get up. Did that man finally wise up and dump you? Is that why you’re hiding out in here?”

      Torture finds me even as I sleep. I cry out, trying to push the man from my mind’s eye. I still don’t want to wake though, and I can’t bring myself to force my eyes open. I’d rather have nightmares of Fredrick than face the day.

      “Good Lord, girl, I didn’t mean to make you cry.” My body shakes again. “Wake up.”

      God, no. This isn’t a dream. “Go away, Fredrick. I can’t handle you today.” Sobs rack my body as I try to curl in on myself. “Please, I surrender. Just go.”

      “Joss? What’s wrong?” His voice is soft, concerned. I’ve never heard that tone from him before. “Come on, I’m not a complete monster. Just tell me.”

      This is the weirdest half-awake moment. Fredrick is here, offering help, and I’m so ready to move on and get it over with that I’m almost considering talking to him.

      “I can’t do this with you right now. I really don’t have it in me. Just go.” But if I do tell him, I’m at least guaranteed to be told what an awful person I am. He might possibly swing this story in a way that will show me how to tell everyone that it was all my fault. Maybe he can even help me protect Sister. He may not like me, but he cares as much about this place as I do.

      “Sit up, let’s talk. I promise I’ll put my white flag up.” He rubs my back, surprising me by offering a bit of comfort.

      I sit up, and for a second, I feel free. Like someone who’s been running in fear then decides to surrender. I feel peace from exposing a heavy secret and my determination to take the blame for what I’ve done. Even if it results in losing this place, this security.

      “Joss?”

      “You were always right about me. I’m all the evil things you think I am.” I bow my head, unable to make eye contact. “I’m selfish, and it’s all coming back to haunt me. Time for me to pay up.”

      He laughs. “Good gravy, girl, it can’t be that bad. Are you going to tell me or what?”

      “No offense, but I don’t exactly trust you.” Just give me a reason to tell you, Fredrick. I’m so close, and I need to set this free.

      “Fair enough. How about we make a deal?” He wraps his arm around me, squeezing my shoulder, and I eat up the affection like a starved alley cat. “How about I share my story with you? The one I keep close to my chest. Then if you want, you can share yours with me.”

      “Why are you being nice to me?” I’m definitely suspicious of his unusual behavior and wonder if I’m still dreaming.

      “Because I know you’re a good person.”

      Say what? “But—”

      “I know I’m not always very nice.”

      Is he serious? “You make my life a living hell.”

      “Oh, now. Dramatic, sister. You’re too damn sweet for your own good. I just balance you out a bit. Ya know, like a big brother.”

      “You’re the worst brother in the history of time.”

      “Come on, I’m a gay man. I’ve got the parts of a big brother, but the cattiness of a big sister.” He laughs at himself, and for the first time since Fredrick started working at the church, I see him through a different light. A very tinted light, but still different.

      I don’t trust him, but I guess I have nothing left to lose. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

      “Well, all right… let’s see, the story of me…” By the sounds of it, I would guess we’re about to go into comic relief hour. “When I was sixteen, I was sexually molested.”

      Silence engulfs the entire greenhouse, as thick as the humid air.

      I’m utterly speechless.

      “Should I go on?”

      “Only if you want to.” My heart goes out to the young boy in Fredrick. I had no idea he carried this burden.

      Reality check. We all have secrets we don’t want to share.

      “As I’m sure you can tell just by looking at me, it’s no secret I was born a gay man. Never any question. I’m pretty certain I came out of the womb flying my flag high.” He tries to lighten the heavy topic. “My poor parents. They were so good to me but had no idea how to help. I wasn’t into sports. The school I went to was small, didn’t have a lot of extracurriculars. I pretty much stuck out like a sore thumb. Kids made fun of me. A couple of awkward girls would talk to me, but they had their own struggles too.

      “Mom did everything she could to keep me happy. Learning the piano was one of them. I had a lot of time on my hands, so I got really good, really fast. Anywho… she sent me off to camp in the summers. Hoping I could get out of Dodge a bit, meet some new people. The first two summers were amazing. I met a lot of other kids just like me.” His head tilts toward the ceiling. “Man, those first two summers…” He shakes his head before he continues. “The next summer, I got really close with one of the new counselors. He gave me more attention than the others. I craved it. We started taking walks after lights out. We’d go out to the woods, talk about life. Until one night, he kissed me.”

      “Fredrick…”

      “Let me finish, or I never will.” He clears his throat. “It was my first kiss. It felt really special until… well, until he grabbed me through my pants, started stroking me… I tried to stop him. Because dumb me thought he would back right off. But he didn’t. He just kept telling me that it would be okay, that I would like it. That it would feel good. Jesus, I was so confused. He kept praising me while my conscience was trying to push him away. When my body reacted, he kept telling me that I wanted him too.”

      I wrap my hand around his, a silent offer of support. “What happened after?”

      “I went back to the cabin, started puking violently.” His laugh holds no humor. “When it stopped, I stuck my fingers down my throat and did it again. Finally, they called my parents to come and get me. Claimed I had the flu.”

      I don’t even give his story time to fully settle in before I speak. “I got shipped to the convent when I was seventeen. And pregnant.”

      I tell him my story, my truths—not the way I told Cain but more mechanically. Like a fact sheet. My emotions are spent, and I have nothing left in my tank. Fredrick listens quietly, and a part of me wishes we had been friends instead of enemies all this time.

      “Do you know what saved me after that day in summer camp?”

      We make eye contact for the first time, our walls completely down. I shake my head.

      “The support group at church. Some days it seems like everyone wants to make cracks about the bad things priests do to altar boys and all the sex scandals that go on in the church. Like it’s not a safe place for boys. And I know bad things have happened in churches, just like what happened at camp. But for me… they took me in. Helped me in my time of need. So much so that it started to restore my faith in humanity. So don’t ever forget, Joss, that even though you may have done something wrong, we’re all here to forgive.”

      “Even if Sister Vernon gets in trouble? The church?”

      “Even then.”

      “Why do you hate me?”

      He gives me a serious expression. “I don’t hate you. I love to hate you.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means I still carry a lot of anger. Always. One look at you, and I had you profiled as the perfectly gorgeous girl with a boatload of talent, a perfect life. Then once you brought around that perfect specimen of a man…” He shakes his head. “Well, I had to make sure something wasn’t perfect in your life.”

      “But my life wasn’t perfect.”

      “You’re right. And I had no idea.” He squeezes my hand and has the decency to look sheepish. “I thought you enjoyed the banter as much as I did. I hope you can forgive me. I think you have enough going on and maybe I should take it easy on you for a while.”

      “For a while?”

      “Oh, girl, you’ll be back on your feet in no time.” He winks, and it’s oddly calming.

      “Thank you. For the talk. It actually really helped.” I’m still sort of shocked by that. But he reminded me about the nature of this place. The acceptance.

      “Any time.” He squeezes my hand again, then heads for the door. “Enjoy the peace flag while it’s up.”

      The door closes behind him.
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        * * *

      

      I decide I can’t sit on this situation for long. There’s no telling what my mom will do or how fast she’s going to do it. So I knock on Sister Vernon’s door, hoping she’s still in her room.

      “Come in.”

      “It’s just me.” When I see she’s still in bed, sitting up against the headboard, I close the door quietly. “Sorry it’s so early, but this couldn’t wait.”

      Her cough interrupts me. It’s getting worse. “Nonsense, sit down and tell me what’s wrong.” She motions toward the little wooden chair at her desk.

      I move it to her bedside and sit. Her room is stark, with only the necessities. She’s always taught me that things don’t make us happy, and she certainly practices what she preaches. Her coughing starts again. I grab the water on her nightstand and help her with it.

      “Thank you, dear.”

      “Have you been to the doctor yet?”

      Her green eyes meet mine. The once-bright orbs look dull, tired. “I’m well taken care of.” She wraps her hand around the crucifix she wears. “Now enough about me. Tell me what has you troubled.”

      “My mom.” I can’t bring myself to tell her, so I let that statement hang in the air.

      “Oh, I see.” She grabs my hand with her cold, delicate one. “Go on.”

      “She… she knows.” Why can’t I get this out? The knowledge of what might happen acts as a chokehold on my throat. “I…” Get it out, Joss. “I let Cain convince me to tell her about what happened. He told me I needed to in order to heal.”

      When I stop talking again, she gives my hand another squeeze.

      “It um… it didn’t go well.” I dip my head in shame. “Now she’s going to tell… I mean… I think she’s going to turn us, or me… I-I don’t know who or what.” I can’t stop stuttering. “Don’t worry though, I’m going to take the blame. I won’t let this hurt you or the church. No matter what. I promise.”

      I still can’t look at her. The silence between us stretches for an eternity. Feeling as though I have no other option, I lift my head and look at Sister. Her expression is warm, caring, as it always is. No disappointment evident, which surprises me.

      “How can I fix this? What should I do? This is all my fault for being such a coward and forcing you to let me to stay here.”

      “Cain was right. You do need to forgive your parents to move on.”

      That shocks me silent for a beat. “How can you say that? I trusted him, and now because of that, you… you could get in trouble. The church… what will happen when they find out?”

      She shakes her head. “I had no idea you carried the weight of punishment with you all this time. That it was a fear of yours.”

      “Of course it is. You helped me in my darkest time. Now that I’ve talked, someone could turn you in. For keeping my secret. For letting me stay when I should have gone home.”

      She coughs again, this time going on for longer than before. “I don’t want you to worry about me. I’ll be just fine, dear.”

      Her tired eyes meet mine. I can tell she wants to say more but is holding back.

      “You can tell me anything, Sister. I don’t think I can feel any worse.”

      She goes to speak then stops, takes a long, deep breath, and starts again. “When your parents brought you here, they granted me power of attorney, giving me the right to make any medical decisions for you. It’s necessary when the girls come here since we’re their caretakers. Most parents instruct that they be contacted first, giving them the opportunity to make any emergency medical decisions. But your mother… your mother signed all rights to me. Told me she trusted me to make the best decisions for your health and that she would be back after the baby was born.”

      Her eyes have gone from tired to completely drained. Our conversation is taking everything out of her. As her eyes drift closed, mine are finally opened.

      “So by law, you didn’t do anything wrong?” Hope flickers deep in my gut.

      “I took care of you. Just as your mother asked.”

      I sit in stunned silence, letting her words wrap around me but having a hard time with it. All this time. I believed that the secret would ruin Sister, the church. When the fact was, the secret was kept to protect… me.

      Protect me from the knowledge that my mother had signed over her rights. I didn’t think I could feel any worse about the way my parents had abandoned me. But I was wrong.

      A small part of me wishes I had known sooner. Would I have left? Moved out and not felt bad when my parents wanted me to come home? Not worried about the pressures of them interfering in my life, because I knew they didn’t really care about me?

      But then I never would have gotten my job here or met Jamie or Lu. All the children I reach through music.

      If I had left, I wouldn’t have met Rod, which means I wouldn’t have met Cain.

      Cain.

      My chest constricts over what happened yesterday. I dropped my beautiful ring on the ground at his feet.

      As panic rears its ugly head, I quietly leave Sister sleeping in her room and head for mine. The one that used to be mine. It’s just as I left it—completely empty except for the twin bed and writing desk. With every year that passes, fewer and fewer girls come to the convent. In this day and age, parents don’t send their daughters away for teen pregnancy; they barely did it when I was sent here. So now more than anything, we receive troubled girls, even bullied girls. Anyone in need of a safe haven. It doesn’t always come with a burden like mine.

      I stretch out on the bare mattress and stare at the old white ceiling. The fingers on my right hand rub at the now-empty ring finger on my left. As the weight of yesterday and the knowledge of what Sister revealed finally sink in, my body winds down. With too much weighing on my mind, I let sleep overtake me, deciding I can deal with everything better once I’ve got a clear head.
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          Cain

        

      

    

    
      “Abe, you still available to help tonight?” I shove my boots on, ready to head to my apartment.

      I should be able to load up the last of the furniture I’m going to donate tonight and turn in my key. Though with everything that’s going on with Bird, I’m not sure I even want to drive back to my house tonight. I may just stay at the apartment and sleep on the floor for a few days. I still have three weeks left on my lease.

      “Sure, man, let me throw on some clothes and I’m all yours.” He riffles through his locker.

      “Where’s the party at tonight?” Collin makes his way out of the shower, moving his hips like some dumbass stripper. “Good news. I’m available.”

      “No party. We’re just clearing out the few things left in my apartment.” I grab my wallet and check the inside pocket to make sure Bird’s ring is still in there before tucking it in my pants. Sure enough, it’s safe and sound, exactly where it shouldn’t be. Which just pisses me off. I slam the locker shut, ready to get this day over with.

      “Jesus, King Kong, go easy on the standard-issue government locker. They don’t make the 1925 model anymore.” Collin laughs at his own joke.

      I just stand there, staring at him.

      He must realize I’m not in a joking mood. “You want help or not? I can swing home, drop off my bike, and grab the truck. If not, fuck it. I offered.”

      Collin doesn’t normally break his funnyman routine, which means I’ve struck a nerve. Maybe having his goofy ass around tonight will help distract me.

      “That would be great, man, thanks.”

      Elliot and Jude have already taken off, but with the three of us, we should have shit loaded in no time. Collin can take a truckful to Goodwill, and Abe’s taking my bedroom set to someone he knows. The rest, which is just the remainder of my clothes and other shit, will fit in my truck.

      “Let’s get on it.” I head for the door, go down the long narrow hallway, and wait for the guard to buzz me out.

      

      The drive to my apartment isn’t long in distance, but in my head, it lasts an eternity. It’s Monday night. I still haven’t seen or talked to Bird since she dropped her diamond on the sidewalk. She never came home. My trip to the convent left me empty-handed. Supposedly no one had seen her there. Which I find hard to believe. She hasn’t spoken to the girls either.

      At first, I wanted to take all the blame for talking her into telling her parents. But the more time that passes, the more pissed off I get. She should have never run away from me. She should have stayed and let me help her through the clusterfuck that is her mother. Instead, she took off. And hid. The replay of the day just continues to elevate my level of—you guessed it—anger. Or is it hurt?

      The long blare of a car horn behind me brings me back to the present. The light’s green.

      It’s pushing forty-eight hours now, and every hour that ticks by without her reaching out has me doubting everything. Questioning if she ever really loved me. If she was ever really mine. She thinks she can’t trust me, which is fucking bullshit. I became the scapegoat for blame. Jamie told me to give her time, that she would work it out. But she’s supposed to work it out with me, not hide from me.

      That’s what we’re supposed to do. Work shit out together.

      Is she really going to leave me?

      “Fuck!” I slam my fist on the dash.

      At my usual parking spot right in front of my apartment door, it isn’t until I put the truck in park that I see a figure sitting on the stoop. Bird.

      Seeing her there, her back against my door, arms wrapped around her knees, my first instinct is to get the hell out and rush to her side.

      My second is to sit here and wait.

      I end up going with the second. In this moment, I realize that I’ve done all the chasing. From the second I laid eyes on her, until two days ago when she basically threw our relationship in my face and took off. My pride is taking this moment to move front and center, and in order for this relationship to work, she’s going to have to come to me.

      She just did, asshole. My mind is pushing me to move, but my stubborn ass stays seated. She may be sitting here on my step, but that doesn’t mean she’s back.

      I send Abe and Collin a quick text, telling them something came up and we won’t be moving shit tonight. When I look back up, I’m met with what I know, in the light of day, are bright gray eyes with flecks of yellow.

      Time slows down as we stare at each other, my silent message that I’m not rushing to her side. Not this time.

      She slowly gets up and walks to the passenger side of my truck, where she stops as though she’s waiting for an invitation.

      I lift my chin toward the door, letting her know she can come in. Then I steel myself for what she’s about to say. Because honestly? I have no fucking clue.

      As soon as she climbs in and shuts the door, her familiar scent creeps into my system. Filling my lungs with life. I almost cough from the combination of anxiety and familiarity at war in my throat.

      We sit there, side by side, for what feels like an eternity. I make a conscious effort not to touch her, which fights against every instinct I have. But I stand my ground. I sit here and wait.

      “Cain?” My name on her lips is a loaded question. She’s testing the waters.

      “Josephine.” I sound clipped, flat.

      “No,” she whispers. “Please don’t call me that.”

      She grabs my thigh, and I struggle not to give in. I want to wrap her up in my arms and never let go.

      “Why are you here?” I can’t bring myself to look at her. I’m too close to breaking. She needs to make her intentions clear before I allow hope to rise.

      “I-I’m sorry I ran from you. That I hid.”

      I rub my palm against the stubble on my cheek.

      She grabs my hand, stopping me. “Please say it’s not too late. That I didn’t lose you.”

      Lose me? Son of a bitch. I can’t hold back anymore. I yank up the center console and pull her into my arms before another word escapes. Her warmth, her smell, the feeling of her soft hair against my face.

      “I’m sorry too, Bird. So goddamn sorry.” I press my lips to her ear, the connection pulling off the weight that’s been heavy on my chest. “You can’t ever hide from me again though. I can’t handle it.”

      She nods, gripping me tighter. “I hate what’s going on. What my parents did. I blamed you. But before I even got home that night, I knew I was wrong. And my ring. Oh God… my ring.”

      “I’ve got it right here. Right in my back pocket.” I grab her ring from my wallet, then slide it back on her shaking finger where it belongs. “I thought you were going to leave me.” I tuck my chin to my chest, uncomfortable with how vulnerable I feel.

      “They signed all medical rights over to Sister Vernon when they left me at the convent.” Her hollowed-out words pull my chin up, and I meet her stare. It’s empty and defeated.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “All this time… I carried around the secret, thinking it would destroy the safety around me, only to find out that my parents couldn’t have done a thing about it because—” She stops abruptly, unable to get the last of it out.

      My chest is cracked wide open for my girl, which means she must feel as though she’s dying. I finish what I think she was about to say, knowing she can’t possibly do it. But I pray it isn’t true. “They gave Sister the right to make your medical decisions? Never wanting to even know or have a say in what those decisions were? Which means she had every legal right to act as your sole guardian? And no obligation to tell them you had lost the baby? They didn’t want to fucking know anything?”

      “Yes.” She grips my shirt and buries her face in my neck, confirming her parents aren’t worth the shit on my boots. “They’re my parents. My mom and dad. And they didn’t even want to know how I was doing. If I was okay. I didn’t think I could feel any worse about them sending me away. But I was wrong.”

      I wrap my arms around her as tightly as I can without hurting her, and hope my actions speak louder than the words I can’t seem to find. I’m at a loss on how to comfort her. How could I have possibly blamed her for running from me? She’s been put through the wringer by the first two people in this world she was supposed to be able to trust.

      I need to figure out a way to help her see that this isn’t normal. “I’m going to make it my life’s mission to show you that you can trust love, Bird. That you can trust me.”

      “I do. I trust you.” She lightly kisses the side of my neck. “I’m sor—”

      “No more apologies. No more guilt. It’s just you and me from here on out. And we’re never looking back.”

      “Cain?”

      I pull her head from my neck so I can look at her when she talks.

      “Promise me we’ll never hurt our babies. That we’ll love them no matter what they do.” Her voice is clogged with unshed tears.

      Mine is thicker and heavier than ever. “You gonna have my babies, little Bird?”

      Her cheeks redden before a sad smile pulls at her lips. “I hope so.”

      The insecurity in her statement forces me to clear this up and hopefully start to lighten the bleak mood in the cab of my truck.

      “How about we head inside right now and get started?” I raise my eyebrows in question, amusement all over my face. “It’s gonna take us some time to make a litter, and we’re not getting any younger.” I bite her neck and love the squeal that I pull from her.

      “Oh no, mister. You’re not getting a baby until you make an honest woman out of me.”

      Thank God, I’ve got my lighthearted Bird back.

      “And how soon can we make that happen?” This is a serious question. “How long will it take to plan your dream wedding?”

      “Two weeks. Maybe less.” She bursts out laughing. Probably because my mouth just hit the floor.

      “You serious? I can call you Mrs. Weller in two weeks?” My pulse picks up and my pants get tight just thinking about her being my wife. Officially.

      “If that’s what you want.” She puts her hands on my cheeks and rubs her thumbs across my lips. “All I need is you. And anyone who really cares about us. But if it’s just us, then that sounds pretty perfect to me.”

      “I fuckin’ love you, Bird.”

      “I love you too.”

      “You suppose we can at least practice making babies? Ya know, so I’m ready when it’s show time?” I wink and watch her breathing pick up.

      She looks at my apartment door then back at me. “Not even going to offer me a tour of your bachelor pad before you try to get into my pants?” Her eyes are little slits because her smile is that big.

      “Oh, I’ll give you the tour all right.”

      As soon as we make it in the door, we’re nothing but a tangle of arms and legs. The place is pretty bare, which seems to be our MO.

      “I need you naked, Bird.”

      “Yes.”

      I work off her shirt and walk her backward, not making it past the living room. The second we hit the carpet, our bodies go by instinct to the floor. I’ve made love to this woman so many times now, our motions are in sync. I unclasp her bra and toss it to the side. My hands travel over every inch of soft skin.

      “Love you.” The words keep coming. Over and over. The time apart and the loss of contact over the last two days has me needing to drive this point home.

      I go to her jeans, needing her entire body exposed. Nothing between us. The only thing I want to see on her beautiful body is my ring. But Bird shoves me hard, and the shock of her aggression sends me to my back, my head hitting the floor.

      “What—”

      “Stay down.” She stands, noticing my confusion while she frantically pulls at her jeans. “I’m in charge right now. I’m taking the lead.”

      I groan, her command turning my dick to granite. “You gonna take advantage of me? This doesn’t seem like baby-making sex.”

      She fights back a smile. “No, Cain.” She’s fully naked now, her feet bracketing my hips as she stands above me, looking down at where I lay flat on the living room floor. Her eyes travel down my fully dressed body, smiling when she stops at where I’m trying to bust out of my jeans. “I’m gonna love the heck out of you. And you’re going to lay there and let me.”

      Every ounce of blood in my body travels to my erection. My hips thrust involuntarily toward her, knowing where they want to be. “Yes ma’am.”

      We both laugh, can’t help it. Bird taking charge is a combination of amusing and the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen, and we need this right now. We need a break from the last couple of days. Just to fuck around and be us for a minute. I start to take my shirt off, anxious to get this show on the road.

      She drops to her knees, her warm center on my stomach. “No.” She smacks my hand that’s grabbing for her, shocking the shit out of me. “Lie still. This is my show.”

      “Fuck, I don’t know what has gotten into you, but I’m about to come in my jeans.” I reach up to cup her tit, but she smacks my hand again, laughing.

      “I said stop!” Her gorgeous tits bounce with her laughter, and I’m done for.

      Lucky for me, she finally stops bossing and works on getting me naked. By the time she has my shirt off, her wetness has already hit my torso.

      “Hurry up,” I say.

      She freezes, narrowing her eyes on mine. “No more talking. You talk? I stop.”

      I go to speak but stop when she cocks her head to the side. I now believe it’s possible to die from blue balls. Not wanting to test her theory, because I have no idea if she’ll follow through on her threats, I clamp my teeth down and pray I don’t break a molar.

      Her lips meet mine in a slow kiss, and it’s perfect, but nowhere near enough. When she pulls away, slowly crawling backward on all fours, I press my teeth together again, telling my dick to chill. It’s not time yet.

      She works off my boots and socks, then goes back to my jeans. The process takes longer than is healthy for the current state of my body. Fighting not to speak a word, I feel a tickle on my ankle. She kisses me there, then makes her way slowly up my leg. One light kiss at a time. I shake my head frantically. The pressure is building into pain, and the little smile she gives me makes it worse.

      “This is killing you, isn’t it?”

      I nod, hoping she’ll show mercy on me.

      “You poor baby.” She kisses the tip of my cock, and my chest vibrates with a growl.

      I hit my head on the floor, needing to get her attention. I’m too competitive to surrender to her game, but I may die in the process.

      “Is this what you want?” She licks the drop of pre-cum off me.

      My brain rattles with how fast I’m shaking my head.

      “You want me to ride you, Cain?” She’s my heaven and hell right now.

      My nostrils flare, eyes bulge. I give a single nod.

      “You promise to lie still?”

      This minx is going to get it next time. I’m already mentally ordering a bucket full of restraints to tie up her beautiful ass. I nod.

      She climbs up my body, centering herself over me. I close my eyes and fight the orgasm that wants to break free at first touch. She slides down slowly until she’s blanketing me in wet heat. Holy shit. It’s only been a few days since I’ve been in her, but she’s impossibly tight. I blow out a puff of air, trying to control my rapid breathing.

      “You with me, big guy?”

      I open my eyes to see my angel straddling my hips.

      She finally moves, unable to carry out this charade any longer. “I missed you.” Her pace gets faster, her hands planted on my chest. “So… much.” She moans, grinding her clit against me on every down stroke as she settles into her perfect rhythm. “Never.”

      Her nails dig in as her movements get frantic. I think my fingers might put holes in the carpet.

      “Gonna. Be. Apart.” She tosses her head back, her body pulsing and pulling at mine, bringing my own orgasm racing out. “Again.”

      She screams, riding out her release wildly as she slams back and forth against me.

      I fight to catch my breath. I need to hold her. She must need it too, because she drapes her body across mine. As much as it killed me not to talk before, the silence between us right now is more powerful than any words. I draw my knees up, pushing her even closer, and wrap my arms tightly around her. I don’t care where I land on this earth. This right here? This is my home.

      “I really don’t want to wait to get married,” she says against my neck.

      “We can get dressed and do this shit right now, Bird.” I’m not joking.

      “Okay.” She sighs against me. “Let’s just round up our favorite people, the ones who mean the most. I’m ready to start forever.”

      “Me too.”
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      Three weeks later

      I meant what I said. I was ready.

      Like the first night I met Cain, I’m facing a mirror and my hair and makeup are a masterpiece. This time, both Lu and Jamie are with me.

      “My brother is going to lose his shit when he sees you.”

      I turn around, my off-the-shoulder pale blue dress flaring with the motion. “I hope so.”

      I smile at Jamie when her bright blue eyes meet mine. Cain and his twin look absolutely nothing alike. He’s dark, like the night, and she’s light, like the dawn. But their yin and yang are a perfect fit, and I can tell just by looking at her that she couldn’t be happier for the two of us.

      “None of the mushy crap. You’ll ruin your makeup.” Lu is on hair and makeup patrol and is taking her job seriously. “Let’s get a move on. The car is waiting out front.”

      

      The location couldn’t be any more perfect. I step into the greenhouse at the convent and am immediately surrounded by the peace this sanctuary offers. Cain stands at the front, and I lose my breath at the sight of him in a charcoal suit. His black dress shirt shows off the blue tie that matches my dress. Warmth floods my entire body, and in this moment, there are no tears, only smiles.

      I’ve cried enough for a lifetime. Even though the sight of him makes me want to weep, the excitement that he’s about to be mine in every sense of the word has my face frozen in a painful smile.

      I scan the room. Only Cain’s immediate family, Lu, and Sister Vernon are here. Other than Father Ray, who’s going to marry us, and the photographer, the gathering is intimate and quiet.

      I make my way to the front, where Cain takes my hands and kisses them. “You ready for this, Bird?”

      “I’m ready.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’d like to introduce you all to Mr. and Mrs. Cain Weller.”

      The crowd erupts as we step into Willie’s Roadhouse. We couldn’t think of a better place to have our reception. We didn’t even ask Willie to make it a private event, just if The Crew could play, which of course he jumped all over. I scan the bar, shocked by how many people came out to support us.

      Cain drags me straight to the dance floor, where the band starts right in with the song we danced to the night we met. “Thinking Out Loud” filters through the speakers, and I wrap my arms around my big, strong husband.

      “Bet you never thought when I asked you to dance that first night that the next time we came here you’d be my wife.” He kisses me so deeply that my response leaves my mind and much hotter thoughts take over.

      The sounds of catcalls and whistles pull me back to the present.

      “I think that’s a safe bet.” I move my hands to his neck and stroke his throat, loving the way it vibrates when he talks.

      “Now it’s just you and me against the world.” He sways me around the floor. “Well… at least until we start building that miniature army.” He hasn’t dropped the baby talk since the night at his apartment.

      “How about we start with one and see how that goes?”

      He looks at the neon clock on the wall. “What time is this reception over? I’m ready to get started.”

      

      The night is winding down, and last call has been made. Willie heads to lock the door to incoming patrons, when it swings open and Collin strolls in.

      “Am I too late for the party?” He makes a beeline for us. His huge blue eyes, always full of mischief, lock on me. “Damn, girl, you’re the hottest bride I’ve ever seen.” He picks me up and twirls me. “It’s not too late, you probably haven’t consummated the marriage yet.” He winks, and Cain growls. “Shit, girl, I think I just poked the bear.”

      Collin loves to get a reaction out of my brooding husband. It seems to be one of his favorite pastimes. And even though I’ve gotten to know Collin a little more, he’s still a bit of a mystery to us all. He hasn’t worked with Cain all that long, and no one seems to know about his family and friends outside of his work buddies. I know there’s a lot more behind him than just the goofball he presents, but I honestly have no idea what it is.

      “Get your ass out of here and quit gawking at my wife.”

      Collin flashes his perfectly white teeth. “Only hours married and he’s already worried that your eyes are wandering.” He kisses my cheek, which causes another growl. “Congratulations, Joss. I couldn’t be happier for you,” he says for my ears only. Proof that something deep lies beneath his good times exterior.

      The bell above the bar rings loudly. “Bar’s closed, everyone out!” Willie flashes the lights a few times.

      All of our guests are able to stay for another hour, but I’m ready to get out of here. Cain’s parents left a while ago, and only a few friends linger. Lu took off, and Jamie is around here somewhere. I scan the room, looking for her so I can say goodbye.

      “What in the fuck is he doing?” Cain’s chest meets my back. “I’m gonna beat his ass.”

      I finally lay eyes on Jamie. She’s sitting at one of the back tables with a drink in hand and Collin at her side. His chair is so close, there can’t be more than an inch of space between them. His body’s turned sideways toward her and his arm is slung across the back of her chair. She laughs at something he says, and her head drops back against his arm until she brings it back up again. My heart warms at the sight.

      As Cain tries to make his way around me, my arm goes out to the side. I know what he’s about to do. “Whoa, stop right there.”

      He turns, and his deadly stare lands on me, which makes me laugh. “This shit is not funny. I’m gonna wring his damn neck.”

      I look back over, and the smile on Jamie’s face is so carefree, so… happy. No way am I letting her brother ruin this moment for her. “What’s the big deal? He’s just talking to her.”

      “He’s all over her, and he’s a big-ass slut.” The vein on his forehead protrudes as I keep laughing. “It’s not funny!”

      I can’t help it. It’s hilarious.

      He goes to make a beeline for his sister—and probably to knock Collin off his seat. I need to think fast.

      I grab the back of his pants by the waist. “I’m ready to go.”

      He stops and looks back at me. “Give me five minutes.”

      I yank again. No way is he wiping that smile off his sister’s face. I reach around his front, hesitating for a second before I grab his crotch. Yes, he’s my husband, but come on… we’re in public, and cupping his junk while standing here in my wedding dress feels wrong for so many reasons. He immediately hardens under my touch and I bury my face in his back to muffle my laugh. This man is such a horn dog.

      “What are you doing, Bird?”

      “I’m ready to go. I need you… now.” It’s not a lie. But I didn’t imagine our first time as husband and wife starting quite like this.

      You better enjoy your night, Jamie.

      “Are you distracting me with seduction?” He continues to stare at me over his shoulder, a mix of anger and lust crossing his expression.

      I give him another squeeze, and his dick jumps in my palm. “Of course not.” Lie. “I just can’t wait any longer. I need it. Now.”

      “It?”

      Okay. That sounded stupid. And suspicious.

      He finally turns around, and I’m pretty sure I won this battle. He squats so we’re at eye level and cocks an eyebrow. “Are you always going to use sex to get what you want, little wife?”

      My eyes dart from side to side. “Maybe?”

      He laughs out loud and gives me a quick kiss. “Thank God.” He wraps his arm around my waist and throws me over his shoulder.

      I squeal in protest. “What are you doing?”

      “Using your body to hide the massive erection you just gave me while I get your hot ass out of here.” He heads right out the door and to the waiting limo.

      I try to stop him. “We didn’t tell anyone goodbye!”

      “I thought you needed it?” He mocks my words, knowing full well what I was doing, and swats my butt. “You started this little game, Bird. Now I’m gonna finish it.” He stuffs me into the back of the limo. “Take us to the hotel.”

      “The hotel?” I thought we were going to the house tonight and leaving for our honeymoon tomorrow.

      He doesn’t say a word, just pulls me into his lap. His hands roam as his tongue licks my neck. Five minutes later, we pull up to the hotel where we spent our first night together.

      “Cain.” I grab his face as tears threaten to spill.

      “This is where we started.” He kisses me lightly, then it quickly turns heavy, before he pulls back. “Let’s see if that bed can handle us a second time.”

      Not catching his meaning, I’m shocked when he leads me to the same room we had that first night. My heart pounds with all the love pumping through my veins. I gasp when I’m swept up bridal style and he works the card in the slot before carrying me across the threshold and letting the door slam.

      The room is just like I remember from my dreams.

      “I was going to have it decorated with candles and roses, but then it wouldn’t be the same.”

      “It’s perfect.”

      He puts me on my feet before he toes off his shoes and socks and sits on the edge of the bed. He extends his arm to me, just as he did the first night.

      Except this time it’s different. This time I’m not nervous or hiding. I’m not trying to be someone else.

      This time… I’m me. And I’m never going to hide again.

      Not when I have this man… always right behind me.

      

      
        
        The End
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      I cannot thank you, the reader, enough for taking the time to give Behind Me a chance. You’re the reason I do this. The reason I write. It would mean the world to me if you would also consider leaving a review.
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        Fast Forward

        A second chance romance novella, originally released in Harper Sloan’s Corps Security in Hope Town Kindle Worlds.

      

      

      He was my best friend, my driving force. It was our last night together, and I screwed it all up. I know this. But I never thought he’d walk out on me no matter how hard I pushed. He did.

      When Jarrett Dean, NHRA Funny Car driver speeds into Hope Town, the last person he expects to run into is Gineva Derosa. His Gin. His one true love.

      No… the one who pushed him away. And now it’s time for answers.

      Gineva planned on breezing into Hope Town for a couple of weeks to help her friend Sway clean up a mess he found himself in. That’s it. She never expected the past hitting her at full force and demanding answers to questions she didn’t want to touch.

      But they touched her alright. She couldn’t fight the pull. Couldn’t deny the feelings.

      So she pushed, but this time he wasn’t walking away.

      Fast Forward is a Corps Security in Hope Town mashup story. It’s filled with your favorite characters from the series along with some new ones you can’t help but fall in love with.

      
        
        Amazon US - https://amzn.to/2JFA4EO

        Amazon UK - https://amzn.to/2LDwIUx

      

      

      Flight Forward, a fanfiction story set in JB Salsbury’s Fighting Series world available free on Wattpad.

      Jonah Slade, UFL Heavyweight Champion finally has it all. With wife Raven (story Fighting for Flight by JB Salsbury) and a baby on the way, life is right where he wants it. That is until his mother decides she’s ready to start dating again.

      After losing his father at age twelve, the one thing Jonah has never gotten over, can he watch his mother find love again?

      Katherine Slade has focused on nothing but her children since the sudden loss of her husband fifteen years ago. Finally ready to move on, she stumbles across her son’s new neighbor.

      Can Marcus Dean, crew chief of the hottest rising NHRA Funny Car driver be the one to mend her broken heart? Or will her son’s struggles keep her from her Flight Forward?

      Find out in my free novella on Wattpad: https://w.tt/2qKPfVQ
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